*RUSSIA*

Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin (1952-

) President of Russia (2000-2008; since 2012) Premier (2008-2012)

(Page 7)—51.31 Excerpt from Memoirs of Princess Dáshkov, Written by Herself: “The Establishment Of A
Russian Academy”\fn{by Princess Ekaterina Románovna Dáshkov (1743-1810)} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia
(F) 2
(9)—28.1 Universal Courtiers’ Grammar\fn{by Denis Ivanovich Fonvizin (1745-1792)} Moscow, Central Federal
District, Russia (M) 2
*
(11)—28.3 Excerpt from Kaïb\fn{by Ivan Andreievich Krylov (1769-1844)} Moscow, Central Federal District, Russia
(M) 2
*
(12)—58.158 The Cremona Violin\fn{by Ernest Theodor Amadeus Hoffmann (1776-1822)} Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad
Oblast, Russia (M) 9
*
(22)—84.177 The Three Girdles\fn{by Vassily Andreevich Zhukovsky (1783-1852)} Mishenskoe, Tula Oblast, Russia
(M) 7
*
(28)—199.67 Excerpt from The Family Chronicle\fn{by Sergyey Timofeevich Aksakov (1791-1859)} Ufa,
Bashkortostan Republic, Russia (M) 5
(33)—84.184 The Queen Of Spades\fn{by Alexander Sergeyevich Pushkin (1799-1837)} Moscow, Central Federal
District, Russia (M) 12
1819
(46)—30.114 Excerpts from Evenings By The Karpovka\fn{by Mariya Zhukova (1804-1855)} Nizhnii Novgorod
Province, Russia (F) 10
(56)—37.181 At The Tea-Table\fn{by Karolina Pavlova (1807-1893)} Yaroslavl, Yaroslavl Oblast, Russia (F) 21
*
(76)—199.62 Excerpt from Oblomov\fn{by Ivan Aleksandrovich Goncharov (1812-1891)} Simbirsk (renamed
Ulyanovsk), Ulyanovsk Oblast, Russia (M) 5
(81)—84.196 Taman\fn{by Mikhail Yuryevich Lermontov (1814-1841)} Moscow, Central Federal District, Russia (M) 6
(87)—84.202 The District Doctor\fn{by Ivan Sergeyevich Turgenev (1818-1883)} Orel, Orel Oblast, Russia (M) 4
*
(91)—30.145 Excerpt from The Young Lady Of the Steppes\fn{by Avdotya Panaeva (1820-1893)} St. Petersburg,
Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 10
(101)—84.206 The Peasant Marey\fn{by Fyodor Mikhailovich Dostoevsky (1821-1881)} Moscow, Central Federal
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District, Russia (M) 2
(104)—30.137 On The Way: A Sketch\fn{by Nadezhda Khvoshchinskaya aka V. Krestovskii (1824-1889)} Ryazan, Ryazan
Oblast, Russia (F) 8
(112)—84.208 Death And The Soldier\fn{by Alexander Afanasief (1826-1881)} Boguchar, Voronezh Oblast, Russia
(M) 4
(115)—84.212 The Death Of Iván Ilýich\fn{by Leo Nickolaevich Tolstoy (1828-1910)} Yasnaya Polyana, Tula Oblast,
Russia (M) 26
*
(141)—84.238 The Toupee Artist: A Story Told On A Grave In Sacred Memory Of The Blessed Day The 19 th
February, 1861\fn{by Nicolai Semenovich Leskov aka Nicolai Lyeskov (1831-1896)} Orel, Orel Oblast, Russia (M) 10
(151)—84.248 Lymerivna\fn{by Maria Vilinska aka Marko Vovchok (1834-1907)} Orel, Orel Oblast, Russia (F) 3
*
(154)—37.202 Pros And Cons: The Thoughts And Dreams Of Madame Court Counsellor Lisitsyna\fn{by
Sofya Soboleva aka V. Samoilovich (1840-1884)} Schlüsselburg, nr. St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 23
*
(176)—37.225 The Settlement\fn{by Olga Shapir (1850-1916)} St. Petersburg?, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 17
(193)—275.176 Excerpt from Memoirs Of A Revolutionist\fn{by Véra Nikoláevna Fígner (1852-1942)} Kazan,
Tatarstan Republic, Russia (F) 12
(205)—37.242 Excerpt from Round The Villages: A Doctor’s Memoirs Of An Epidemic: “After The Great
Hunger”\fn{by Valentina Dmitrieva (1859-1948)} Voronino, Saratov Oblast, Russia (F) 6
*
(211)—179.85 1. Buruldai Bogdo Khan 2. Sharu 3. Hunkuvai And The Horse With Round Head 4. Varhan Tulai
Hubun 5. Altin Shagoy 6. Verente Khan And His Son Sokto 7. The Twin Boys, Altin Shagoy And Mungun
Shagoy: Seven Folktales\fn{by Manshut (c.1860- )} Ust’-Orda Autonomous Okrug, Russia (M) 36
(247)—118.2 The Sorcerer And His Apprentice: A Folktale\fn{by Natal’ja O. Vinokurova (c.1860- )} nr. Irkutsk,
Upper Lena River area, Irkutsk Oblast, Russia (F) 4
(251)—217.57 Deviations\fn{by Lou Andreas-Salome (1861-1937)} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 21
(272)—118.16 About The Ruff: A Folktale\fn{by Anna Mikhailovna Pashkova (1866- )} Pudozh, Karelia Republic,
Russia (F) 1
(274)—54.75 Excerpts from Tagebuchblätter Und Briefe\fn{by Käthe Kollwitz (1867-1945)} Kaliningrad,
Kaliningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 1
(275)—198.89 Excerpts from Reminiscences Of Lenin: 1. St. Petersburg: 1893-1898 2. In Exile: 18981901\fn{by Nadezhda Krupskaya (1869-1939)} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 16
(291)—28.9 Outside Of Time: An Old Etude\fn{by Zinaida Nikolaevna Hippius (1869-1945)} Belev, Tula Oblast,
Russia (F) 10
(300)—53.137 Mr. Samson Cat\fn{by Valéry Carrick (1869-1948)} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (M) 1
*
(301)—28.5 Time\fn{by Nadezhda Teffi aka Nadezhda Buchinskaya (1872-1952)} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia
(F) 2
(304)—275.71 & 28.22 1. Carp Fishing 2. The Eagle 3. A Musical Affair (My Friend’s Story) 4. Miron And
Dasha 5. Christ’s Vespers: Five Short Stories\fn{by Ivan Sergeyevich Shmelyov (1873-1950)} Moscow, Central Federal
District, Russia (M) 17
(321)—198.105 Excerpt from Twenty Years In Underground Russia: Memoirs Of A Rank-and-File Bolshevik:
My Parental Home. I Go To Warsaw\fn{by Cecilia Bobrovskaya (1873-1960)} Yelizh, Smolensk Oblast, Russia (F) 8
(329)—38.1 My Loves\fn{by Adelaida Gertsyk (1874-1925)} nr. Moscow, Central Federal District, Russia (F) 9
(339)—28.19 The Choosing Of A Bride\fn{by Mikhail Osorgin aka Mikhail Andreevich Ilyin (1878-1942)} Perm, Perm
Oblast, Russia (M) 3
(342)—52.348 Excerpt from The White Ship:The Smuggler\fn{by Aino Julia Kallas (1878-1956)} Viaborg, Leningrad
Oblast, Russia (M) 3
*
(345)—17.117 Zelig\fn{by Benjamin Rosenblatt (1880-1925)} Russia (M) 3
(348)—86.142 The Ratcatcher\fn{by Alexander Stepanovich Grinevski (1880-1932)} Vyatka, presumably somewhere on
the “in a suburb of Vyatka,” another name for Kirov, Kirov Oblast, Russia (M) 17
(364)—275.84. 1. We Await His Return 2. A Lumninous Fairy Tale 3. The Bush: Three Short
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Stories\fn{ by Andrei Bely aka Boris Nikolaevich Bugaev (1880-1934) } Moscow, Central Federal District, Russia
(M)
(376)—196.140 Eight Speeches By Kerensky\fn{by Aleksandr Fedorovich Kerenski (1881-1970)} Simbirsk (renamed
Ulyanovsk), Ulyanovsk Oblast, Russia (M) 3
(379)—86.159 Vasily Suchkov\fn{by Alexey Nikolevich Tolstoy (1882-1945)} Nikloaevski (now Pugachyov), Saratov
Oblast, Russia(M) 6
(385)—1.53 Thing Of Beauty\fn{by Elias Lieberman (1883-1969)} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (M) 3
(387)—118.10 Ivan Turtygin and Skipter, the Tsarevna: A Folktale\fn{by Elena Stepanova Simirnova (before 1884- )}
Simbirsk (renamed Ulyanovsk), Ulyanovsk Oblast Russia (F) 3
(390)—97.251 God\fn{by Eugene Ivanovich Zamiatin (1884-1937)} Lebedyan, Lebedyan District, Lipetsk Oblast,
Russia (M) 1
(391)—86.167 Without Cherry Blossom\fn{by Pantaleimon Romanof (1884-1938)} Petrovskoe Village, Tula Oblast,
Russia (M) 5
(396)—4.1 Chocolate\fn{by Alexander Tarasov-Rodyonov (1885-1938)} Astikkan, Kazan, Tatarstan Republic, Russia
(M) 46
(443)—86.182 The Last Expedition Of Baron Feuhbel-Feuhtzenau\fn{by Andrey Michaelovich Sobol (1888-1926)}
Saratov, Saratov Oblast, Russia (M) 3
(446)—31.145 & 198.113 1. Seeing In The Twentieth Century 2. Excerpt from Walks Through Armenia:
“Erivan” 3. Three Looms\fn{by Marietta Sergeevna Shaginyan (1888-1982)} Moscow, Central Federal District, Russia
(F) 8
(454)—128.87 The Old Woman\fn{by Lydia Seifullina (1889-after 1934)} “in a village near Chelyabinsk,”
Chelyabinsk Oblast, Russia (F) 3
*
(457)—86.191 The Fleecy Jacket\fn{by Anton Ulyansky (c.1890?- )} Russia (M) 4
(460)—38.10 1. The Baroness And Her Maid 2. A Day in Trimmings 3. The Foreman and the Forewoman 4 The
Row 5. The Women Run Everything 6. Leaders: Factory Sketches\fn{by Ekaterina Strogova (c.1890?- )} Moscow
area?, Central Federal District, Russia (F) 10
(470)—178.143 A Tale Of The Past\fn{by Veniamin Chistalev (1890-1939)} Pomozdino, Komi Republic, Russia (M) 4
(475)—199.72 The Bun\fn{by Mar’ia Andreevna Semenikhina (1890- )} Chavan’ga, on the Tursk coast of the White
Sea in Murmansk Oblast, Russia (F) 1
(475)—86.187 Letters From Tula\fn{by Boris Leonidovich Pasternak (1890-1960)} Moscow, Russia (M) 4
(479)—118.6 The Crystal Lake: A Folktale\fn{by A. N. Korol’kova (1892- )} Voronezh Oblast, Russia (F) 4
(484)—3.32 1. Gratitude 2. No Consequences 3. My Pushkin: Three Sketches\fn{by Marina Ivanova Tsvetaeva (18921941)} Moscow, Russia (F) 4
(488)—3.1 Rain At Dawn\fn{by Konstantin Greorgievich Paustovsky (1892-1968)} Moscow, Russia (M) 7
(495)—38.22 Excerpt from The Flying Start: A Soviet Madonna And Child\fn{by Anna Karavaeva (1893-1979)}
Siberia, Russia (F) 1
(496)—86.206 Hard Times\fn{by Victor Rostopchin (1894- )} Russia (M) 4
(500)—115.32 1. Raven Gets The Sun And Creates Food 2. Raven And Creator Make Man 3. The Story Of Two
Cousins 4. The Story Of A Maritime Orphan I 5. The Story Of A Maritime Orphan II 6. Story Of A Fox And A
Dog 7. The Story Of A Sliding Race 8. The Story Of Ku’rkil’s Son 9. The Story Of A Whale Skull 10. The Story
Of Eme’mqut: Ten Folktales\fn{by Qutye’ut (before 1895- )} Molonda River, Chukotka Autonomous Okrug, Russia
(F) 12
(513)—115.44 1. The Raven And The Russian Creator Make Men 2. The Creator Teaches Man 3. Man Gets The
Domesticated Reindeer: Three Folktales\fn{by Néusqat (before 1895- )} Molonda River, Chukotka Autonomous
Okrug, Russia (F) 4
(517)—115.48 1. A Brother And Sister Repopulate The Land 2. Reindeer And Herdsmen Are Created 3. Story Of
Dead Skull 4. Story Of The Flying Girl 5. Story Of An Evil Spiri 6. Story Of a Kéle Infant: Six Folktales\fn{by
Kutyéut (before 1895- )} Molonda River, Chukotka Autonomous Okrug, Russia (F) 7
(524)—115.55 The Story Of An Evil Spirit: A Folktale fragment\fn{by Neusqatqai (before 1895- )} Molonda River,
Chukotka Autonomous Okrug, Russia (F) -1
(524)—115.55b 1. The Story Of A Woman Of Mountain Echo 2. The Story Of A Dog Who Was A Suitor: Two
Folktales\fn{by Párkal (before 1895- )} Molonda River, Chukotka Autonomous Okrug, Russia (F) 2
(526)—86.204 Earth On The Hands\fn{by Boris Andreievich Pilniak (1894-1938)} Mozhaysk, Central Federal District,
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Russia (M) 2
(528)—86.211 The Landraith\fn{by Irina Kunina (c.1895- )} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 6
(534)—86.210 & 98.150 1. An Evening Of Culture 2. Pelageya: Two Short Stories\fn{by Mikhail Mikhailovich
Zoshchenko (1895-1958)} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (M) 3
(537)—86.217 The Two Kinds Of Truth\fn{by Pyotr Ivanovich Zamoyski (1896-1958)} Sobolevka, Penza Oblast,
Russia (M) 7
(544)—266.79 1. Letter To Freedom (1924) 2. Memoir About Jack Abrams (1930) 3. Tribute To Vsevolod
Eikhenbaum (1945) 4. Tribute to Alexander Berkman (1966)\fn{by Mollie Steimer aka Marthe Alperine (18971980)} Dunaevtsky, Bryansk Oblast, Russia (F) 8
(552)—3.42 Fro\fn{by Andrey Platonov (1899-1951)} Yamskaia Slobodav, nr. Voronezvh, Voronezvh Oblast, Russia
(M) 10
(562)—86.228 The Vane Sisters\fn{by Valdimir Vladimirovich Nabokov (1899-1977)} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast,
Russia (M) 6
(568)—28.7 & 46.157 Two excerpt from Hope Against Hope: 1. “A My Night” 2. “Cow Or Poetry
Reading?”\fn{by Nadézhda Yákovlevna Mandelshtám (1899-1980)} Saratov, Saratov Oblast, Russia (F) 2
(572)—86.234 Excerpt from The Stranger: “After Forty Years”\fn{by Maria Kuncewicz (1899-1989)} Samara,
Samara Oblast, Russia (F) 3
1920
(575)—178.136 Excerpt from The Word Of The Shepherd: “Hunting For Wolves”\fn{Salchak Toka (1901-1973)}
“Mergen, in what is now Kaa-Khem Raion,” Tuva Republic, Russia (M) 4
(579)—253.192 The Resurrection Of Mozart\fn{by Nina Nikolaevna Berberova (1901-1993)} St. Petersburg, Russia
(F) 10
(589)—178.86 A Tale Of TheThree Most Important Things For An Adyghei\fn{by Tembot Magometovich Kerashev
(1902-1988)} “in the aul of Koshekhabl,” Adygea Autonomous Oblast, Russia (M) 4
(593)—86.237 What’s In A Glass?\fn{by Venyamin Alexandrovitch Kaverin (1902-1989)} Pskov, Pskov Oblast, Russia
(M) 8
(601)—87.149 Seryozha\fn{by Vera Federovna Panova (1905-1975)} Rostov-on-Don, Rostov Oblast, Russia (F) 4
(645)—86.249 The Fate Of A Man\fn{by Mikhail Alexandrovich Sholokhov (1905-1984)} Veshenskaya, Sholokhovsky
District, Rostov Oblast, Russia (M) 14
(660)—37.151 Excerpt from Within The Whirlwind: “Don’t Cry In Front Of Them”\fn{by Evgenia Semenovna
Ginzburg (1906-1977)} Moscow, Central Federal District, Russia (F) 5
(665)—87.213 A Good Hand\fn{by Varlam Tikhonovich Shalamov (1907-1982)} Vologda, Vologda Oblast, Russia (M) 3
(667)—178.123 The First Working Day\fn{by Alexei Fillipovich Talvir (1909-1979)} Batyrovo, Chuvashia Republic,
Russia (M) 4
(672)—29.170 Laine’s House\fn{by Natalia Baranskaya (1909-2004)} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 6
*
(678)—269.93 Ivan The Pealet\fn{by Parmen Egorovich Chemakin (1911- )} Pinega, Pinezhsky District, Arkhangelsk
Oblast, Russia (M) 4
(681)—178.107 Asiya\fn{by Anver Bikchentayev (1913- )} Ufa, Bashkortostan Republic, Russia (M) 8
(689)—178.140 Stories About The Wily Shimi Derbendi\fn{by Khizgil Avshalumov (1913- )} Nyugdy, Daghestan
Republic, Russia (M) 3
(693)—29.139 Repairing Our Car\fn{by Natalia Ilina (1914- )} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 6
(696)—178.80 Excerpt from The View From White Mountain\fn{by Alim Keshokov (1914- )} Shalushka,
Kabardino-Balkariya Republic, Russia (M) 4
(700)—87.224 Happiness Is Not Far Away\fn{by Yevgenya Vladimirovna Levakovskaya-Loginova (1914- )} Russia (F)
15
(714)—275.158 1. The Monkey-bridge 2. The Guilty Dogs 3. Banyan 4. The Tortoise And The Geese 5. The
Fairy And The Hare 6. The Golden Feathers 7. TheYoung Parrot 8. The Empty Lake 9. The Swan Kingdom 10.
The Master’s Test 11. The Two Pigs 12. The Patient Buffalo 13. The Sarabha 14. The Goblin Town 15. The Great
Elephant 16. The Quarrelsome Quails 17. The Forest Fire 18. The End Of The World 19. The Golden Goose 20.
The Noble Horse: Twenty Jakata Tales\fn{by Noor-un-Nisa Inayat Khan (1914-1944)} Moscow, Central Federal
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District, Russia (F) 18
(732)—178.127 Airan\fn{by Khalimat Bairamukova (1917- )} Khurzuk, Karachai-Cherkessia Republic, Russia (F) 4
(736)—87.250 Darkness And Little Light\fn{by Johannes Bobrowski (1917-1965)} Tilsit (now Sovetsk}, Kaliningrad
Oblast, Russia (M) 4
(740)—178.90 The Clear Drop Of Dew\fn{by Cnimit Tzydendambayev (1918- )} nr. Tabagatai, Buryatia Republic,
Russia (M) 3
(743)—38.23 Excerpt from Zhenya, The Wonder Of The Twentieth Century: Male Bonding Sessions\fn{by
Tatyana Esenina (1918-1992)} Moscow?, Central Federal District, Russia (F) 5
(747)—88.140 For The Good Of The Cause\fn{by Alexandr Isayevich Solzhenitsyn (1918- 2008)} Kislovodsk,
Stavropol Kray, Russia (M) 26
*
(773)—88.172 Nightfall\fn{by Isaac Asimov (1920-1992)} Petrovichi, Smolensk Oblast, Russia (M) 17
(790)—263.94 The Deserted Churt\fn{by Shaman Kirill Prokopevich Chudekov (1921-2001)} Purla Village, Tashtagol
Rayon, Kemerovo Oblast, Russia (M) 9
(798)—30.94 The Blind Fisherman\fn{by Viktor Astafiev (1924- )} Ovsyanka, Saratov Oblast, Krasnoyarsk Krai,
Russia (M) 10
(809)—87.140 Promoxys\fn{by Bulat Shalvovich Okudzhava (1924-1997)} Alania (now North Ossetia), Russia (M) 9
(817)—88.208 The Color Of Scalded Milk\fn{by Viktor Loganov (1925- )} Bolshiye Veski, Vladimir Oblast,
Russia (M) 4
(822)—31.130 Yellow Clover\fn{by Olga Kozhukhova (c.1925?- )} Voronezh?, Veronezh Oblast, Russia (F) 15
(837)—88.250 My Sister’s Applegarth\fn{by Victoria Kochurova-Sandor aka Alla Ktorova (1926- )} Moscow, Russia (F)
9
(846)—29.134 The Ostrabramsky Gate\fn{by Galina Kornilova (1928- )} Moscow, Central Federal District, Russia
(F) 5
(852)—178.115 Son Of The Mountain Folk\fn{by Raisa Akhmatova (1928- )} Chechenia Republic, Russia (F) 4
(856)—178.131 Waiting\fn{by Gennady Krasilnikov (1928-1974)} Alnashi, Udmurtia Republic, Russia (M) 5
(861)—159d.180 Excerpt from Entrtetiens Avec Denisov: Un Compositeur Sous Le Régime Soviétique:\fn{by
Edison Vassilievich Denisov (1929-1996)} Tomsk, Tomsk Oblast, Russia (M) 12
*
(872)—143.51 1. Endohochen 2. The Boy Who Went To A Forbidden Place 3. Duchieke 4. Frog, Mouse, And
Moose 5. Pole, Gaviar, Bladder, Haystacki, And Bigeyes 6. The Lazy Boy 7. The Puppy: Seven Folktales\fn{by
Anna Petrovna Khodzher (c.1930?- )} Troitskoe, Amur River, Russian Far East (F) 7
(879)—88.242 & 89.4 & 178.77 1. Tegryné Flies To Khabarovsk 2. The Pipe Of Peace 3. Sails: Three Short
Stories\fn{by Yury Rytkheu (1930- )} “in a hut made of deerskin,” Chukotka Autonomous Okrug, Russia (M) 15
(895)—30.24 A War Like That\fn{by Vasily Belov (1932- )} Timonikha, Vologda Oblast, Russia (M) 6
(901)—31.107 Meddlesome Mother-in-Law\fn{by Fazu Alieva (1932 )} Guinichutlv, Khunzakh Raion, Daghestan
Republic, Russia (F) 18
(919)—29.124 The Monster\fn{by Nina Katerli (1934- )} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 3
(922)—31.87 Is It Far To Chukotka\fn{by Irina Raksha (c.1935?- )} Moscow, Russia (F) 20
(942)—16.9 The Woman Who Fulled Clothes\fn{by Yi Hoesong aka Ri Kaisei (1935- )} Maokn, Sakhalin Island,
Sakhalin Oblast, Russia (M) 14
(956)—178.119 The Blue Hills\fn{by Vladimir Sangi (1935- )} Noibel, northern Sakhalin Island, “on the shores of
the Sea of Okhots,” Sakhalin Oblast, Russia (M) 4
(960)—178.101 We’ll Meet In The Tundra\fn{by Semyon Kurilov (1935- )} “in an Olera-Lake settlement,”
northeastern Yakutia Republic, near the Kolyma River, Russia (M) 6
(965)—28.54 The Visit\fn{by Nikolai Shmelyov (1936- )} Moscow, Central Federal District, Russia (M) 12
(977)—29.145 Five Figures On A Pedestal\fn{by Viktoria Tokareva (1937- )} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast,
Russia (F) 25
(1002)—30.17 Those Who Did Not Get Into The Choir\fn{by Vladimir Makanin (1937- )} Orsk, Orenberg Oblast,
Russia (M) 7
(1008)—30.30 The Rose-Fingered Dawn\fn{by Irina Povolotskaya (1937- )} Moscow, Central Federal District,
Russia (F) 13
(1021)—178.93 Excerpt from Wonderland Of The North\fn{by Yuvan Shestalov (1937- )} “on the shores of the
large and plentiful Ob River,” Khantia-Mansia Autonomous Okrug, Russia (M) 5
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(1033)—37.156 North Of Russia\fn{by Marina Mikhailovna Rachko (1937- )} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast,
Russia (F) 3
(1036)—37.173 Excerpt from The Many Dogs And The Dog\fn{by Bella Akatovna Akhmadulina (1937- )} Moscow,
Russia (F) 3
(1040)—30.43 The Visit\fn{by Leonid Borodin (1938- )} Irkutsk, Irkutsk Oblast, Russia (M) 8
(1048)—30.89 Dreams On An Upper Birth\fn{by Valery Popov (1939- )} Kazan, Tartarstan Republic, Russia (M)
5
(1053)—38.29 1. Words 2. Medea: Two Stories\fn{by Lyudmila Petrushevskaya (1939- )} Moscow, Central Federal
District, Russia (F) 6
*
(1059)—28.220 Springtime In Broad Daylight\fn{by Larissa Miller (1940- )} Moscow?, Central Federal District,
Russia (F) 3
(1062)—28.40 March 1953\fn{by Ludmilla Evgenyevna Ulitskaya (1943- )} Davlekanovo, Bashkortostan Republic,
Russia (F) 7
(1069)—31.125 Mum’s Got A Part\fn{by Nina Sorotokina (c.1945?- )} “a small town in the Urals,” Sverdlovsk
Oblast, Russia (F) 5
(1074)—143.38 1. Kanda Mafa And The Bones 2.The Seagull 3. Crow and Otter 4. Biatu And Belye 5. The Ice
Mountain 6. Yegdyga And The Seal 7. Gounya 8. The Monkeys 9. Palam Padu—The unter’s Bag 10. Six Brothers
And The Squirrels 11. Toad wife 12. Seven Girls 13. Belye And Naundyaka 14. Gamuli: Fourteen
Folktales\fn{by Valentina Tunnyanovna Kyalundzyuga (c.1945- )} Gvasyugi, Khar River, Russian Far East (F) 13
(1088)—30.56 The Situation 2. The Reservoir 3. The Drummer And His Wife: Three Short Tales\fn{by Evgeny
Popov (1946)} Krasnoyarsk Kray, Russia (M) 9
(1094)—38.35 Journey To Kashgar\fn{by Bella Ulanovskaya aka Izabella Yurevna Ulanovskaya (1948- )} “brought up in
the Urals”, Russia (F) 15
*
(1109)—29.127 In Memoriam\fn{by Tatyana Nabatnikova (c.1950?- )} Atlay Mountains, Gorno-Altay Autonomous
Oblast, Russia (F) 7
(1116)—89.193 The Circle\fn{by Tatyana Tolstaya (1951- )} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 5
(1121)—28.216 In Kropotkinskaya Street\fn{by Irina Muravyova (1952- )} Moscow, Central Federal District,
Russia (F) 4
(1125)—29.181 Mitigating Circumstances\fn{by Irina Polyanskaya (1952-2004)} “in the Urals,” Russia (F) 24
(1149)—28.194 The Lilac Dressing Gown\fn{by Nina Gabrielyan (1953- )} Moscow, Central Federal District,
Russia (F) 11
(1159)—30.10 Parade Of The Planets\fn{by Larisa Vaneeva (1953- )} Novosibirsk, Novosibirsk Oblast, Russia (F)
7
(1167)—28.155 Eve Eve\fn{by Yuri Buyda (1954- )} Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad Oblast, Russia (M) 3
(1170)—28.112 The Bloody Women’s Ward\fn{by Marina Palei (1955- )} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia
(F) 9
(1178)—36.217 When Other Birds Call\fn{by Zufar Gareev, or Gareyev (1955- )} “in a remote village,”
Bashkortostan Republic, Russia (M) 9
(1187)—28.100 Excerpt from Shamara\fn{by Svetlana Vasilenko (1956- )} Kapustin Yar, Astrakhan Oblast, Volga
River, Russia (F) 12
(1199)—28.26 Excerpt from The First Second Coming\fn{by Alexei Slapovsky (1957- )} Saratov, Saratov Oblast,
Russia (M) 5
(1204)—28.147 The Bedbugs and The Pants\fn{by Alexander Sharypov (1957- )} Veliki Ustyug, Vologda Oblast,
Russia (M) 4
(1208)—30.80 The Death Of Egor Ilich\fn{by Alexander Lavrin (1958- )} Sovetskaya Gavan, Khabarovsk Kray,
Russia (M) 9
*
(1217)—275.1 Excerpt from Dreams Of The Compass Rose\fn{by Vera Nazarian (1966- )} Moscow, Central
Federal District, Russia (F) 9
(1226)—28.31 Happiness\fn{by Alexander Terekhov (1966- )} Novomoskovsk, Tula Oblast, Russia (M) 4
*
(1230)—28.151 Dreamless And The Murderer\fn{by Sophia Kupryashina (1972- )} Russia (F) 4
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51.31 Excerpt from Memoirs of Princess Dáshkov, Written by Herself: “The Establishment Of A Russian
Academy”\fn{by Princess Ekaterina Románovna Dáshkov (1743-1810)} Russia (F) 2
… One day, whilst I was walking with the Empress in the gardens of Tsárskoe Seló, our conversation turned on
the beauty and richness of the Russian language, which led me to express a sort of surprise that her Majesty, who
could well appreciate its value, and was herself an author, had never thought of establishing a Russian Academy.
I observed that nothing was wanting but rules, and a good dictionary, to render our language wholly
independent of those foreign terms and phrases, so very inferior to our own in expression and energy, which had
been so absurdly introduced into it.
“I really know not,” replied her Majesty, “how it happens that such an idea has not been already carried into
effect; the usefulness of an establishment for the improvement of our own language has often occupied my
thoughts, and I have even given directions about it.”
“That is very surprising, Madam,” said I, “for surely nothing can well be easier than the execution of such a
project. There is a great variety of models to be found, and you have only to make choice of the best.”
“Do you, Princess, I beg,” returned her Majesty, “give me a sketch of one.”
“It would be better, Madam,” replied I, “were you to order one of your secretaries to present you with a plan of
the French Academy, the Academy at Berlin, and a few others, with remarks on such particulars as might be better
adapted to the genius and habits of your own people.”
“I entreat of you, I must beg to repeat it,” said the Empress, “that you will take upon yourself this trouble, for
then I can confidently look forward, through your zeal and activity, to the accomplishment of an object which,
with shame I confess it, has been too long delayed.”
“The trouble, Madam,” I said, “will be very trifling, and I will obey you as expeditiously as possible; but I
have not the books I wish to refer to at hand, and I must be allowed the liberty of again assuring your Majesty that
any of the secretaries in the ante-chamber would execute the commission better than myself.”
Her Majesty, however, continuing to express herself of a different opinion, I found it useless to offer
objections.
When I returned home in the evening, I set myself, therefore, to consider how I might best execute her orders,
and before I went to bed I drew up a sort of plan, which I thought might furnish some ideas for the formation of
the establishment in view, and sent it off to the Empress, more, indeed, for the purpose of complying with her
wishes than from any serious thought of furnishing a design worthy of her choice and adoption. My astonishment
may therefore be imagined, when I received back, from the hands of her Majesty, this imperfect outline of a
scheme hastily conceived and informally drawn up, with all the ceremonial of an official instrument, confirmed
by the sanction of her Imperial signature, and accompanied with an ukase\fn{Imperial decree} which conferred on
me the President-ship of the embryo academy. A copy of this ukase, I at the same time learned, had been
transmitted to the Senate.
Though this had the air of the Empress’s being in earnest, and resolute in her intentions with regard to me, I
nevertheless went to Tsárskoe Seló two days afterwards, still hoping to prevail on her Majesty to make choice of
some other President. Finding my efforts unavailing, I told her Majesty that as Director of the Academy of Arts
and Sciences I had already at my disposal sufficient funds for the maintenance of the new establishment, and that
she need be at no other expense, at present, than the purchase of a house for it. These funds, I observed, in
explanation, would arise out of the five thousand rubles which she gave annually, from her private purse, for
translations of the classics. The Empress evinced her surprise and satisfaction, but expressed her hopes that the
translations should be continued.
“Most assuredly, Madam,” said I, “the translations shall be carried on, and I trust more extensively than
hitherto, by the students of the Academy of Sciences, subject to the revision and correction of the professors; and
thus the five thousand rubles, of which the directors have never rendered any account, and which, to judge from
the very few translations that have appeared, they seem to have put into their own pockets, may now be turned to
a very useful purpose. I will have the honor, Madam,” added I, “of presenting you soon with an estimate of all the
necessary expenses of the proposed establishment; and considering the sum I have stated as the extent of its
means, we shall then see if anything remains for the less absolute requisites, such as medals and casts—a few of
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which may be deemed, indeed, almost indispensable, in order to reward and distinguish the most deserving of its
students.”
In the estimate, which I accordingly made, I fixed the salary of two secretaries at 900 rubles, and of two
translators at 450 rubles each. It was necessary, also, to have a treasurer, and four persons, invalid soldiers, to heat
the stove and take care of the house. These appointments together I estimated at 3300 rubles, which left the 1700
for fuel, paper and the occasional purchase of books, but no surplus whatever for casts and medals.
Her Majesty, who had been accustomed to a very different scale of expenditure, was, I think, more surprised
than pleased at this estimate; but signified her desire to add whatever was wanted for the purposes not provided
for in it, and this I fixed at 1,250 rubles. The salary of the president, and contingent perquisites of office, were not
usually forgotten in estimates of this nature, but in the present I had not assigned myself a single ruble; and thus
was a most useful establishment, answering every object of its institution, founded and supported at no greater
expense to her Majesty than the price of a few honorary badges.
To sum up all that may be said on the subject of the Russian Academy, I may be allowed to state the following
particulars: viz., in the first place, that with three years’ arrears of her Majesty’s bounty, originally granted for the
translation of the classics, which had not been paid to Mr. Domashnev—that is to say, with 15,000 rubles, in
addition to what sums I could spare from the economic fund—I built two houses in the court of the house given
by the Empress for the Academy, which added a rent of 1950 rubles to its revenue; I furnished the house of the
Academy, and by degrees purchased a very considerable library, having, in the meantime, lent my own for its use;
I left 4,900 rubles as a fund, placed in the Foundling Hospital; I began, finished and published a dictionary; and
all this I had accomplished at the end of eleven years. I say nothing of the new building for the Academy, the
elevation of which has been so much admired, executed, indeed, under my directions, but at the expense of the
Crown, and therefore not to be enumerated among those labors which were more especially my own. Besides, had
it been, strictly speaking, a work of mine, I could never have considered it as one of my labors; for with so
decided a taste, or rather passion, as I had for architecture, such a work would have formed one of my highest
gratifications.
I ought to observe, before I dismiss the subject, that many things occurred at Court relative to the concerns of
my office both to vex and disgust me. That enlightened part of the public, indeed, rendered me more than justice
in the tribute of praise they bestowed on my zeal and public-spiritedness, to which they were pleased to refer all
the merit of the institution of a Russian Academy, as well as the astonishing rapidity with which the first
dictionary of our native language was completed.
This latter work was the subject of a very clamorous criticism, particularly as to the method of its verbal
arrangement, which was not according to an alphabetical, but an etymological order. This was objected to, as
rendering the dictionary confused, and ill adapted for popular use; an objection very loudly echoed by the
courtiers as soon as it was known to have been made by the Empress, who asked me more than once why we had
adopted so inconvenient an arrangement. It was, I informed her Majesty, no unusual one in the first dictionary of
any language, on account of the greater facility it afforded in showing and even discovering the roots of words;
but that the Academy would publish, in about three years, a second edition, arranged alphabetically; and much
more perfect in every respect.
I know not how it was that the Empress, whose perception could embrace every object, even those the most
profound, appeared not to comprehend me, but this I know, that I experienced in consequence much annoyance,
and notwithstanding my repugnance to declare the opinion which her Majesty had pronounced against our
dictionary, at a sitting of the Academy, I determined to bring forward the question again at our first meeting,
without entering into some other matters connected with it for which I had often been made accountable.
All the members, as I expected, gave their judgment that it was impossible to arrange otherwise the first
dictionary of our language, but that the second would be more complete, and disposed in alphabetical order.
I repeated to the Empress, the next time I saw her, the unanimous opinion of the academicians, and the reason
for it. Her Majesty, however, continued to retain her own, and was, in fact, at that time much interested in a work
dignified by the name of a dictionary, of which Mr. Pallas was the compiler. It was a sort of vocabulary, in nearly
a hundred languages, some of which presented the reader with about a score of words only, such as earth, air,
water, father, mother and so forth. Its learned author, celebrated for the publication of his travels in Russia, and for
his attainments in natural history, had dared to run up the expense of printing this work, called a dictionary, to
flatter a little prejudice of her Majesty, to a sum exceeding 20,000 rubles, not to mention the very considerable
cost it brought on the Cabinet in dispatching couriers into Siberia, Kamchatka and so forth, to pick up a few
words in different languages, meager and of little utility.
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Paltry and imperfect as was this singular performance, it was extolled as an admirable dictionary, and was to
me at that time an occasion of much disgust and vexation …
28.1 Universal Courtiers’ Grammar\fn{by Denis Ivanovich Fonvizin (1745-1792)} Moscow, Russia (M) 2
This Grammar is not intended for anyone Court in particular; it is Universal, or Philosophical. The manuscript
original thereof was found in Asia where, so it is said, the first Czar and the first Court came into being. The
antiquity of this work is of the profoundest, for on its first leaf, even though no year is designated, the following
words are precisely set forth:
Shortly after the Universal Deluge.
1: Introduction
Question: What is Courtiers’ Grammar? Answer: Courtiers’ Grammar is the Art, or Science, of flattering
cunningly, with tongue and pen.
Q: What is meant by “flattering cunningly?” A: It means uttering and writing such untruth as may prove
pleasing to those of high station and, at the same time, of benefit to the flatterer.
Q: What is Courtly Untruth? A: It is the expression of a soul inglorious before the soul vainglorious. It consists
of shameless praises heaped upon a Great Man for those services which he never performed and those virtues
which he never had.
Q: Into how many Categories are the mean-spirited souls divided? A: Six.
Q: What mean-spirited souls constitute the first Category? A: Those that have contracted the miserable habit of
cooling their heels in the anterooms of Great Gentlemen all day and every day, without the least need therefor.
Q: What mean-spirited souls constitute the second Category? A: Those that, standing in reverent awe in the
presence of a Great Man, gaze into his orbs in servility and thirst to anticipate his thoughts, so that they may
gratify him by base yea-saying.
Q: What truly mean-spirited souls constitute the third Category? A: Those that, before the face of a Great Man,
rejoice, out of sheer pusillanimity, in falsely imputing to themselves all sorts of unheard-of things and in
disavowing all things.
Q: And what mean-spirited souls constitute the fourth Category? A: Those that exalt with great praises even
such things in Great Gentlemen as honest men ought to despise.
Q: What truly mean-spirited souls constitute the fifth Category? A: Those that, for their servility to the Great,
are shameless enough to accept rewards appertaining to meritorious services alone.
Q: What truly mean-spirited souls, then, constitute the sixth Category? A: Those that, through the most
contemptible dissembling, deceive the Public: Outside the palace they seem the veriest Catos,\fn{ Probably a
reference to Marcus Porcius Cato (95-46BC), a Roman statesman of the Republic, known to posterity as Cato the Younger, whose
reputation for incorruptibility was legendary even in his own day } they clamor against flatterers, they revile without the least

mercy all those before whose mere gaze they tremble, they preach intrepidity and, from their reports, one would
gather that they alone, through their firmness, are standing guard over the integrity of the fatherland and warding
off ruin from the unfortunate; but, once they set foot within the chambers of the Sovereign, they undergo utter
transformation: the tongue that had reviled flatterers prompts them, of itself, to the ignoblest flattery; he is a
voiceless slave before the one whom he had reviled but half an hour ago; the preacher of intrepidity is afraid of
looking up inopportunely, of inopportunely approaching; the guardian of the integrity of the fatherland will be the
first, if he find the chance, to stretch out his hand to plunder the fatherland; the intercessor for the unfortunate
rejoices, for the sake of the smallest benefit accruing to him, in sending an innocent man to his ruin.
Q: What Division of Words is to be noted at Court? A: The Words ordinarily occurring are: monosyllabic,
bisyllabic, trisyllabic and polysyllabic.
Monosyllabic: yea, Prince, slave.
Bisyllabic: potent, event, fallen.
Trisyllabic: gracious, humoring, favoring; and, lastly,
Polysyllabic: yourmostexaltedexcellency.
2: Of Vowels and the Parts of Speech
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Question: What people usually make up a Court? Answer: Those who sound off, or Vowels; and Mutes.
Q: What does the Grammarian mean by Vowels? A: By Vowels are meant those powerful Grandees who, for
the most part through the simplest of sounds, by the mere opening of their mouths, already bring about the desired
action on the part of the Mutes.
Example: Should a Great Man, while a report is being read to him, frown and utter Oh!, no-one, ever, will
venture to carry that matter out; unless, perchance, someone explains the same to the Great Man in a different
manner and he, having gotten different ideas on the subject, will, in a tone that proclaims his error, utter Ah—in
which case, usually, the matter is settled right then and there.
Q: How many Vowels are there at Court? A: No overwhelming number, usually; three or four—rarely five. Q:
But is there not some Intermediate Classification? A: There is: semi-Vowels, or demi-Lords. Q: What is a demiLord? A: A demi-Lord is one who has come up from the Mutes but has not yet wormed his way in among the
Vowels. Or, to put it another way: One who, while he is still a Mute before the Vowels, is already a Vowel before
the Mutes.
Q: What does the Grammarian mean by Mutes at Court? A: They are at Court what the sign denoting the hard
ending is in the Russian alphabet: of themselves, without the help of others, they make never a sound.
Q: What things should be noted in connection with Words? A: Gender, Number, and Declen- sion.
Q: What is Gender at Court? A: There is a distinction between the Masculine soul and the Feminine. This
distinction, however, does not depend upon sex, for, at Court, a woman may at times be of greater worth than any
man, while many a man is worse than any female creature.
Q: What is Number? A: Number at Court means Calculation: How many favors can one obtain for how many
base deeds? Sometimes the Calculation will be: How many semi-Vowels and Mutes will it require to bring one
Vowel down with a crash? Or else, at times: How many semi-Vowels and Mutes must one Vowel topple over to
survive as a Vowel?
Q: What is Declension at Court? A: Declension at Court consists mostly of the Mood of brazenness on the part
of those in power, and of baseness on the part of those without. However, Nobles for the most part regard all
others as compared with themselves as being in the Accusative; the condescension and patronage of these Nobles,
on the other hand, is usually sought through the Dative [L., dativus, of giving].
Q: How many kinds of Verbs are there at Court? A: Three: Active, Passive [L., pp.\fn{Past participal} of patior,
to suffer], and, most frequently of all, Deponent [L., deponere, laid aside].
Q: What Moods are in use at Court? A: Imperative and Infinitive.
Q: What Tense, generally, is used at Court by persons who have done meritorious services but are now
helpless, in conversing with Great Gentlemen? A: The Past: I have borne wounds, I have served, and the like.
Q: In what Tense, as a rule, is the answer such unfortunates receive? A: The Future. Example: I will see, I will
file a report—and so on.
3: Of Verbs
Question: What Verb is conjugated most frequently of all at Court, and in what Tense? Answer: Even as at
Court, so in the Capital, no one lives out of debt; therefore, the Verb conjugated most frequently of all is: to be in
debt. (The appended Exemplary Conjugation is in the Present, since that is the Tense used most frequently of all.)
I am in debt
Thou art in debt
He, She or It is in debt
We are in debt
You, Ye are in debt
They are in debt
Q: Is this Verb ever conjugated in the Past Tense? A: Ever so rarely—inasmuch as no he or she pays his or her
debts.
Q: And in the Future Tense? A: The conjugation of this Verb in the Future Tense is in good usage, for it goes
without saying that if one be not in debt yet, he or she inevitably will be.
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28.3 Excerpt from Kaïb\fn{by Ivan Andreievich Krylov (1768/69-1844)} Moscow, Russia (M) 2
… Kaïb was one of the Oriental potentates; his name filled all Creation.
“Thy fame,” one of his versifiers was wont to say to him, “thy fame might be likened unto the sun—were it not
that the sun goeth down.” Kaib was fond of apt similes, and therefore, after having graciously made the versifier a
eunuch, he put him in charge over his seraglio.
The riches of Kaïb were inexhaustible; his palace, one historian informs us, was girt about with a thousand
pillars of jasper, the capitals thereof being of solid emerald, and of the Corinthian order, while their bases were of
refined gold; the palace itself was built of black marble, and its walls were so smoothly polished that the daintiest
damsels regarded themselves therein as if in a mirror. The proportions of the windows were those of the latest
Italian architecture—constructed only just a trifle bigger than the gates of a city—and each window was set with
but a single pane, yet so strong was the glass that the most brazen-browed yea-saying men of our time would have
found it beyond them to break a hole therein with their foreheads. The roof was of sheet silver, but so trimly
worked that often, on clear days, the whole city would come running to the palace thinking it on fire, whereas all
the alarum had been created solely by the glitter of the roof.
Mark you, amiable reader, all this is told us by an historian of Kaïb’s.
The magnificence within the palace overwhelmed whosoever set foot therein: the common folk were dazzled
by the gold, pearls and precious stones, of all of which there was a greater profusion than there is of misspellings
in the works of our new writers; the cognoscenti were attracted by the refulgence of the art that shone in all the
adornments of the palace: one came upon swaying draperies of opaque stuff thicker than all the four parts of the
Conversing Citizen\fn{A note reads: A magazine published in 1789, with the participation of A. N. Radishchev, whose case is an
almost perfect antecedent of Dostoevsky’s. Catherine II condemned him to death for his Journey From St. Petersburg to Moscow (privately
printed in 25 copies), then “graciously” commuted the sentence to ten years in Siberia. The work was published by Alexandr Nikolay
Radischev, a prominent St. Petersburg journalist, in 1790 and is a polemic against the abuse of the Russian peasantry by landlords. The
practice of exiling political and religious opposition to the Establishment (together with common criminals) to Siberia had been started
much earlier by Tsar Alexis I during the 1660’s} bound together, and beheld glittering carved work, done with such

neatness that no author could wish to see a greater on the bindings of his works; many of the chambers were
adorned with paintings that deceived the eye and, to render full justice to Kaïb, it must be said that, though he
would not admit men of learning into his palace, their portraits constituted not the least ornament of his walls.
True, his versifiers were poor, yet his immeasurable liberality compensated for this great failing of theirs: Kaïb
commanded that they be depicted in rich raiment, and that their portraits be hung in the best chambers, inasmuch
as he sought to encourage learning in every way. And, truly, there was not in the domain of Kaïb a single versifier
who did not envy his portrait.
Elsewhere in the palace (our historian continues) one could see small stuffed birds of precious plumage,
mounted with such taste that, no matter how the ladies of the court strove to imitate them in the motley hues of
their tirings, they nonetheless often perceived with vexation that the splendidly beautiful stuffed birds were more
admired than they. In some places amusing marmosets frolicked upon slender chains of gold, grimacing so
pleasantly that the most adroit courtiers held it an honor to ape them, and not infrequently (such is human frailty)
put forth the conceits of the monkeys as their own, because of which there was at that time great enmity between
the marmosets and the courtiers, concerning which an history in six and thirty elephant folios was issued by the
Academy of that realm.
There, upon magnificent pedestals, glittered the busts of Kaïb’s ancestors, the artistry of which busts was in no
way unworthy of their exalted originals. His inner chambers were adorned with rugs of such rare beauty and value
that the greatest kings, the contemporaries of Kaïb, came from far and wide to take part in the pastime of racing
upon them on all fours, and then bade their historiographers to inscribe this among the number of their greatest
deeds. His mirrors, although each was twelve yards in height and of the purest steel, were considered rare not so
much because of their size as for a virtue which had been bestowed upon them by a certain sorceress: these
mirrors had the property of showing things a thousandfold more beautiful than they really were; the dotard saw
himself in them as a beautiful springald, a decrepit coquette saw herself as a maid of fifteen, a monster of
homeliness as a paragon of comeliness, and a lout as an adroit fellow. For all that Kaïb never contemplated
himself therein but kept them solely for his courtiers, and then only for the amusement he derived from seeing
how those with the most repulsive faces disputed about their beauty before these mirrors and became embroiled in
quarrels which Kaïb loved to watch.
Thousands of parrots in his cages uttered extempore verses; many of these parrots were more eloquent than the
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academicians of that day, even though the Academy of Kaïb was considered the best in the world, inasmuch as no
other academy whatsoever had so rich a collection of baldpates as Kaïb’s, and not a one among them but could
easily read by syllables and, on occasion, even write quite legible letters to friends. For all that, many of them had
to yield first place to the parrots, many of whom Kaïb, who cherished learning, made members of the Academy
merely because they could utter in tolerably clear accents that which some other may have thought of.
As for plenty, that of Kaïb’s court surpassed all the courts of the Orient, and Kaïb’s least scullion had more
savory fare than the kings of Homer. The calendar of Kaïb’s court was made up wholly of holidays, and weekdays were scarcer therein than are the birthdays of those who are born on the twenty-ninth of February.
His seraglio was filled with the first beauties of the world, and not a one of them was over seventeen. No
matter how hard the factories strive nowadays to attain perfection in the compounding of rouges, their best ones
would nevertheless seem savagely crude by comparison with the natural blush of the least of his sultanas. His
maidens did not spoil their charms with uncalled-for affectations of daintiness; they did not swoon away at the
sight of spiders and roaches, merely to fall into disarray pleasing to the eye.
His magnificent stables were filled with horses of the rarest blood, which were of better build than our
popinjays and more submissive than his prime viziers. His icehouses were crammed to bulging with wines of the
most exquisite bouquets. The very gods (we are told) were delighted to drink themselves into unconsciousness in
his wine-cellars and preferred his wines to nectar, which they had grown heartily weary of ever since the versifiers
had taken to pouring it out to their heroes just as offhandedly as country wives pour out slops to the pigs.
The whole world, as it contemplated Kaïb, considered him happy; the printers waxed rich publishing the
thickest of books concerning his state of bliss. Whenever the versifiers of that day wanted to describe the triumphs
of the gods and paradisaical merrymakings they would never buckle down to their task unless they contrived an
opportunity, through some eunuch, of worming their way in among the musicians of Kaïb for a peep of the
magnificence at court and the festal days in the seraglio; however, despite all that, their descriptions of the feasts
of the gods not infrequently reeked of the fusty straw amid which they had been composed.
The whole world clamored that Kaïb was happy, and Kaïb was the only one who knew that this was not the
case, but he told this to none, fearing lest he be considered ungrateful for the favors of fortune, something which
he was always on his guard against. He frequently read, in the works of his versifiers, descriptions of his
happiness and laughed at the vacuous imagination of the poetasters or, at times, felt envy because he was not even
as blind as they, so that he might perceive himself only from his happy side.
At any rate, Kaïb was not as happy as popular clamor proclaimed him; within his heart there persisted a certain
emptiness which the objects surrounding him could not fill. The princelings at court, the women, the marmosets,
the parrots—nothing gladdened him; he regarded all these from his lofty throne with a yawn; occasionally he
smiled at the cavortings of the marmosets or at the grimacing and posturing of his courtiers, but in these smiles
was to be seen more of regret than of pleasure. …
58.158 The Cremona Violin\fn{by Ernest Theodor Amadeus Hoffmann (1776-1822)} Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad Oblast,
Russia (M) 9
Councilor Krespel was one of the strangest, oddest men I have ever met with in my life. When I went to live in H
—— for a time, the whole town was full of talk about him, as he happened to be just then in the midst of one of
the very craziest of his schemes. Krespel had the reputation of being both a clever, learned lawyer and a skilful
diplomatist. One of the reigning princes of Germany—not, however, one of the most powerful—had appealed to
him for assistance in drawing up a memorial, which he was desirous of presenting at the Imperial Court with a
view to furthering his legitimate claims upon a certain strip of territory. The project was crowned with the
happiest success; and as Krespel had once complained that he could never find a dwelling sufficiently comfortable
to suit him, the prince, to reward him for the memorial, undertook to defray the cost of building a house which
Krespel might erect just as he pleased. Moreover, the prince was willing to purchase any site that he should fancy.
This offer, however, the councilor would not accept; he insisted that the house should be built in his garden,
situated in a very beautiful neighborhood outside the town walls. So he bought all kinds of materials and had them
carted out. then he might have been seen day after day, attired in his curious garments (which he had made
himself according to certain fixed rules of his own), slacking the lime, riddling the sand, packing up the bricks
and stones in regular heaps, and so on. All this he did without once consulting an architect or thinking about a
plan.
One fine day, however, he went to an experienced builder of the town and requested him to be in his garden at
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daybreak the next morning, with all his journeymen and apprentices, and a large body of laborers, etc., to build
him his house. Naturally the builder asked for the architect’s plan, and was not a little astonished when Krespel
replied that none was needed, and that things would turn out al right in the end, just as he wanted them. Next
morning, when the builder and his men came to the place, they found a drench drawn out in the shape of an exact
square; and Krespel said, “Here’s where you must lay the foundations; then carry up the walls until I say they are
high enough.” “Without windows and doors, and without partition walls?” broke in the builder, as if alarmed at
Krespel’s mad folly. “Do what I tell you, my dear sir,” replied the councilor quite calmly; “leave the rest to me; it
will be all right.”
It was only the promise of high pay that could induce the builder to proceed with the ridiculous building; but
none has ever been erected under merrier circumstances. As there was an abundant supply of food and drink, the
workmen never left their work; and amidst their continuous laughter the four walls were run up with incredible
quickness, until one day Krespel cried, “Stop!” Then the workmen, laying down trowel and hammer, came down
from the scaffoldings and gathered round Krespel in a circle, whilst every laughing face was asking, “Well, and
what now?” “Make way!” cried Krespel; and then running to one end of the garden, he strode slowly towards the
square of brickwork. When he came close to the wall, he shook his head in a dissatisfied manner, ran to the other
end of the garden, again strode slowly towards the brickwork square, and proceeded to act as before. These tactics
he pursued several times, until at length, running his sharp nose hard against the wall, he cried, “Come here, come
here, men! Break me a door in here! Here’s where I want a door made!” he gave the exact dimensions in feet and
inches, and they did as he bid them. Then he stepped inside the structure, and smiled with satisfaction as the
builder remarked that the walls were just the height of a good two-storied house. Krespel walked thoughtfully
backwards and forwards across the space within, the bricklayers behind him with hammers and picks, and
wherever he cried, “Make a window here, six feet high by four feet broad!” <or> “There a little window, three
feet by two!”, a hole was made in a trice.
It was at this stage of the proceedings that I came to H——; and it was highly amusing to see how hundreds of
people stood round about the garden and raised a loud shout whenever the stones flew out and a new window
appeared where nobody had for a moment expected it. And in the same manner Krespel proceeded with the
building and fittings of the rest of the house, and with all the work necessary to that end; everything had to be
done on the spot in accordance with the instructions which the Councilor gave from time to time. However, the
absurdity of the whole business, the growing conviction that things would in the end turn out better than might
have been expected, but above all, Krespel’s generosity—which indeed cost him nothing—kept them all in good
humor.
Thus were the difficulties overcome which necessarily arose out of this eccentric way of building, and in a
short time there was a completely finished house, its outside, indeed, presenting a most extraordinary appearance,
no two windows, etc., being alike, but on the other hand the interior arrangements suggested a peculiar feeling of
comfort. All who entered the house bore witness to the truth of this; and I too experienced it myself when I was
taken in by Krespel after I had become more intimate with him. For hitherto I had not exchanged a word with this
eccentric man; his building had occupied him so much that he had not even once been to Professor M——’s to
dinner, as he was in the habit of doing on Tuesdays. Indeed, in reply to a special invitation, he sent word that he
should not set foot over the threshold before the house-warming of his new building took place.
All his friends and acquaintances, therefore, confidently looked forward to a great banquet; but Krespel invited
nobody except the masters, journeymen, apprentices, and laborers who had built the house. He entertained them
with the greatest success; whilst hungry laborers helped themselves for once to the choicest morsels of truffes
fricassés. In the evening their wives and daughters came, and there was a great ball. After waltzing a short while
with the wives of the masters, Krespel cat down amongst the town musicians, took a violin in his hand, and
directed the orchestra until daylight.
On the Tuesday after this festival, which exhibited Councilor Krespel in the character of a friend of the people,
I at length saw him appear, to my no little joy, at Professor M——’s. Anything more strange and fantastic than
Krespel’s behavior it would be impossible to find. He was so stiff and awkward in his movements, that he looked
every moment as if he would run up against something or do some damage. But he did not; and the lady of the
house seemed to be well aware that he would not, for she did not grow a shade paler when he rushed with heavy
steps round a table crowed with beautiful cups, or when he manœuvered near a large mirror that reached down to
the floor, or even when he seized a flower-pot of beautifully painted porcelain and swung it round in the air as if
desirous of making its colors play.\fn{ I.e., flash in the light.} Moreover, before dinner he subjected everything in the
Professor’s room to a most minute examination; he also took down a picture from the wall and hung it up again,
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standing on one of the cushioned chairs to do so. At the same time he talked a good deal and vehemently; at one
time his thoughts kept leaping, as it were, from one subject to another (this was most conspicuous during dinner);
at another, he was unable to have done with an idea; seizing upon it again and again, he gave it all sorts of
wonderful twists and turns, and couldn’t get back into the ordinary track until something else took hold of his
fancy. Sometimes his voice was rough and harsh and screeching, and sometimes it was low and drawling and
singing; but at no time did it harmonize with what he was talking about. Music was the subject of conversation;
the praises of a new composer were being sung, when Krespel, smiling, said in his low, singing tones, “I wish the
devil with his pitchfork would hurl that atrocious garbler of music millions of fathoms down to the bottomless pit
of hell!” Then he burst out passionately and wildly, “She is an angel of heaven, nothing but pure God-given
music!—the paragon and queen of sing!”—and tears stood in his eyes. To understand this, we had to go back to a
celebrated artiste, who had been the subject of conversation an hour before.
Just at this time a roast hare was on the table; I noticed that Krespel carefully removed every particle of meat
from the bones on his plate, and was most particular I his inquiries after the hare’s feet; these the Professor’s little
five-year-old daughter now brought to him with a very pretty smile. Besides, the children had cast many friendly
glances towards Krespel during dinner; now they rose and drew nearer to him, but not without signs of timorous
awe. What’s the meaning of that? thought I to myself. Dessert was brought in; then the Councilor took a little box
from his pocket, in which he had a miniature lathe of steel. This he immediately screwed fast to the table, and
turning the bones with incredible skill and rapidity, he made all sorts of little fancy boxes and balls, which the
children received with cries of delight. Just as we were rising from table, the Professor’s niece asked, “And what
is our Antonia doing?” Krespel’s face was like that of one who has bitten of a sour orange and wants to look as if
it were a sweet one; but this expression soon changed into the likeness of a hideous mask, whilst he laughed
behind it with downright, bitter, fierce, and, as it seemed to me, satanic scorn. “Our Antonia? Our dear Antonia?”
he asked in his drawling, disagreeable singing way. The Professor hastened to intervene; in the reproving glance
which he gave his niece I read that she had touched a point likely to stir up unpleasant memories in Krespel’s
heart.
“How are you getting on with your violins?” interposed the Professor in a jovial manner, taking the Councilor
by both hands. Then Krespel’s countenance cleared up, and with a firm voice he replied, “Capitally, Professor;
you recollect my telling you of the lucky chance which threw that splendid Amati\fn{ A note reads: The Amati were a
celebrated family of violin-makers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, belonging to Cremona in Italy. They form the connecting-link
between the Brescian school of makers and the greatest of all makers, Stradivari\fn{Antonio Stradivari (1644-1737).} and
Guarnerius\fn{Giuseppe Antonio Guarneri (1687-1745).}.} into my hands. Well, I’ve only cut it open today—not before today.

I hope Antonia has carefully taken the rest of it to pieces.” “Antonia is a good child,” remarked the Professor.
“Yes, indeed, that she is,” cried the Councilor, whisking himself round; then, seizing his hat and stick, he hastily
rushed out of the room. I saw in the mirror that tears were standing in his eyes.
As soon as the Councilor was gone, I at once urged the Professor to explain to me what Krespel had to do with
violins, and particularly with Antonia. “Well,” replied the Professor, “not only is the Councilor a remarkably
eccentric fellow altogether, but he practices violin-making in his own crack-brained way.” “Violin-making!” I
exclaimed, perfectly astonished. “Yes,” continued the professor, “according to the judgment of men who
understand the thing, Krespel makes the very best violins that can be found nowadays; formerly he would
frequently let other people play on those in which he had been especially successful, but that’s been all over and
done with now for a long time. As soon as he has finished a violin, he plays on it himself for one or two hours,
with very remarkable power and with the most exquisite expression, then he hangs it up beside the rest, and never
touches it again or suffers anybody else to touch it. If a violin by any of the eminent old masters is hunted up
anywhere, the Councilor buys it immediately, no matter what the price put upon it. but he plays it as he doe his
own violins, only once; then he takes it to pieces in order to examine closely its inner structure, and should he
fancy he hasn’t found exactly what he sought for, he in a pet throws the pieces into a big chest, which is already
full of the remains of broken violins.”
“But who and what is Antonia?” I inquired, hastily and impetuously.
“Well, now, that,” continued the Professor—“that is a thing which might very well make me conceive an
unconquerable aversion to the Councilor, were I not convinced that there is some peculiar secret behind it, for he
is such a good-natured fellow at bottom as to be sometimes guilty of weakness. When he came to H—— several
years ago, he led the life of an anchorite, along with an old housekeeper, in —— Street. Soon, by his oddities, he
excited the curiosity of his neighbors; and immediately he became aware of this, he sought and made
acquaintances. Not only in my house but everywhere we became so accustomed to him that he grew to be
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indispensable. In spite of his rude exterior, even the children liked him, without ever proving a nuisance to him;
for, notwithstanding all their friendly passages together, they always retained a certain timorous awe of him,
which secured him against all over-familiarity. You have today had an example of the way in which he wins their
hearts by his ready skill in various things. We all took him at first for a crusty old bachelor, and he never
contradicted us. After he had been living here some time, he went away nobody knew where,k and returned at the
end of some months. The evening following his return his windows were lit up to an unusual extent! This alone
was sufficient to arouse his neighbors’ attention, and they soon heard the surpassingly beautiful voice of a female
singing to the accompaniment of a piano. Then the music of a violin was heard chiming in and entering upon a
keen ardent contest with the voice.
“They knew at once that the player was the Councilor. I myself mixed in the large crowd which had gathered
in front of his house to listen to this extraordinary concert; and I must confess that, beside this voice and the
peculiar, deep, soul-stirring impression which the execution made upon me, the singing of the most celebrated
artistes whom I had ever heard seemed to me feeble and void of expression. Until then I had had no conception of
such long-sustained notes, of such nightingale trills, of such undulations of musical sound, of such swelling up to
the strength of organ-notes, of such dying away to the faintest whisper. There was not one whom the sweet
witchery did not enthrall; and when the singer ceased, nothing but soft sighs broke the impressive silence.
“Somewhere about midnight the Councilor was heard talking violently, and another male voice seemed, to
judge from the tones, to be reproaching him, whilst at intervals the broken words of a sobbing girl could be
detected. The Councilor continued to shout with increasing violence, until he fell into that drawling, singing way
that you know. He was interrupted by a loud scream from the girl, and then all was still as death. Suddenly a loud
racket was heard on the stairs; a young man rushed out sobbing, threw himself into a post-chaise which stood
below, and drove rapidly away.
“The next day the Councilor was very cheerful, and nobody had the courage to question him about the events
of the previous night. But on inquiring of the housekeeper, we gathered that the Councilor had brought home with
him an extraordinarily pretty young lady whom he called Antonia, and she it was who had sung so beautifully. A
young man also had come along with them; he had treated Antonia very tenderly, and must evidently have been
her betrothed. But he, since the Councilor peremptorily insisted on it, had had to go away again in a hurry. What
the relations between Antonia and the councilor are has remained until now a secret, but this much is certain, that
he tyrannizes over the poor girl in the most hateful fashion. He watches her as Doctor Bartholo watches his ward
in the Barber of Seville; she hardly dare show herself at the window; and if, yielding now and again to her earnest
entreaties, he takes her into society, he follows her with Argus eyes, and will on no account suffer a musical note
to be sounded, far less let Antonia sing—indeed, she is not permitted to sing in his own house. Antonia’s singing
on that memorable night has, therefore, come to be regarded by the townspeople in the light of a tradition of some
marvelous wonder that suffices to stir the heart and the fancy; and even those who did not hear it often exclaim,
whenever any other singer attempts to display her powers in the place, ‘What sort of a wretched squeaking do you
call that? Nobody but Antonia knows how to sing.’”
Having a singular weakness for suchlike fantastic histories, I found it necessary, as may easily be imagined, to
make Antonia’s acquaintance. I had myself often enough heard the popular sayings about her singing, but had
never imagined that the exquisite artiste was living in the place, held a captive in the bonds of this eccentric
Krespel like the victim of a tyrannous sorcerer. Naturally enough I heard in my dreams on the following night
Antonia’s marvelous voice, and as she besought me in the most touching manner in a glorious adagio movement
(very ridiculously it seemed to me, as if I had composed it myself) to save her—I soon resolved, like a second
Astolpho,\fn{A note reads: A reference to Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso.,\fn{The Mad Roland; 1516.}Astolpho, an English cousin of Orlando,
was a breat boaster, but generous, courteous, gay, and remarkably handsome; he was carried to Alcina’s island on the back of a whale .} to
penetrate into Krespel’s house, as if into another Alcina’s magic castle, and deliver the queen of song from her
ignominious fetters.
It all came about in a different way from what I had expected; I had seen the Councilor scarcely more than two
or three times, and eagerly discussed with him the best method of constructing violins, when he invited me to call
and see him. I did so; and he showed me his treasures of violins. There were fully thirty of them hanging up in a
closet; one amongst them bore conspicuously all the marks of great antiquity (a carved lion’s head, etc.), and,
hung up higher than the rest, and surmounted by a crown of flowers, it seemed to exercise a queenly supremacy
over them. “This violin,” said Krespel, on my making some inquiry relative to it, “this violin is a very remarkable
and curious specimen of the work of some unknown master, probably of Tartini’s age.\fn{ A note reads: Giuseppe
Tartini, born in 1692, died in 1770, was one of the most celebrated violinists of the eighteenth century, and the discoverer (in 1714) of
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“resultant tones,” or “Tartini’s tones,” as they are frequently called. Most of his life was spent at Padua. He did much to advance the art of
the viiolinist, both by his compositions for that instrument, as well as by his treatise on its capabilities .} I am perfectly convinced

that there is something especially exceptional in its inner construction, and that, if I took it to pieces, a secret
would be revealed to me which I have long been seeking to discover, but—laugh at me if you like—this senseless
thing which only gives signs of life and sound as I make it, often speaks to me in a strange way of itself. The first
time I played upon it I somehow fancied that I was only the magnetizer who has the power of moving his subject
to reveal of his own accord in words the visions of his inner nature. Don’t go away with the belief that I am such a
fool as to attach even the slightest importance to such fantastic notions, and yet it’s certainly strange that I could
never prevail upon myself to cut open that dumb lifeless thing there. I am very pleased now that I have not cut it
open, for since Antonia has been with me I sometimes play to her upon this violin. For Antonia is fond of it—very
fond of it.”
As the Councilor uttered these words with visible signs of emotion, I felt encouraged to hazard the question,
“Will you not play it to me, Councilor?” Krespel made a wry face, and falling into his drawling, singing way, said,
“No, my good sir!” and that was an end of the matter. Then I had to look at all sorts of rare curiosities, the greater
part of them childish trifles; at last thrusting his arm into a chest, he brought out a folded piece of paper, which he
pressed into my hand, adding solemnly, “You are a lover of art; take this present as a priceless memento, which
you must value at all times above everything else.” Therewith he took me by the shoulders and gently pushed me
towards the door, embracing me on the threshold. That is to say, I was in a symbolical manner virtually kicked out
of doors.
Unfolding the paper, I found a piece of a first string of a violin about an eighth of an inch in length, with the
words, “A piece of the treble string with which the deceased Stamitz\fn{ A note reads: This was the name of a well-known
musical family from Bohemia. Karl Stamitz is the one here possibly meant, since he died about eghteen or twenty years previous to the
publication of this tale.} strung his violin for the last concert at which he ever played.”

This summary dismissal at mention of Antonia’s name led me to infer that I should never see her; but I was
mistaken, for on my second visit to the Councilor’s I found here in his room, assisting him to put a violin together.
At first sight Antonia did not make a strong impression; but soon I found it impossible to tear myself away from
her blue eyes, her sweet rosy lips, her uncommonly graceful, lovely form. She was very pale; but a shrewd remark
or a merry sally wold call up a winning smile on her face and suffuse her cheeks with a deep burning flush, which,
however, soon faded away to a faint rosy glow. My conversation with her was quite unconstrained, and yet I saw
nothing whatever of the Argus-like watchings on Krespel’s part which the Professor had imputed to him; on the
contrary, his behavior moved along the customary lines, nay, he even seemed to approve of my conversation with
Antonia.
So I often stepped in to see the Councilor; and as we became accustomed to each other’s society, a singular
feeling of homeliness, taking possession of our little circle of three, filled our hearts with inward happiness. I still
continued to derive exquisite enjoyment from the councilor’s strange crochets and oddities; but it was of course
Antonia’s irresistible charms alone which attracted me, and led me to put up with a good deal which I should
otherwise, in the frame of mind in which I then was, have impatiently shunned. For it only too often happened
that in the Councilor’s characteristic extravagance there was mingled much that was dull and tiresome; and it was
in a special degree irritating to me that, as often as I turned the conversation upon music, and particularly upon
singing, he was sure to interrupt me, with that sardonic smile upon his face and those repulsive singing tones of
his, by some remark of a quite opposite tendency, very often of a commonplace character. From the great distress
which at such times Antonia’s glances betrayed, I perceived that he only did it to deprive me of a pretext for
calling upon her for a song. But I didn’t relinquish my design. The hindrances which the councilor threw in my
way only strengthened my resolution to overcome them; I must hear Antonia sing if I was not to pine away in
reveries and dim aspirations for want of hearing her.
One evening Krespel was in an uncommonly good humor; he had been taking an old Cremona violin to pieces,
and had discovered that the sound post was fixed half a line more obliquely than usual—an important discovery!
—one of incalculable advantage in the practical work of making violins! I succeeded in setting him off at full
speed on his hobby of the true art of violin playing. Mention of the way in which the old masters picked up their
dexterity in execution from really great singers (which was what Krespel happened just then to be expatiating
upon) naturally paved the way for the remark that now the practice was the exact opposite of this, the vocal score
erroneously following the affected and abrupt transitions and rapid scaling of the instrumentalists.
“What is more nonsensical,” I cried, leaping from my chair, running to the piano, and opening it quickly
—“what is more nonsensical than such an execrable style as this, which, far from being music, is much more like
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the noise of peas rolling across the floor?” At the same time I sang several of the modern fermatas, which rush up
and down and hum like a well-spun peg top, striking a few villainous chords by way of accompaniment. Krespel
laughed outrageously and screamed: “Ha! ha! methinks I hear our German-Italians or our Italian-Germans
struggling with an area from Pucitta,\fn{ A note reads: Vincenzo Pucitta (1778-1861) was an Italian opera composer whose music
“shows great facility, but no invention.” He also wrote several songs .} or Portogallo,\fn{A note reads: Il Portaglio was the Italian
sobriquet of a Portuguese musician named Mark Anthony Simâo (1763-1829). He lived alternatvely in italy and Portugal, and wrote
several operas.} or some other Maestro di capella, or rather schiavo d’un primo umo.”\fn{A note reads: Literally, “The
slave of a primo uomo,” primo uomo being the masculine form corresponding to prima donna, that is, a singer of hero’s parts in operatic
music. At one time also female parts were sung and acted by men or boys .}

Now, thought I, now’s the time; so turning to Antonia, I remarked, “Antonia knows nothing of such singing as
that, I believe?” At the same time I struck up one of old Leonardo Leo’s\fn{ A note reads: Leonardo Leo, the chief
Neapolitan representative of Italian music in the first part of the eighteenth century, and author of more than forty operas and nearly one
hundred compositions for the Church.} beautiful soul-stirring songs. Then Antonia’s cheeks glowed; heavenly radiance

sparkled in her eyes, which grew full of reawakened inspiration; she hastened to the piano; she opened her lips;
but at that very moment Krespel pushed her away, grasped me by the shoulders, and with a shriek that rose up to a
tenor pitch, cried, “My son—my son—my son!” And then he immediately went on, singing very softly, and
grasping my hand with a bow that was the pink of politeness,
“In very truth, my esteemed and honorable student-friend, in very truth, it would e a violation of the codes of
social intercourse, as well as of all good manners, were I to express aloud an din a stirring way my wish that here,
on this very spot, the devil from hell would softly break your neck with is burning claws, and so in a sense make
short work of you; but, setting that aside, you must acknowledge, my dearest friend, that it is rapidly growing
dark, and there are no lamps burning tonight, so that, even though I did not kick you downstairs at once, your
darling limbs might still run a risk of suffering damage. Go home by all means; and cherish a kind remembrance
of your faithful friend, if it should happen that you never—pray, understand me—if you should never see him in
his own house again.”
Therewith he embraced me, and, still keeping fast hold of me, turned with me slowly towards the door, so that
I could not get another single look at Antonia. Of course it is plain enough that in my position I couldn’t thrash the
Councilor, though that is what he really deserved. The Professor enjoyed a good laugh at my expense, and assured
me that I had ruined for ever all hopes of retaining the Councilor’s friendship. Antonia was too dear to me, I might
say too holy, for me to go and play the part of the languishing lover and stand gazing up at her window, or to fill
the rôle of the lovesick adventurer. Completely upset, I went away from H——; but, as is usual in such cases, the
brilliant colors of the picture of my fancy faded, and the recollection of Antonia, as well as of Antonia’s singing
(which I had never heard), often fell upon my heart like a soft faint trembling light, comforting me.
Two years afterwards, while already engaged upon my duties in B——, I set out on a journey to the south of
Germany. The towers of H—— rose before me in the red vaporous glow of the evening; the nearer I came the
more was I oppressed by an indescribable feeling of the most agonizing distress; it lay upon me like as heavy
burden; I could not breathe; I was obliged to get out of my carriage into the open air. But y anguish continued to
increase until it became actual physical pain. Soon I seemed to hear the strains of a solemn chorale floating in the
air; the sounds continued to grow more distinct; I realized the fact that they were men’s voices chanting a church
chorale. “What’s that? What’s that?” I cried, a burning stab darting as it were through my breast. “Don’t you see?”
replied the coachman, who was driving along beside me, “why don’t you see? They’re burying somebody up
yonder in yon churchyard.” And indeed we were near the churchyard; I saw a circle of men clothed in black
standing round a grave, which was on the pint of being closed. Tears started to my eyes; I somehow fancied they
were burying there all the joy and all the happiness of life. Moving on rapidly down the hill, I was no longer able
to see into the churchyard; the chorale came to an end, and I perceived not far distant from the gate some of the
mourners returning from the funeral. The Professor, with his niece on his arm, both in deep mourning, went close
past me without noticing me. The young lady had her handkerchief pressed close to her eyes, and was weeping
bitterly.
In the frame of mind in which I then was I could not possibly go into the town, so I sent on my servant with the
carriage to the hotel where I usually put up, whilst I took a turn in the familiar neighborhood to get rid of a mood
that was possibly only due to physical causes, such as the extreme heat during the journey, etc. On arriving at a
well-known avenue, which leads to a pleasure resort, I came upon a most extraordinary spectacle. Councilor
Krespel was being conducted by two mourners, from whom he appeared to be endeavoring to make his escape by
all sorts of strange twists and turns. As usual, he was dressed in his own curious home-made gray coat; but from
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his little cocked hat, which he wore perched over one ear in military fashion, a long narrow ribbon of black crape
fluttered backwards and forwards in the wind. Around his waist he had buckled a black sword belt; but instead of
a sword he had stuck a long fiddle blow into it. A creepy shudder ran through my limbs: “He’s insane,” thought I,
as I slowly followed them.
The Councilor’s companions led him as far as his house, where he embraced them, laughing loudly. They left
him; and then his glance fell upon me, for I now stood near him. he stared at me fixedly for some time; then he
dried in a hollow voice, “Welcome, my student friend! You also understand it!” Therewith he took me by one arm
and pulled me into the house, up the steps, into the room where the violins hung. They were all draped in black
crape; the violin of the old master was missing; in its place was a cypress wreath.
I knew what had happened.
“Antonia! Antonia!” I cried, in inconsolable grief. The Councilor, with his arms crossed on his breast, stood
beside me, as if turned into stone. I pointed to the cypress wreath.
“When she died,” said he, in a very hoarse solemn voice, “when she died, the sound post of that violin broke
into pieces with a ringing crack, and the soundboard was split from end to end. The faithful instrument could only
live with her and in her it lies beside her in the coffin, it has been buried with her.” Deeply agitated, I sank down
upon a chair, whilst the Councilor began to sing a gay song in a husky voice; it was truly horrible to see him
hopping about on one foot, and the crape strings (he still had his hat on) flying about the room and up to the
violins hanging on the walls. Indeed, I could not repress a loud cry that rose to my lips when, on the Councilor
making an abrupt turn, the crape came all over me; I fancied he wanted to envelop me in it and drag me down into
the horrible dark depths of insanity.
Suddenly he stood still and addressed me I his singing way, “My son! My son! Why do you call out? Have you
espied the angel of death? That always precedes the ceremony.” Stepping into the middle of the room, he took the
violin-bow out of his sword belt, and, holding it over his head with both hands, broke it into a thousand pieces.
Then, with a loud laugh, he cried, “Now you imagine my sentence is pronounced, don’t you, my son? But it’s
nothing of the kind—not at all! Not at all! Now I’m free—free—free—hurrah! I’m free! Now I shall make no
more violins—no more violins—hurrah! No more violins!” this he sang to a horrible mirthful tune, again spinning
rounds on one foot.
Perfectly aghast, I was making the best of my way to the door, when he held me fast, saying quite calmly,
“Stay, my student friend, pray don’t think from this outbreak of grief, which is torturing me as if with the agonies
of death, that I am insane; I only do it because a short time ago I made myself a dressing-gown in which I wanted
to look like Fate or like God!” The councilor then went on with a medley of silly and awful rubbish, until he fell
down utterly exhausted; I called up the old housekeeper, and was very pleased to find myself in the open air
again.
I never doubted for a moment that Krespel had become insane; the Professor however, asserted the contrary.
“There are men,” he remarked, “from whom nature or a special destiny has taken away the cover behind which
the mad folly of the rest of us runs its course unobserved. They are like thin-skinned insects, which, as we watch
the restless play of their muscles, seem to be misshapen, while nevertheless everything soon comes back into its
proper form again. All that with us remains thought passes over with Krespel into action. That bitter scorn which
the spirit that is wrapped up in the doings and dealings of the earth often has at hand, Krespel gives vent to in
outrageous gestures and agile caprioles. But these are his lightning conductor. What comes up out of the earth he
gives again to the earth, but what is divine, that he keeps; and so I believe that his inner consciousness, in spite of
the apparent madness which springs from it to the surface, is as right as a trivet. To be sure, Antonia’s sudden
death grieves him sore, but I warrant that tomorrow will see him going along in his old jog-trot way as usual.”
And the Professor’s prediction was almost literally filled. Next day the Councilor appeared to be just as he
formerly was, only he averred that he would never make another violin, nor yet ever play on another. And, as I
learned later, he kept his word.
Hints which the Professor let fall confirmed my own private conviction that the so carefully guarded secret of
the Councilor’s relations to Antonia, nay, that even her death, was a crime which must weigh heavily upon him, a
crime that could not be atoned for. I determined that I would not leave H—— without taxing him with the offence
which I conceived him to be guilty of; I determined to shake his heart down to its very roots, and so compel him
to make open confession of the terrible deed. The more I reflected upon the matter, the clearer it grew in my own
mind that Krespel must be a villain, and in the same proportion did my intended reproach, which assumed of itself
the form of a real rhetorical masterpiece, wax more fiery and more impressive.
Thus equipped and mightily incensed, I hurried to his house. I found him with a calm smiling countenance
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making playthings. “How can peace,” I burst out—“how can peace find lodgment even for a single moment in
your breast, so long as the memory of your horrible deed preys like a serpent upon you?” He gazed at me in
amazement, and laid his chisel aside. “What do you mean, my dear sir?” he asked; “pray take a seat.” But my
indignation chafing me more and more, I went on to accuse him directly of having murdered Antonia, and to
threaten him with the vengeance of the Eternal.
Further, as a newly fledged lawyer, full of my profession, I went so far as to give him to understand that I
would leave no stone unturned to get a clue to the business, and so deliver him here in this world into the hands of
an earthly judge. I must confess that I was considerably disconcerted when, at the conclusion of my violent and
pompous harangue, the councilor, without answering so much as a single word, calmly fixed his eyes upon me as
though expecting me to go on again. And this I did indeed attempt to do, but it sounded so ill-founded and so
stupid as well that I soon grew silent again. Krespel gloated over my embarrassment, whilst a malicious ironical
smile flitted across his face. Then he grew very grave, and addressed me in solemn tones.
“Young ma, no doubt you think I am foolish, insane; that I can pardon you, since we are both confined in the
same madhouses; and you only blame me for deluding myself with the idea that I am God the Father because you
imagine yourself to be God the Son. But how do you dare desire to insinuate yourself into the secrets and lay bare
the hidden motives of a life that is strange to you and that must continue so? She has gone and the mystery is
solved.”
He ceased speaking, rose, and traversed the room backwards and forwards several times. I ventured to ask for
an explanation; he fixed his eyes upon me, grasped me by the hand, and led me to the window, which he threw
wide open. Propping himself upon his arms, he leaned out, and, looking down into the garden, told me the history
of his life. When he finished I left him, touched and ashamed.
In a few words, his relations with Antonia rose in the following way. Twenty years before, the Councilor had
been led into Italy by his favorite engrossing passion of hunting up and buying the best violins of the old masters.
At that time he had not yet begun to make them himself, and so of course he had not begun to take to pieces those
which he bought. In Venice he heard the celebrated Angela ——i, who at that time was playing with splendid
success as prima donna at St. Benedict’s theater. His enthusiasm was awakened, not only in her art—which
signora Angela had indeed brought to a high pitch of perfection—but in her angelic beauty as well. He sought her
acquaintance; and in spite of all his rugged manners he succeeded in winning her heart principally through his
bold and yet at the same time masterly violin-playing. Close intimacy led in a few weeks to marriage, which,
however, was kept a secret, because Angela was unwilling to sever her connection with the theater, neither did she
wish to part with her professional name, that by which she was celebrated, nor to add to it the cacophonous
“Krespel.”
With the most extravagant irony he described to me what a strange life of worry and torture Angela lead him as
soon as she became his wife. Krespel was of opinion that more capriciousness and waywardness were
concentrated in Angela’s little person than in all the rest of the prima donnas in the world put together. If he now
and again presumed to stand up in his own defence, she let loose a whole army of abbots, musical composers, and
students upon him, who, ignorant of his true connection with Angela, soundly rated him as a most intolerable,
ungallant lover for not submitting to all the Signora’s caprices. It was just after one of these stormy scenes that
Krespel fled to Angela’s country seat to try and forget, in playing fantasias on his Cremona violin, the annoyances
of the day.
But he had not been there long before the Signora, who had followed hard after him, stepped into the room.
She was in an affectionate humor; she embraced her husband, overwhelmed him with sweet and languishing
glances, and rested her pretty head on his shoulder. But Krespel, carried away into the world of music, continued
to play on until the walls echoed again; thus he chanced to touch the Signora somewhat ungently with his arm and
the fiddle bow.
She leapt back full of fury, shrieking that he was a “German brute,” snatched the violin from his hands, and
dashed it on the marble table into a thousand pieces. Krespel stood like a statue of stone before her; but then, as if
awakening out of a dream, he seized her with the strength of a giant and threw her out of the window of her own
house, and, without troubling himself about anything more, fled back to Venice—to Germany. It was not,
however, until some time had elapsed that he had a clear recollection of what he had done; although he knew that
the window was scarcely five feet from the ground, and although he was fully cognizant of the necessity, under
the above-mentioned circumstances, of throwing the Signora out of the window, he yet felt troubled by a sense of
painful uneasiness, and the more so since she had imparted to him in no ambiguous terms an interesting secret as
to her condition.
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He hardly dared to make inquiries; and he was not a little surprised about eight months afterwards at receiving
a tender letter from his beloved wife, in which she made not the slightest allusion to what had taken place in her
country house, only adding to the intelligence that she had been safely delivered of a sweet little daughter the
heartfelt prayer that her dear husband and now a happy father would come at once to Venice. That, however,
Krespel did not do; rather he appealed to a confidential friend for a more circumstantial account of the details, and
learned that the Signora had alighted upon the soft grass as lightly as a bird, and that the sole consequences of the
fall or shock had been psychic. That is to say, after Krespel’s heroic deed, she had become completely altered; she
never showed a trace of caprice, of her former freaks, or of her teasing habits; and the composer who wrote for the
next carnival was the happiest fellow under the sun, since the Signora was willing to sing his music without the
scores and hundreds of changes which she at other times had insisted upon. “To be sure,” added his friend, “there
was every reason for preserving the secret of Angela’s cure, else every day would see lady singers flying through
windows.”
The Councilor was not a little excited at this news; he engaged horses; he took his seat in the carriage. “Stop!”
he cried suddenly. “Why, there’s not a shadow of doubt,” he murmured to himself, “that as soon as Angela sets
eyes upon me again, the evil spirit will recover his power and once more take possession of her. And since I have
already thrown her out of the window, what could I do if a similar case were to occur again? What would there be
left for me to do?” He got out of the carriage, and wrote an affectionate letter to his wife, making graceful allusion
to her tenderness in especially dwelling upon the fact that his tiny daughter had, like him, a little mole behind the
ear, and—remained in Germany.
Now ensued an active correspondence between them. Assurances of unchanged affection—invitations—
laments over the absence of the beloved one—thwarted wishes—hopes, etc.—flew backwards and forwards from
Venice to H——, from H—— to Venice. At length Angela came to Germany, and, as is well known, sang with
brilliant success as prima donna at the great theater in F——. Despite the fact that she was no longer young, she
won all hearts by the irresistible charm of her wonderfully splendid singing. At hat time she had not lost her voice
in the least degree. Meanwhile, Antonia had been growing up; and her mother never tired of writing to tell her
father that a singer of the first rank was developing in her. Krespel’s friends in F—— also confirmed this
intelligence, and urged him to come for once to F—— to see and admire this uncommon sight of two such
glorious singers.
They had not the slightest suspicion of the close relations in which Krespel stood to the pair. Willingly would
he have seen with his own eyes the daughter who occupied so large a place in his heart, and who moreover often
appeared to him in his dreams; but as often as he thought upon his wife he felt very uncomfortable, and so he
remained at home amongst his broken violins.
There was a certain promising young composer B—— of F——, who was found to have suddenly
disappeared, nobody knew where. This young man fell so deeply in love with Antonia that, as she returned his
love, he earnestly besought her mother to consent to an immediate union, sanctified as it would further be by art.
Angela had nothing to urge against his suit; and the Councilor the more readily gave his consent that the young
composer’s productions had found favor before his rigorous critical judgment. Krespel was expecting to hear of
the consummation of the marriage, when he received instead a black-sealed envelope addressed in a strange hand.
Doctor R—— conveyed to the councilor the sad intelligence that Angela had fallen seriously ill in consequence of
a cold caught at the theater, and that during the night immediately preceding what was to have been Antonia’s
wedding-day, she had died. To him, the Doctor, Angela had disclosed the fact that she was Krespel’s wife, and the
Antonia was his daughter; he, Krespel, had better hasten therefore to take charge of the orphan. Notwithstanding
that the councilor was a good deal upset by this news of Angela’s death, he soon began to feel that an antipathetic,
disturbing influence had departed out of his life, and that now for the first time he could begin to breathe freely.
The very same day he set out for F——.
You could not credit how heartrending was the councilor’s description of the moment when he first saw
Antonia. Even in the fantastic oddities of his expression there was such a marvelous power of description that I
am unable to give even so much as a faint indication of it. Antonia inherited all her mother’s amiability and all her
mother’s charms, but not the repellent reverse of the medal. There was no chronic moral ulcer, which might break
out from time to time.
Antonia’s betrothed put in an appearance, whilst Antonia herself, fathoming with happy instinct the deeperlying charter of her wonderful father, sang one of old Padre Martini’s\fn{ A note reads: Giambattista Martini, more
commonly called Padre Martini, of Bologna, formed an influential school of music there in the latter half of the eighteenth century. He
wrote vocal and instrumental pieces both for the church and for the theater. He was also a learned historian of music. He has the merit of
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having discerned and encouraged the genius of Mozart when, a boy of fourteen, he visited Bologna in 1770 .}

motets, which, she
knew, Krespel in the heyday of his courtship had never grown tired of hearing her mother sing. Antonia’s voice
was of a very remarkable and altogether peculiar timbre: at one time it was like the sighing of an Æolian harp, at
another like the warbled gush of the nightingale. It seemed as if there was not room for such notes in the human
breast. Antonia, blushing with joy and happiness, sang on and on—all her most beautiful songs, B—— playing
between whiles as only enthusiasm that is intoxicated with delight can play. Krespel was at first transported with
rapture, then he grew thoughtful—still—absorbed in reflection. At length he leapt to his feet, pressed Antonia to
his heart, and begged her in a low husky voice, “Sing no more if you love me—my heart is bursting—I fear—I
fear—don’t sing again.”
“No!” remarked the Councilor next day to Doctor R——, “when, as she sang, her blushed gathered into two
dark red spots on her pale cheeks, I knew it had nothing to do with your nonsensical family likeness, I knew it
was what I dreaded.” The Doctor, whose countenance had shown signs of deep distress from the very beginning
of the conversation, replied, “Whether it arises from a too early taxing of her powers of song, or whether the fault
is Nature’s—enough, Antonia labors under an organic failure in the chest, while it is from it too that her voice
derives its wonderful power and its singular timbre, which I might almost say transcend the limits of human
capabilities of song. But it bears the announcement of her early death; for, if she continues to sing, I wouldn’t give
her at the most more than six months longer to live.”
Krespel’s heart was lacerated as if by the stabs of hundreds of stinging knives. It was as though his life had
been for the first time overshadowed by a beautiful tree full of the most magnificent blossoms, and now it was to
be sawn to pieces at the roots, so that it could not grow green and blossom any more. his resolution was taken. He
told Antonia all; he put the alternatives before her—whether she would follow her betrothed and yield to his and
the world’s seductions, but with the certainty of dying early, or whether she would spread round her father in his
old days that joy and peace which had hitherto been unknown to him, and so secure a long life.
She threw herself sobbing into his arms, and he, knowing the heartrending trial that was before here, did not
press for a more explicit declaration. He talked the matter over with her betrothed; but, notwithstanding that the
latter averred that no note should ever cross Antonia’s lips, the Councilor was only too well aware that even B
—— could not resist the temptation of hearing her sing, at any rate arias of his own composition. And the world,
the musical public, even though acquainted with the nature of the singer’s affliction, would certainly not
relinquish its claims to hear her, for in cases where pleasure is concerned, people of this class are very selfish and
cruel.
The councilor disappeared from F—— along with Antonia, and came to H——. B—— was in despair when
he learned that they had gone. He set out on their track, overtook them, and arrived at H—— at the same time that
they did. “Let me see him only once, and then die!” entreated Antonia. “Die! Die!” cried Krespel, wild with anger,
an icy shudder running through him. His daughter the only creature in the wide world who had awakened in him
the springs of unknown joy, who alone had reconciled him to life, tore herself away from his heart, and he—he
suffered the terrible trial to take place. B—a—a sat down to the piano; Antonia sang; Krespel fiddled away
merrily, until the two red spots showed themselves on Antonia’s cheeks. Then he bade her stop; and as B—— was
taking leave of his betrothed, she suddenly fell to the floor with a loud scream.
“I thought,” continued Krespel in his narration, “I thought that she was, as I had anticipated, really dead; but as
I had prepared myself for the worst, my calmness did not leave me, nor my self-command desert me. I grasped B
——, who stood like a silly sheep in his dismay, by the shoulders, and said (here the Councilor fell into his
singing tone), ‘Now that you, my estimable pianoforte-player, have, as you wished and desired, really murdered
your betrothed, you may quietly take your departure; at least have the goodness to make yourself scarce before I
run my bright hanger through your heart. My daughter, who, as you see, is rather pale, could very well do with
some color from your precious blood. Make haste and run, for I might also hurl a nimble knife or two after you.’ I
must, I suppose, have looked rather formidable as I uttered these words, for, with a cry of the greatest terror, B
—— tore himself loose from my grasp, rushed out of the room, and down the steps.”
Directly after B—— was gone, when the Councilor tried to lift up his daughter, who lay unconscious on the
floor, she opened her eyes with a deep sigh, but soon closed them again as if about to die. Then Krespel’s grief
found vent aloud, and would not be comforted. The doctor, whom the old housekeeper had called in, pronounced
Antonia’s case a somewhat serious but by no means dangerous attack; and she did indeed recover more quickly
than her father had dared to hope.
She now clung to him with the most confiding childlike affection; she entered into his favorite hobbies—into
his made schemes and whims. She helped him take old violins to pieces and glue new ones together. “I won’t sing
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again any more, but live for you,” she often said, sweetly smiling upon him, after she had been asked to sing and
had refused. Such appeals, however, the Councilor was anxious to spare her as much as possible; therefore it was
that he was unwilling to take her into society, and solicitously shunned all music. He well understood how painful
it must be for her to forego altogether the exercise of that art which she had brought to such a pitch of perfection.
When the Councilor bought the wonderful violin that he had buried with Antonia, and was about to take it to
pieces, she met him with such sadness I her face and softly breathed the petition, “What! this as well?” By some
power which he could not explain, he felt impelled to leave this particular instrument unbroken, and to play upon
it. Scarcely had he drawn the first few notes from it than Antonia cried aloud with joy. “Why, that’s me!—now I
shall sing again.” And, in truth, there was something remarkably striking about the clear, silvery, bell-like tones of
the violin; they seemed to have been engendered in the human soul. Krespel’s heart was deeply moved; he played,
too, better than ever. As he ran up and down the scale, playing bold passages with consummate power and
expression, she clapped her hands together and cried with delight, I did that well! I did that well.”
From this time onwards here life was filled with peace and cheerfulness. She often said to the Councilor, “I
should like to sing something, father.” Then Krespel would take his violin down from the wall and play her most
beautiful songs, and her heart was right glad and happy. Shortly before my arrival in H——, the Councilor
fancied one night that he heard somebody playing the piano in the adjoining room, and he soon made out
distinctly that B—— was flourishing on the instrument in his usual style. He wished to get up, but felt himself
held down as if by a dead weight, and lying as if fettered in iron bonds; he was utterly unable to move an inch.
Then Antonia’s voice was heard singing low and soft; soon, however, it began to rise and rise in volume until it
became an ear-splitting fortissimo; and at length she passed over into a powerfully impressive song which B——
had once composed for her in the devotional style of the old masters. Krespel described his condition as being
incomprehensible, for terrible anguish was mingled with a delight he had never experienced before. All at once he
was surrounded by a dazzling brightness, in which he beheld B—— and Antonia locked in a close embrace, and
gazing at each other in a rapture of ecstasy. The music of the song and of the pianoforte accompanying it went on
without any visible signs that Antonia sang or that B—— touched the instrument. Then the Councilor fell into a
sort of dead faint, whilst the images vanished away. On awakening he still felt the terrible anguish of his dream.
He rushed into Antonia’s room. She lay on the sofa, her eyes closed, a sweet angelic smile on her face, her hands
devoutly folded, and looking as if asleep and dreaming of the joys and raptures of heaven. But she was—dead.
84.177 The Three Girdles\fn{by Vassily Zhukovsky (1783-1852)} Mishenskoe, Tula Oblast, Russia (M) 7
During the reign of the great prince Vladimir\fn{ Vladimir I, the Great (956?-1015); Prince of Novgorod (970-980) and
Grand Prince of Kiev (980-1015). He became a Christian c.987, and introduced the Christian faith to what was the beginning of modern
Russia.} there lived in a lonely hut on the banks of the Dnieper not far from Kiev\fn{ Spelt Kief throughout the text.}
three orphan girls called Peresveta, Miroslava and Ludmila. They were great friends. Peresveta and Miroslava
were as beautiful as a spring day, people referred to them as the blushing roses, and because of this they had
become somewhat conceited. Ludmilia was not a beauty, nobody praised her, and the friends she so dearly loved
told her every day: “Ludmila, poor Ludmila, you will never marry , no one will fall in love with you, you are
neither beautiful nor rich.”
The good Ludmila in the simplicity of her heart believed them and was not sad. “They speak the truth; I shall
never marry, but what does it matter? I shall love Peresveta and Miroslava more than anything else in the world
and will be loved by them. What happiness can I want more?” So thought the simple Ludmila and her pure heart
was content. She reached her fifteenth year. But no extravagant desire excited her innocent heart; to love her
friends, to tend the flowers, to sing her songs as a tender bird, such were the pleasures of the good Ludmila.
One day the three friends were walking along the river bank gathering flowers. Peresveta and Miroslava were
braiding their hair and Ludmila was helping them, for herself she thought it unbecoming to think of selfadornment. Suddenly they saw on the river bank an old woman in deep slumber; the sun poured down on her
scanty gray locks. Peresveta and Miroslava began to joke.
“Sister,” said one, “what do you think of this beauty? She is better-looking than you, Miroslava!”
“And than you, Peresveta! A buttercup could hardly surpass the yellowness of those wrinkled cheeks!”
“And her nose, Peresveta, how modestly it curves down to her chin; and to tell the truth, the chin curves up in
answer.”
“They grew together, sister!”
During this conversation they both laughed continuously.
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“Ah sisters,” said the quiet Ludmila, “you ought not to make fun of this old woman. What has she done to
you? If she is old it is not her fault. You also will be old in your turn, so why laugh at the defects which you will
not be able to avoid? To laugh at old people is, above all, to laugh at one’s self. Be considerate, or perhaps I
should say be merciful. See how the sun scorches the head of this poor woman. Let us break down some of the
birch branches and maker a shelter round her so that her sleep may be quiet and safe. When she awakens she will
bless us, pray for us, and my dear mother used to tell me that heaven always fulfils the prayers of old women and
beggars.”
Peresveta and Miroslava felt that they had done wrong and they joined with Ludmila in breaking down
branches and making a shelter round the head of the sleeper. She soon awoke and was amazed to find herself in
the shade. She began to look round and saw before her the three girls.
“I thank you, kind strangers,” said she; “come nearer. I should like to give you a token of my gratitude. Here
are three girdles—you can each choose the one you would like the best and which you think will best suit your
appearance.”
The old woman placed three girdles\fn{A woman’s close-fitting undergarment is not referred to, but rather a narrow band of
(usually) decorated cloth designed to discipline the long flowing robes of medieval dress at the waist, and at the same time to provide the
person responsible with a handy place from which (in the absence of pockets or purses) bunches of keys on a large ring might be hung for
each access.} on the grass; two were extremely rich, emblazoned with large pearls and diamonds, the third was a

pure white ribbon embroidered with violets.
Peresveta and Miroslava seized the pearls and diamonds, Ludmila took the white ribbon. “I thank you,” said
she to the old woman. “This simple ornament is most suitable for me. Peresveta and Miroslava are beautiful, they
must also have beautiful finery, something quite simple and modest is suitable for me.”
“You are quite right, my friend,” said the old woman, putting the girdle round Ludmila; “never for the richest
treasure I the world, take off this ribbon; do not believe people who say it does not suit you, guard against the
temptations of pride; if you lose this girdle you will lose the happiness which goes with it.” Ludmila kissed the
old woman and promised never to give the ribbon to anyone. The old woman disappeared.
Peresbeta and Miroslava had not heard her words, they had been so busy examining with delight their pearls
and diamonds that they had scarcely had time to utter a word of thanks. Hand in hand they ran towards their hut.
Ludmila, observing that they had some secret between themselves, followed in the distance.
“Is it not true,” said Miroslava at last to Ludmila, “that this queer old woman made you an extremely rich
present?”
“Not rich, but one which pleases me very much, I do not like display.”
“But why did she not treat you the same as us?”
“I never thought about it. I am more pleased to have what people give to me than I could be by what they
refuse.”
“See how our diamonds glisten.”
“Look how white my ribbon is.”
“And you are not envious?”
“Can one be envious of those one loves? I am pleased that you are happy.”
“You are a good girl, Ludmila. Stay at home and we will go to Kiev to buy new dresses; those we have are too
poor to wear with these jeweled girdles. For one pearl we can buy a dozen of the richest dresses.” Peresveta and
Miroslava went to Kiev; Ludmila remained at home to water the flowers and to feed her little birds.
Towards evening Peresveta and Miroslava returned to the hut with a large supply of rich clothing. “There is
important news,” they told Ludmila; “the young prince Sviatoslav, son of the great prince Vladimir, brave and as
handsome as a spring day, is about to choose a bride. Numerous beauties, daughters of noblemen and even of
ordinary country people, are assembling in Kiev from the distant Russian towns and villages. Who is there to
prevent us from seeking the hand of the handsome Sviatoslav? God made us beautiful and the good old woman
presented us with riches. Miroslava and I want to go to live in Kiev; thanks to our precious girdles we can appear
with honor and distinction before the people. We have decided to go tomorrow, and you, dear Ludmila, may
follow us. You will be able to look after our home and to see the magnificent ceremony of the election of the
bride.”
“I will willingly comply with your wishes, sisters,” answered Ludmila with a happy smile. “I will do all in my
power to serve you; your pleasure makes all my happiness. Try to win the handsome prince and I will pray that
his heart may be turned towards you.”
It was no sooner said that done. The friends went the following morning to Kiev. Miroslava and Peresvbeta
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gave themselves out to be the daughters of a rich burgomaster of Novgorod. Their name was entered by a court
official in the list of those desirous of presenting themselves at the election before Prince Sviatoslav. Ludmila did
not appear anywhere. She prayed for the happiness of her friends, sewed their dresses, strung their necklaces,
covered their corsages with gold braid and diamonds, forgetting herself and living for them.
At last came the great day of the election. Towards evening the palace of the great prince Vladimir was
illuminated with thousands of lanterns; the great room which was to be used for the ceremony was covered in rich
crimson velvet; the seats on which the beauties of Kiev and other parts were to sit were covered with goldembroidered silks, and for the great prince Vladimir and Prince Sviatoslav was prepared a dais on which stood
two thrones of ivory inlaid with gold. In the street which led to the royal palace thronged a multitude of people.
At last the drums sounded and a beautiful spectacle appeared—hundreds of beauties, blooming like the roses
of spring, went in pairs through the throngs of people towards the palace of the great prince; each had a servant in
attendance; Ludmila accompanied Peresveta and Miroslava. Ludmila was attired in a white dress and was wearing
her girdle. Her fair hair was plaited and braided with ordinary ribbon. She approached the palace of the great
prince Vladimir fearfully, sat behind her friends, and with a secret and timid premonition gazed on he door
through which the great prince and his son would enter. For a long time there was a great silence in the chamber.
Suddenly military music began to play, the doors opened and the courtiers and valiant knights entered in pairs,
the courtiers attired in rich gold-brocaded robes and the knights in splendid armor, with golden mail and
glistening helmets with white plumes. They took up their positions on both sides of the throne. The martial music
ceased and tender flutes could be heard; all eyes turned on the open doors.
Suddenly the great prince Vladimir appeared, clad in rich princely garments and leading by the hand the young
prince Sviatoslav, simply dressed, bareheaded, his fair locks flowing on his shoulders, charming and blooming
with youth. On his cheeks he wore a blush like a spring rose, his dark eyes surrounded with thick lashes shone
with tender flames, his bearing was supple and graceful, all his movements were regal and pleasing.
Ah, Ludmila, poor Ludmila, what took place in your heart when you gazed on the beautiful youth? “Why am I
not beautiful and rich?” thought she, sighing, and lowering her eyes, her bosom heaving more strongly than
before. But soon, against her will, she raised her eyes and again looked on the charming prince who stood alone in
the center of the chamber, charming as an angel in this body of men. … But how did she feel? Her whole heart
was in a turmoil … her eyes met those of the handsome Sviatoslav. … Oh, Heavens, he was approaching her!
Miroslava and Peresveta stood up, thinking that the choice must fall on one of them. …
Sviatoslav gave his hand to Ludmila.
“Here she is,” said he, “here is she who has appeared to my heart in life and in my dreams by night; I give to
her my hand and my heart.”
Ludmila could not believe her ears; she went pale, trembled and blushed. Sviatoslav approached with his
chosen one to the great prince Vladimir, then seated her at his side on a throne of ivory inland with gold. A
murmur could be heard in the chamber.
“What a choice,” whispered the offended beauties as they looked upon Ludmila in her simple dress of white
and her modest beauty. Peresveta and Miroslava were out of their minds with rage and envy. “Who could have
thought such a thing?” they were saying to each other, “to prefer Ludmila to us. What blindness!” The men also
gazed at Ludmila, but their feelings were different. “How charming she is,” exclaimed both old and young; “what
becoming modesty, what an innocent heart, what a tender, sweet soul shows itself on her face, already as pleasant
as a sweet flower!”
Ludmila could not understand the tender feeling which filled her heart. She did not dare look upon the
handsome prince, and her charming confusion made her more beautiful. Sviatoslav pressed her hand and
encouraged her with the fire of his look.
But the great prince Vladimir began to speak, and everything was silent. “My son,” said he to the handsome
Sviatoslav, “your choice pleases my fatherly heart, but beauty is not the only quality in a wife, I want it to be
combined with more real qualities and gifts. The bride whom you have chose surpasses all the others with charm
of looks, let us see how they compare in gifts and intelligence.”
Ludimila went pale when she heard the words of the great prince Vladimir. “Ah,” exclaimed she, “I have never
studied anything! This momentary glory will only serve to prove my ignorance to the whole world. Let me go, O
great prince Vladimir; I did not come here to contest with others, more deserving, for the happiness for which I
was not destined. I came to enjoy the pleasure of my dear friends. Let me go; my fate is to hide in a poor hut, to
look after the flowers and to be content with my low station, not to aspire to a gorgeous throne.”
The great prince looked with a benevolent smile on the modest Ludmila and ordered her to remain in her place.
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Harps were brought in. Each beauty in her turn sang songs in honor of brave knights or of tender love; each tried
to render in music the feelings Prince Sviatoslav inspired in their hearts. At last the turn of Ludmila came; she
went pale and trembled, but then someone unseen whispered in her ear:
“Take hear, Ludmila, my protecting glances are upon you. Sing the song which your mother taught you, you do
not yet know with what gifts nature has blessed you.”
Ludmila recognized the voice of the fairy, the old woman who had given the girdle to her. She went forward
and seated herself at the harp. O wonder of wonders! Her fingers flew lightly over the strings, her voice had the
purity and clarity of a nightingale; it flowed into the heart producing a sweet delight, filling it with reverie and
languid meditation. Ludmila sang the song which her dear mother had sung when she lulled her in the cradle.
Rose, dear spring flower,
Hide thou in the shade
Of a leafy bower,
Trusting not the rays—
Sweetest tender flower—
Of the scorching sun.”
So the golden butterfly
Whispered to the rose.
But this simple warning
The rose would not take
All shadows scorning,
For her pride’s sake.
“The bright sun in duty
Gives to me its rays;
Why, with my great beauty,
Should I shun his gaze?
Senseless in its pride,
The boastful flower,
Soon was sorely tried
In the noontide hour.
The rose soon was tired,
Drooped its splendid head,
Soon its petals withered
And its perfume fled.
So, beauteous lady,
In your noon-day bower,
Think of the heyday
Of the haughty flower!
Like a simple lily,
Bloom in modesty,
In your simple innocence—
Like a lily be.
Destiny for you will bear
A very modest fate.
Joy for you is there,
O most charming maid,
In the woods in innocence,
A brooklet is streaming,
Past banks of flowers and scents
Tenderly gleaming.

Ludmila ended her song, but her voice was still resounding in the hearts of her hearers. The young prince in his
inexpressible delight pressed her to his heart. “No, you cannot be a mortal, you are an angel descended from
heaven to make Sviatoslav happy!”
“Ah, me,” said poor Ludmila, “I myself cannot understand it, some sort of spell must have been case upon you
to blind your vision; you think I am beautiful, but it is not so. I never was beautiful. You wish to raise me to the
throne, Sviatoslav, but I was born for the fields, for a poor unknown hut.”
The music began to play again and dancing started. The rivals of Ludmila delighted the onlookers with their
25

agreeable gestures, their lightness, their quickness, but Ludmila, again encouraged by the voice of the fairy,
eclipsed them all with the charm of simplicity; in all her movements there was something charming, modesty
combined with refreshing gaiety; innocence and pleasure showed in her eyes. The onlookers could not take their
eyes from her. The music stopped. … Ludmila with lowered eyes and flushed cheeks seated herself in her place.
She did not dare to show her pleasure, did not dare to glance at the handsome Sviatoslav.
Midnight was already long past. The great prince Vladimir took Sviatoslav by the hand and they left the
chamber, followed by the courtiers and knights. The beauties departed, but the selection was not at an end, it was
to be held for three consecutive nights. Ludmila was given an apartment in the palace and many ladies to wait on
here. She remained alone in deep meditation, with her new, until now unknown, feelings and with the vision of
the charming Sviatoslav in her heart.
And leaving for a time Ludmila we will think of her two friends, Peresveta and Miroslava. “Could we have
imagined this?” said Miroslava to Peresveta when they returned home. “To prefer Ludmila to us. They must be
blind, the thing is impossible. What do you think, Peresveta? Is there some secret talisman hidden in the girdle
which the old fairy gave to her? How could she leave Ludmila out, having been so generous to us? Her simple
girdle is certainly more precious than ours, covered though they are with pearls and diamonds. Did you notice
how it shone on her last evening?” “That is so, Miroslava, you are quite right; Ludmila has a talisman of which
she does not realize the price—we must get it. Then we will see whether she will surpass us with her beauty.”
On the following day, early in the morning, Peresveta and Miroslava entered the apartment of Ludmila. She
embraced them and kissed them with delight, blushing as they poured on her their insincere congratulations.
“Dear friends, I am amazed at the honors which were showered upon me yesterday,” said the modest Ludmila; “I
cannot understand how they came to prefer me, the poor plain Ludmila, to you who are so beautiful and rich and
deserving of every preference.”
“Good Ludmila,” replied Miroslava, “what is strange to you seems quite natural to us. We are not envious, but
are quite pleased to see your happiness. It is time to open your eyes. You must think no longer that you are not
beautiful. God has blessed you with a charming face. Out of our love for you we called you ugly; praise would
have spoiled your innocent heart. But pretence is no longer of use and it is time, dear Ludmila, that you should
know that you surpass all other women in beauty, kindness and gifts.”
“But, my sisters, are you not making fun of me?”
“Ah, my friend, how can you think such a thing? We are speaking the real truth. But let us offer you a little
friendly advice, there are two important faults which are preventing you from putting the gifts which nature gave
you to the best advantage: you are too modest and too careless in your attire. Tonight we are all to be presented
again to the great prince Vladimir and his son Sviatoslav. We hear that a beauty has arrived I Kiev, of such perfect
fairness and so well dressed that you must take care lest she steals from you the love of the handsome Sviatoslav.
Do dress with the most magnificence, wear clothing so gorgeous that it will correspond with your looks. We have
brought several robes for you to choose from; but on the one which you think best and we will be delighted at
your conquest.”
Miroslava and Peresveta spread before the eyes of Ludmila several gorgeous robes. A new feeling took shape
in the heart of the innocent girl; she imagined herself to be the first beauty in the whole of Russia, and blushed as
she glanced at her simple and poor attire. She tried the robes on one after the other and chose the most elaborate,
wishing to put on a rich girdle over the white ribbon which she had received as a gift from the old woman, but
unfortunately the girdle was too small. Miroslava and Persevta persuaded her to sacrifice the poor ribbon and to
wear a gorgeous pearl girdle. Ludmila wavered, but at last gave way to their demands and gave the white ribbon
to Peresveta.
“What a graceful and charming form,” exclaimed the two friends. “This new-comer has arrived in Kiev only to
make the triumph of our Ludmila more pronounced. Now we must go, dear friend, but we shall meet again this
evening in the palace of the great prince Vladimir.” They parted.
Ludmila admired herself in her new rich attire, posed before the mirror, tried on the pearl girdle, and the white
ribbon was quite forgotten. Ah, Ludmila, you are busy now with your beauty like a vain worldly charmer, you
admire yourself before the mirror, whereas in the old days you gazed into the clear stream to admire its purity, its
gentle ripple and the pebbles glistening in its bed!
At last the desired moment arrived. The beauties, the courtiers and the knights flowed into the chamber of the
palace of the great prince Vladimir. The handsome Sviatoslav with pulsing heart looked towards the door through
which Ludmila must enter. The sound of flutes was heard and Ludmila, covered in a white shawl and surrounded
by richly-dressed attendants, entered. Sviatoslav flew towards her. With impatient hands he tore from her head the
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white shawl.
What a change! He could not recognize Ludmila.
“What do I see?” exclaimed the astonished prince. “Who are you, stranger, and where is my Ludmila?”
“I am Ludmila; can it be that you do not recognize me, Sviatoslav the beautiful?”
“You!—Ludmila? That cannot be, it is an untruth!”
A whisper of displeasure could be heard in the chamber—nobody could recognize Ludsmila. Sviatoslav
stepped aside, he gazed with disturbed eyes among the crowd of beauties for the girl who had conquered his heart,
but the great prince Valadimir raised his hand and everything again was silent.
“You say you are Ludmila,” he said to the trembling and sorrowful girl; “I believe your words; I believe that it
is possible that your beauty could change in a day, but your gifts must be unchangeable. Take the harp, be seated
and sing to us the song which you sang yesterday.”
Ludmila, somewhat cheered, approached the harp. Oh, the miracle! Her fingers were immovable, her voice
wild and discordant. The great prince Vladimir rose from his throne in anger and ordered the poor Ludmila to
depart. “The selection is deferred until tomorrow evening!”
What happened to the poor, unfortunate, good-hearted Ludmila? She cried, suffered in despair, longed for her
hopeless love. Where was her previous happiness; the previous tranquility of her innocent heart? The orphan was
bathed in tears. She left Kiev and hastened to hide in the poor hut on the banks of the clear stream under the
shadow of the leafy birches where she had spent her childhood. “Why, why did I ever leave you, my quiet hut?”
thought Ludmila, passing through the grove near the well-known winding path.
She approached the hut and saw a light burning within. She was afraid and did not know whether to enter or
not. At last she decided, opened the door, and behold! In her hut sat her friend, the old fairy. Ludmila was dumb
with astonishment, for some time she did not say a word, then she came to herself and wept bitterly.
“Ah,” said she to the old woman, “You are the cause of my misfortune. Why with your charm did you raise me
yesterday to a throne for which I had not sought, of which I had not even dreamed? And why now, when hope has
blinded my soul, when the love produced by you in my heart has become more precious than all the honors of a
throne, have I suddenly lost everything? Why am I covered with shame, and by whom? By you, to whom I never
did harm but sought rather to do good, without hoping for reward! Ah, why did you tempt the eyes of Sviatoslav
the beautiful, why did you put a hopeless love in my heart? What shall I do now, so hopeless, in my lonely hut?
The beautiful place in which I was born and where I passed my youth will now seem a prison. My heart is within
the walls of Kiev; I shall never forget what I have lost after possessing it for one brief moment. What worldly
happiness can replace the tender looks which Sviatoslav cast on me, filling my heart which was before so tranquil
and so gay? Ah, my fragrant flowers, you will fade; who will tend you? Dear, sweet singing birds, you will no
longer come to my hut; who will bring you grain and reecho your sweet song? I will sit in the wide road looking
towards Kiev and sending to it my heart. What have I done, fairy, to bring on myself your displeasure?”
“Hear what I have to say, good Ludmila,” answered the fairy; “it is easy for me to explain. I loved you from
the first glance, and as a token of my gratitude I gave to you a magic girdle which has the power to beautify any
woman. The girl who possesses it triumphs over all her rivals, has all the charms, all the gifts; but without it the
charms and the gifts lose their power, people who have been astonished discontinue to like them. Why then,
Ludmila, did you not keep the treasure which I gave to you? Why did you exchange the girdle of modesty for that
of vanity? Having lost the talisman which gave to you your triumph, you lost the charms which went with it, your
lover himself could not recognize you in your new attire.”
“Ah,” exclaimed Ludmilia, “my poor, miserable fate, I am myself to blame for everything. I have deprived
myself of happiness. I shall never enjoy again the old time. The gaiety has flown from my heart, my previous
pleasures have run away; I shall never cease weeping, another will take possession of the heart of Sviatoslav the
beautiful.” Ludmila buried her face in her hands and sobbed bitterly.
“Console yourself, my friend,” said the fairy with a gentle smile, taking her by the hand, “you were deceived
by your inexperience and by the deceit of your envious friends, Miroslava and Peresveta, but you are innocent in
your heart. I return to you your lost girdle. I followed unseen behind Peresveta and Miroslava when they left you
with their spoils. They had a terrible quarrel, each wanted the girdle, but neither took possession of it, for I took it
away. I now return it to the only one who is deserving of it by her goodness and modesty.” Ludmila covered the
hand of her good fairy in kisses; the fairy wiped away her tears, kissed her rosy cheeks and encircled her with the
ribbon.
Suddenly, at the command of the fairy, the roof of the hut opened and before the eyes of the astonished
Ludmila appeared a magnificent chariot to which were harnessed two stags with silvery fur and golden antlers;
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instead of the ugly old woman appeared a young girl of unsurpassable beauty clad in a magic robe with a belt of
white on which glistened in gold the signs of the zodiac. Dobrada, as the fairy was named, seated Ludmila in the
chariot, the stags unfolded their golden wings, and in less than a second the chariot was outside the walls of Kiev.
The fairy conducted Ludmila to a secluded chamber and forbade her to leave until evening, blessed her and
disappeared.
Evening came. Ludmila, clad very simply and wearing her white girdle, entered the chamber of the palace of
the great prince Vladimir and seated herself in her old place behind Peresveta and Miroslava. They did not see
her and were laughing among themselves at her stupid credulity, talking to each other of their own vain hopes.
But Ludmila forgot their existence, her eyes only saw Sviatoslav. He was seated on his throne of ivory inlaid with
gold, near the great prince Vladimir, full of thought, his head resting o his hand. He did not trouble to give a
single glance to the beauties who surrounded him, his heart yearned only for Ludmila, her charming image floated
before him, an enchanting vision of departed delights.
Suddenly, oh joy, he saw her in the place in which she had first appeared, in the same simple dress, directing
on him her gaze with a soulful, tender love. “Oh, Ludmila!” he exclaimed, and threw himself on his knees before
her. “Long live the charming Ludmila!” shouted the courtiers and the knights in one voice. Sviatoslav, beside
himself with delight, pressed his charming bride elect to his heart, and she, with lowered eyes and burning cheeks,
seemed an angel of beauty and innocence; he approached with her the throne of the great rince Vladimir and
seated her on his right.
Peresveta and Miroslava went pale with rage. Music began to be played, and everyone had again to give place
to Ludmila in the art of dancing and singing. Again she eclipsed her rivals, who with the exception of Peresveta
and Miroslava, agreed to accept her as the victor and were even leased with her conquest, so strong was the charm
of her modest beauty, her good-heartedness and innocence.
Suddenly there resounded through the chamber a piercing shriek. What was it? Terrible serpents with distended
jaws, with sharp fangs and burning eyes, were encircling Peresveta and Miroslava in the place where their pearl
and diamond girdles had been. Ludmila hastened to their assistance, hoping to save them from the sting of these
monsters, but her efforts were in vain. The onlookers were frozen with terror.
Suddenly there sounded a soft singing accompanied by the music of magic strings; a pleasant perfume of roses
and violets was diffused in the air and the fairy Dobrada appeared, surrounded by a pink radiance. Ludmiola
threw herself on her knees before her. “Save Peresveta and Miroslava,” she asked entreatingly.
“Good Ludmila,” answered the fairy, “I will forgive them because of my love of you. The serpents which
encircle them are the poisonous serpents of self-love and envy. Touch them with your white ribbon and they will
disappear.”
Ludmila did the bidding of the fairy and the serpents disappeared. Peresveta and Miroslava embraced their
forgiving friend; they avowed their sincere friendship, and within them awoke a genuine love for the one whom a
moment before they had hated and sought to destroy.
The great prince Vladimir gave his blessing to his son and the girl. “Oh, Sviatoslav,” said the charming bride,
pointing towards the fairy Dobrada, “there is my benefactress, there is the one to whom I am indebted for your
love. Ah, only three days ago I was just Ludmila, a simple girl, but now. … No, I should never have been noticed
by Sviatoslav the beautiful if the bountiful Dobrada had not beautified me with the magic of those gifts which
nature had not given to me. So, Sviatoslav, in this girdle all my beauty and talents are combined.”
This modest confession made Ludmila more beautiful than ever in the eyes of Sviatoslav.
“My friend,” said Dobrada, “keep this girdle, the precious gift of my friendship; nothing can make a woman
more beautiful, be she in a poor hut or in a royal palace. Wearing it you will be adored by your husband, your
friends and your subjects, adored until the end of your days.” Dobrada disappeared.
Is it necessary to say what followed? Is it possible to imagine that Sviatoslav was not happy in the possession
of Ludmila?
199.67 Excerpt from The Family Chronicle\fn{by Sergyey Timofeevich Aksakov (1791-1859)} Ufa, Bashkortostan
Republic, Russia (M) 5
… Towards the end of June the heat was oppressive. After a sultry night there blew, at daybreak, a fresh
eastern breeze, but it subsided as soon as the sun grew warmer.
Grandfather awoke at sunrise. He found it warm sleeping in a small upper room, even though the old28

fashioned window frame with its tiny panes was lifted up to its fullest capacity, because his bed was eurtained
with a bar of homespun netting. This was a necessary precaution, for without the bar the pestering mosquitoes
would have eaten him up and would have kept him from falling asleep. The winged musicians swarmed around in
clouds and stuck their long stings through the thin screen, and they hummed all night their wearisome serenades.
It is funny for me to say so, but I can’t help confessing that I like the descant buzz and even the biting of the
mosquitoes; I hear in it the oppressive summer, the luxurious, sleepless nights, the shores of the Buguruslan that
are overgrown with green bushes, from which resound on all sides the songs of the nightingales; I recall the
rapture of my young heart and the sweet, unaccountable pining for which I would now gladly give the rest of my
flickering life.
Grandfather awoke, with his warm hand wiped the sweat froom his straight, high forehead, put his head out
from under the bar, and began to laugh. Vanka Mazau and Nikanorka Tanaychenok were snoring on the floor on
which they were stretched out in laughable, though artistic, postures.
“I declare, the dog’s children are snoring!” said grandfather and smiled again.
Stepan Mikhaylovich was an enigmatic man. After such a strong verbal exordium one would have expected a
poke in the side of the sleeper, with the viburnum cane which always stood by his bed, or a kick with the foot, or
even a greeting with the chair; but grandfather only laughed out loud as he awoke, and thus, as they say, got into a
good humour for the whole day.
He rose without any noise, made one or two signs of the cross, stepped with his bare feet into leather slippers
that were worn red, and, dressed in nothing but a shirt of peasant homespun (grandmother would not let him have
loom-woven linen for shirts), he went out on the porch where he was refreshed by a whiff of the morning
moisture. I just said that Anna Vasllevna did not give him any loom-woven linen for shirts, and every reader
would be right in remarking that this was not in keeping with the character of the wedded pair. But really I can’t
help it, and I beg you not to be angry with me, it was as I said: feminine nature carried the day over the male, as is
always the case! Though she was frequently beaten for giving him coarse underwear, she continued to offer him
the same, until the old man took it as a matter of course.
Once grandfather made use of the last and the most efficacious means: he chopped up with an axe, on the
threshold of his room, all the underwear that had been made of peasant homespun, in spite of grandmother’s wail,
who kept on imploring that Stepan Mikhaylovich might strike her, but should spare his own property, but even
this means was of no avail; the coarse underwear made its appearance again, and the old man surrendered.
I am much to be blamed for interrupting the story about “my grandfather’s good day,” in order to contradict the
reader’s possible remark. Without disturbing anyone, he took down a felt blanket which always lay in the
storeroom, spread it out on the upper step of the porch, and sat down upon it, to receive, as was his custom, the
rising sun.
Before sunrise a man’s heart experiences unconscionsly a happy feeling; but grandfather had the additional
pleasure of looking at his estate which was then already well provided with all necessary farm buildings. It is true,
the yard was not fenced in, and the cattle from the peasant yards, which were gathering into a common herd
before being driven out into the pastnre, made a call upon him in passing, just as on that morning and as always
happened in the evenings. A few dirty pigs rubbed and scratched themselves against the very porch on which
grandfather was sitting, and, grunting, feasted on lobster shells and all kinds of remnants from the dinner which
were unceremoniously thrown out near the same porch. Cows and sheep made their visits too. Naturally there
were left indecent traces of their calls, but grandfather saw nothing disagreeable in all that, but on the contrary
took his delight in watching the healthy cattle, which were to him a sure sign of the sufficiency and well-being of
his peasants.
Soon the loud snapping of a long shepherd whip drove the visitors away. The servants began to rise. The tall
groom Spiridon, who was called Spirka to a good old age, led out one after another two roan colts and one bay,
hitched them to a post, groomed them, and then walked them around by a long rope, while grandfather admired
their stature, as he also took delight in the breed he expected to raise from them (he was later completely
successful in that). Then awoke also the old stewardess who slept in the loft of the cellar; she came out of the
cellar, went to the Bugurnslan to get washed, sighed, sobbed (that was her unchangeable custom), prayed to God
while turning to the east, and began to wash, rinse, and clean the pots and dishes.
The swallows and martins chirped and sang, circling merrily in the sky; the quails called loudly in the fields;
the songs of the skylarks rang out in the air; the crake\fn{ Any of several kinds of spotted rails } cried hoarsely, sitting in
the bushes; the whistling of waterhens, and the tocking and bleating of wild snipes were borne thither from the
nearby swamp, and the blue-throated warblers vied in mocking the nightingales. The bright sun rolled out from
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beyond the hill.
Smoke rose from the peasants’ huts, bending with the wind in light gray columns, like a procession of river
boats flaunting their flags; the peasants started for the field.
Grandfather wanted to wash himself in cold water, and then to drink tea. He awoke his disgracefully sleeping
servants. They leaped up, like half-witted people, in fright, but Stepan Mikhaylovich’s merry voice reassured
them:
“Mazan, fetch me some water! Tanaychenok, wake Aksyutka and the lady—and tea!”
There was no need of repeating the commands: awkward Mazan was running as fast as his feet could carry
him with a bright brass wash-basin to get some water at the spring; and agile Tanaychenok awoke the homely
servant girl Aksyutka who only fixed the kerchief that had slipped from her head and at once went to wake the
good old lady Anna Vasllevna.
A few minutes later the whole house was on its feet, and everybody knew that the old gentleman had gotten up
in a good humour. Fifteen minutes later a table was placed near the porch, and it was covered with a fine white
cloth of home make; upon it boiled a samovar in the shape of a huge brass tea-pot, and Aksyutka was busy
attending to it; the old lady, Anna Vasllevna, bade Stepan Mikhaylovich good-morning, without sighing and
groaning, as would be proper on other mornings, and loudly and merrily asked his health:
“So. How did you rest yourself, and what kind of dreams did you have?”
Grandfather greeted his wife kindly and called her Ansha; he never kissed her hand, but gave her his hand to
kiss as a token of his favour. Arina Vasllevna bloomed out and grew younger. Her obesity and clumsiness
disappeared as if by magic! She brought a little stool and seated herself on the porch near grandfather, which she
never dared to do if he did not receive her graciously.
“So. Let us have tea together, Ansha!” said Stepan Mikhaylovich, before it is hot. Though it was sultry to
sleep, I slept so well that I had no dreams. And you?”
Such a question was an unusual favour, and grandmother speedily replied that she slept well every time Stepan
Mikhaylovich passed a good night, but that Tanyusha had tossed a great deal. Tanyusha was the youngest
daughter, and the old man loved her more than his other daughters, as is often the case. These words disquieted
him, and he ordered not to wake Tanyusha, but let her awaken herself.
Tatyana Stepanovna had been wakened together with Aleksandra and Elizaveta Slepanovna and they were all
dressed, but they did not dare tell him that. Tanyusha immediately undressed herself, went back to bed, ordered to
close the shutters in her room and, though she could not fall asleep, lay for two hours in the dark; grandfather was
satisfied because Tatyana had had a good rest. His only son, who was nine years old, was never made to get up
early.
The elder daughters appeared at once. Stepan Mikhaylovich graciously gave them his hand to kiss and called
one Lizanka and the other Leksana. Neither of them was a silly girl. Aleksandra united her father’s vivacity and
excitability with her cunning mind, but she did not have his good qualities. Grandmother was a very simple
woman and was completely controlled by her daughters. If she ever undertook to outwit Stepan Mikhaylovich,
she did so solely by their instigation, which the old man knew all by heart and for which, on account of her
simple-mindedness, she had often to pay dearly. He also knew that his daughters were ready to deceive him at any
convenient moment, and only from ennui or in order to preserve his own peace, that is, only when he was in good
humour, did he allow them to think that they were really deceiving him; but in the first fit of anger he told them
all without mercy, in the most unceremonious words, and sometimes he even beat them. But the daughters, like
Eve’s real grandchildren, did not lose their courage: the moment the hour of anger passed and their father’s face
was becalmed, they set out once more to try their old tricks, and they were often successful.
Having drunk his tea and talked over all kinds of things with his family, grandfather got ready for the field. He
had told Mazan long before: “The horse!” and an old grayish brown gelding was already at the porch; it was
hitched to a long peasant waggon that was very comfortable, being woven with a close rope netting and having a
long seat in the middle that was covered with a blanket. Groom Spiridon was seated in the waggon as a
coachman; his livery was quite simple, that is, it consisted only of his shirt; he was barefooted and was girded
with a red woollen girdle from which hung a key and a brass comb. On a previous occasion Spiridon had ventured
out on such an expedition even without a hat; but grandfather scolded him for it, so he had prepared this time
something in the shape of a hat out of broad bast bands.
Grandfather made fun of his headgear and, putting on his field coat of unbleached homespun and a cap, and
placing under him a cloak against rainy weather, seated himself in the waggon. Spiridon placed under himself his
common gabardine, having folded it three times; it was made of white cloth but was painted blood-red with
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madder, which grew very profusely in the fields. This red colour was so customary with our old men that the
neighbours called the Bagrov servants “madderlings;” I heard that nickname myself some fifteen years after my
grandfather’s death.
Stepan Mikhaylovich was satisfied with everything in the field. He looked at the deflorated rye which stood
like a wall and as high as a man’s stature. A soft breeze was blowing, and bluish waves passed over it, appearing
now lighter, now darker in the sun. It was a joy for the master to look at such a field! Grandfather surveyed also
the young oats and all the summer crops; then he went to the untilled field, and had himself taken up and down his
ploughed-up acres. That was his usual way of judging how well the ploughing had been done; every clod of earth
which had been untouched by the plough gave a jerk to the shaky waggon, and if grandfather happened to be out
of sorts, he stuck a small stick or a withe into such a place, sent for the village elder, if he was not with him, and
the inquest began right on the spot.
This time everything went off favourably; there may have been some untouched spots, only Stepan
Mikhaylovich did not notice them, or did not wish to notice them.
He cast also a glance at his prairie meadows, and looked with delight at the dense high grass that was to be
mowed in a few days. He visited also the peasant fields, in order to find out for himself who was going to have a
good harvest and who not. He also looked at their untilled ground, investigated matters closely, and forgot
nothing. Passing by a fallow field and noticing ripe strawberries, grandfather stopped and with the aid of Mazan
gathered a fine bunch full of fine, large berries which he took home as a present for his Arfsha.
In spite of the heat he was away until noon. The moment they noticed grandfather’s waggon coming down the
hill, the dinner stood on the table, and the whole family waited for him on the porch.
“Well, Arfsha,” merrily spoke grandfather, “it is a fine harvest God is giving us! The Lord’s mercy is great!
Here are some strawberries for you!” Grandmother beamed with joy.
“The berries are nearly all ripe,” he continued, “so let them begin picking tomorrow!” Saying these words, he
went into the ante-chamber; the odour of warm cabbage soup was wafted to him from the hall.
“Ah, it is ready!” Stepan Mikhaylovich said with a happier mien, “thanks!” and without going to his room, he
went straight into the hall and seated himself at the table.
I must mention that it was grandfather’s custom, when he returned from the field, whether it was early or late,
to find the dinner on the table, and God preserve them if they did not get ready with the meal upon his return.
Such mishaps had brought about some sad results. But on that lucky day everything went as if greased, without a
hitch. A sturdy fellow, Nikolka Ruzan, stood behind grandfather with a large birch-branch, in order to drive away
the flies. The hot cabbage soup, which a Russian will not refuse in the hottest weather, grandfather sipped from a
wooden spoon, because a silver spoon burned his lips. Then followed cold beet soup with ice, with transparent
sterlet, with salted sturgeon, which was as yellow as wax, and with shelled crawfishes, and similar light dishes.
All that was washed down by home-brewed beer and kvas, also with ice.
It was a very jolly dinner. All spoke aloud, jested, laughed. There were, however, dinners that passed in terrible
silence and in speechless expectation of some outbreak. All the boys and girls of the estate knew that the master
was dining in a good mood, and they packed the hall, expecting to catch some dainties. Grandfather treated them
lavishly, because there was always prepared five times as much food as was necessary.
After dinner he at once lay down to sleep. The flies were driven out from under the bar which was let down
over grandfather and tucked down under the feather mattress. Soon a mighty snore gave evidence that the master
was sleeping a heroic sleep. Everybody went to his place to take a nap.
Mazan and Tanaychenok, having had a solid meal from the remnants of the master’s table, stretched
themselves out on the floor of the ante-chamber, near the very door into grandfather’s sleeping-room. They had
already had a nap in the forenoon, which did not keep them from falling asleep again; but the stifling air and
burning sun which shone through the window woke them up soon. The sleep and the heat had dried up their
throats. They wanted to cool their burning throats with the master’s iced home-brew, so these bold lazybones had
recourse to the following trick. Through the open door they reached for grandfather’s morning gown and
sleeping-cap which lay on a chair, near the door. Tanaychenok put on his master’s garment and seated himself on
the porch, and Mazan ran with a pitcher to the cellar, woke the stewardess, who, like everybody else in the house,
slept the sleep of the dead, and asked in a hurry for some iced beer for the master who had just risen. When the
stewardess expressed her doubt about the master’s waking, Mazan pointed to Tanaychenok’s figure that was
sitting on the porch in morning gown and night-cap.
The pitcher was filled with beer, ice was put into it, and Mazan ran speedily away with his booty. They divided
the contents in a brotherly way, put the morning gown and night cap in the old place, and had to wait for a whole
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hour before grandfather awoke.
The master awoke in even a better frame of mind than upon the previous day, and his first words were:
“Cold beer!”
The servants were frightened out of their wits. Tanaychenok ran to the stewardess who saw immediately that
they had themselves drunk the first pitcher. She gave the liquor, but followed the messenger to the porch where
the real master was now sitting in his morning gown. The deception was made evident from her first words, and
Mazan and Tanaychenok, trembling with fear, fell down before the master’s feet, and what do you suppose
grandfather did? He laughed out loud, sent for Ansha and his daughters, and laughing loud, told them the trick of
his servants. The poor fellows breathed more freely, and one of them even smiled.
Stepan Mikhaylovich noticed that and came very near getting angry. His brows began to be furrowed, but his
soul was so full of calm restfulness from the whole merry day, that his forehead cleared off right away, and he
only looked angrily and said:
“Well, God will forgive you this time; but if it happens another time—” It was not necessary to finish the
sentence.
One can’t help marvelling how it is that the servants had dared to practice such a sharp trick upon their master
who was senselessly excitable and who during his excitement became very cruel. I have frequently noticed in the
course of my life that the severer the master, the more daring were the acts of their servants. That was not an
exceptional case with my grandfather. The same Vanka Mazan, having once swept the sleeping room of Stepan
Mikhaylovich and just getting ready to make the bed, was so seduced by the soft feather beds and pillows that he
took it into his head to pamper himself; so he lay down upon the master’s bed and fell asleep.
Grandfather found him sleeping in that bed, and he only laughed out loud. It is true, he gave him a blow with
his viburnum stick, but that was only for fun, to have a good laugh at Mazan’s fright.
He awoke about five o’clock in the afternoon, drank some iced homebrew, and, in spite of the stifling heat,
wanted to drink some tea, believing that a hot drink would make the heat more bearable. He went down to take a
swim in the cool Buguruslan which flowed under the very windows of the house, and, upon returning, found his
whole family waiting for him at the same tea table, which was now placed in the shade, with the same boiling
teapot-samovar, and with the same Aksyutka.
Having had his fill of his favourite sweat-producing drink, with thick cream and its browned skin, grandfather
proposed to all a ride to the mill. Of course, all gladly consented, and two of my aunts, Aleksandra and Tatyana
Stepanovna, took some fishing rods with them, for they were very fond of angling. In a minute two long waggons
were hitched up: in one of them seated themselves grandfather and grandmother, placing between them their only
heir, the precious scion of their ancient noble race. In the other sat my three aunts and the lad Nikolashka Ruzan,
who was taken along, in order to dig for worms in the dam and to put them on the ladies’ hooks.
At the mill they brought a bench for grandmother, and she seated herself in the shade of the mill barn, not far
from the mill trough, near which her younger daughters were fishing. The elder daughter, Elizaveta Stepanovna,
went, as much to please her father as from her own love of farming, with Stepan Mikhaylovich to look at the mill
and the grinding. The young boy now looked at the sister’s angling (he was not yet allowed to fish in deep
places), now played near his mother who did not turn her eyes away from him, fearing that he might somehow
roll into the water.
Both millstones were at work: in one of them they were grinding wheat for the master’s table; in the other, rye
for strangers; the stamping mill was crushing millet. Grandfather was an expert in every part of the farm; he knew
well the mechanism of the mill, and was explaining all its details to his clever and attentive daughter. He saw at a
glance all the imperfections in the gearing, or all the mistakes in the position of the millstones. He ordered to let
one down half a notch, and the flour came out much finer, which pleased the customer very much. In the other
grinding apparatus he discovered by the sound that one pin in the wheel was beginning to be worn out. He ordered
to shut off the water, and miller Boltunenok jumped down to examine the wheel. He said:
“You are right, Father Stepan Mikhaylovich! One pin is a little worn off.”
“Yes, yes, a little,” replied grandfather without any displeasure. “If I had not come, the wheel would have
broken over night.”
“It is my fault, Stepan Mikhaylovich, I did not notice it.”
“God forgive you! Let us have a new wheel, and get a new pin made for the old wheel; see to it that the new
wheel is not any wider, nor narrower than the rest, that is the main point.”
They brought a new wheel, which had been fitted before, and put it in place; they oiled it, let in the water—not
all at once, but by degrees (also by order of grandfather)—and the millstone started to hum and grind, without
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interruption or rattling, but smoothly and evenly.
Then grandfather went with his daughter to the stamping mill, took out of the stamp a handful of crushed
millet, blew the dust away from the palm of his hand, and said to the customer, a neighbouring Mordvinian:
“Look here, neighbour Vasyukha! Don’t you see there is not a single unbroken grain? If you let the stamping
go on, there will be less of flour.”
Vasyukha tried it himself, and he convinced himself that grandfather was telling the truth. He thanked him and
bowed, that is, he only shook his head, and ran away to shut off the water.
From there grandfather went with his pupil to the barnyard. He found everything in excellent order. There was
a large number of geese, ducks, turkeys, and hens, and an old woman and her grandchild looked after them all. As
a special favour, grandfather let them both kiss his hand, and he ordered that the fowlkeeper should receive, in
addition to the usual allowance, twenty ponnds of wheat flour a month for cakes.
Stepan Mikhaylovich returned in good spirits to Anna Vasllevna, and he was satisfied with everything: his
daughter was clever, the mill was grinding well, and the fowlkeeper Tatyana Gorozhana was looking well after the
fowls.
The heat had long subsided. The coolness from the water increased the freshness of the approaching evening; a
long cloud of dust rose along the road and came nearer to the village; one could hear in it the bleating and lowing
of the farm animals; the declining sun disappeared behind a steep hill. Standing on the dam, Stepan looked with
delight at the broad pond which lay immovable like a mirror between its low banks; fishes kept on playing in the
water and leaping up, but Stepan Mikhaylovich was not fond of fishing.
“Arlsha, it is time to start home; the elder, I suppose, is waiting for me,” said he.
Seeing him in a happy frame of mind, the younger daughters began to beg him to let them stay a little longer,
saying that at sundown the fish bite better, and that they would walk home in half an hour. Grandfather consented
and drove away in his waggon with grandmother, while Elizaveta Stepanovna seated herself with her brother in
the other waggon.
Stepan Mikhaylovich was not mistaken. The elder was waiting for him at the porch, and he was not alone, but
several peasants and their wives were there also. The elder had seen the master, and he knew that he was in good
humour, and he had told some peasants about it. Some of them who had some special request to make, such as
exceeded any usual favour, made use of the favourable opportunity, and they were all satisfied. Grandfather gave
some grain to a peasant who had not yet paid off his old debt, though he could have done so; he permitted another
one to marry off his son, without waiting for winter, and not to the girl which he had himself selected; he
permitted a guilty soldier’s widow, whom he had ordered to be driven out of the village, to live with her father,
and so forth.
More than that. They were treated each to a silver cup of strong home-made brandy, and this cup held more
than a beakerful. Grandfather gave short and clear orders to the elder, and hastened to the supper which had been
waiting for him for some time.
The supper table differed little from dinner, and undoubtedly they ate a more solid meal, because it was not so
hot. After supper Stepan Mikhaylovich was in the habit of sitting up another half an hour in his shirt and cooling
himself on the porch, after his family had been excused to retire. This time he jested and laughed a little longer
than usual with his servants. He ordered Mazan and Tanaychenok to have a boxing match, and he urged them on
in such a way that they belaboured each other not in jest and tore each other’s hair. Having had all the fun he
wanted, grandfather gave the command for them to come to their senses and stop.
A short, marvellous summer night lay over all Nature. The evening twilight had not yet all disappeared! The
azure of the sky grew darker from hour to hour, and from hour to hour the stars shone more brilliantly. Louder and
louder became the voices and calls of the birds of the night, as if they were getting nearer to man! The mill
sounded nearer, and the stamping mill stamped in the damp night mist.
Grandfather rose from his porch, made one or two signs of the cross towards the starry heavens, and lay down
to sleep, in spite of the closeness of the room, on the hot feather bed, and he ordered the servants to lower the
mosquito bar over him. …
84.184 The Queen Of Spades\fn{by Alexander Sergeyevich Pushkin (1799-1837)} Moscow, Russia (M) 12
1
There was a card party at the rooms of Narumov of the Horse Guards. The long winter night passed away
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imperceptibly, and it was five o’clock in the morning before the company sat down to supper. Those who had
won, ate with a good appetite; the others sat staring absently at their empty plates. When the champagne appeared,
however, the conversation became more animated, and all took a part in it.
“And how did you fare, Surin?” asked the host.
“Oh, I lost, as usual. I must confess that I am unlucky: I never raise the original stakes, I always keep cool, I
never allow anything to put me out, and yet I always lose!”
“And you have never been tempted? You have never staked on several cards in succession? Your firmness
astonishes me.”
“But what do you think of Herman?” said one of the guests, pointing to a young engineer. “He has never had a
card in his hand in his life, he has never in his life doubled the stake, and yet he sits here till five o’clock in the
morning watching our play.”
“Play interests me very much,” said Herman: “but I am not in the position to sacrifice the necessary in the
hope of winning the superfluous.”
“Herman is a German: he is prudent—that is all!” observed Tomski. “But if there is one person that I cannot
understand, it is my grandmother, the Countess Anna Fedotovna.”
“How? What?” cried the guests.
“I cannot understand,” continued Tomski, “how it is that my grandmother does not punt.”\fn{ That is, in games of
chance, to play against the bank, as in faro (the minimum stake for which is a hundred units of currency) .}
“What is there remarkable about an old lady of eighty not gambling?” said Narumov.
“Then you know nothing about her?”
“No, really; haven’t the faintest idea.”
“Oh! Then listen. You must know that, about sixty years ago, my grandmother went to Paris, where she created
quite a sensation. People used to run after her to catch a glimpse of “la Vénus muscovite.” Richelieu\fn {Armand
Emmanuel du Plessis, Duc de Richelieu (1766-1822), twice prime minister of France (1815-1818, 1820-1821); he succeeded his father as
Duc de Richelieu in 1791, and spent twenty years (1795-1814) in Russia as a soldier and administrator, serving as Governor of Odessa
(1803-1805) and as Governor-General of the whole area north of the Black Sea, between the Dniester and the Kuban rivers (1805-1814);
where, in a notable administration, he established schools, reorganized finances, and particularly encouraged agriculture and exports .}

courted her, and my grandmother maintains that he almost blew out his brains in consequence of her cruelty. At
that time ladies used to play faro. On one occasion at the Court, she lost a very considerable sum to the Duke of
Orleans. On returning home, my grandmother removed that patches from her face, took off her hoops, informed
my grandfather of her loss at the gaming table, and ordered him to pay the money. My deceased grandfather, as
far as I remember, was a sort of butler to my grandmother. He dreaded her like fire; but, on hearing of such a
heavy loss, he almost went out of his mind; he calculated the various sums she had lost, and pointed out to her
that in six months she had spent half a million, the neither their Moscow nor Saratov estates were near Paris, and
finally refused point-blank to pay the debt. My grandmother slapped his face and slept by herself as a sign of her
displeasure. The next day she sent for her husband, hoping that this domestic punishment had produced an effect
upon him, but she found him inflexible. For the first time in her life, she condescended to offer reasons and
explanations. She thought she could convince him by pointing out to him that there are debts and debts, and that
there is a great difference between a Prince and a coach-maker. But it was all in vain, grandfather was in revolt.
He said, “No,” and that was all.
“My grandmother did not know what to do. She was on friendly terms with a very remarkable man. You have
heard of Count St. Germain, about whom so many marvelous stories are told. You know that he represented
himself as the Wandering Jew,\fn{In legend, a Jew who rebuked Christ as he was carrying his cross to Calvary, telling Him to go
faster; for which he was condemned to wander the earth until Christ’s Second Coming. The story is of an early date, a version being given
by the English chronicler Matthew Paris (d.1259); however, its popularity dates from 1602, when a pamphlet was issued containing the
story of a bishop of Schleswig who had met a certain Ahasuerus, who claimed to be this person .} as the discoverer of the elixir of

life, of the philosopher’s stone, and so forth. Some laughed at him as a charlatan; but Casanova, in his memoirs,
says that he was a spy. Be that as it may, St. Germain, in spite of the mystery surrounding him, was a man of
decent appearance and had an amiable manner in company. Even to this day my grandmother is in love with him,
and becomes quite angry if anyone speaks disrespectfully of him. My grandmother knew that St. Germain had
large sums of money at his disposal. She resolved to have recourse to him, and she wrote a letter to him asking
him to come to her without delay. The queer old man immediately waited upon her without delay. The queer old
man immediately waited upon her and found her overwhelmed with grief. She described to him in the blackest
colors the barbarity of her husband, and ended by declaring that she placed all her hopes in his friendship and
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graciousness.
“St. Germain reflected.
“‘I could advance you the sum you want,’ said he; ‘but I know that you would not rest easy until; you had paid
me back, and I should not like to bring fresh troubles upon you. But there is another way of getting out of your
difficulty: you can win back your money.’
“‘But, my dear Count,’ replied my grandmother, ‘I tell you that we haven’t any money left.’
“‘Money is not necessary,’ replied St. Germain. ‘Be pleased to listen to me.’
“Then he revealed to her a secret, for which each of us would give a good deal …”
The young gamblers listened with increased attention. Tomski lit his pipe, pulled at it, and continued:
“That same evening my grandmother went to Versailles au jeu de la Reine. The Duke of Orleans kept the bank;
my grandmother excused herself in an offhanded manner for not having yet paid her debt, by inventing some little
story, and then began to play against him. She chose three cards and played them one after the other: all three won
at the start and my grandmother recovered all that she had lost.”
“Mere chance!” said one of the guests.
“A fairy tale!” observed Herman.
“Perhaps they were marked cards!” said a third.
“I do not think so,” replied Tomski gravely.
“What!” said Narumov. “You have a grandmother who knows how to hit upon three lucky cards in succession,
and you have never yet succeeded in getting the secret of it out of her?”
“That’s the duce of it!” replied Tomski. “She had four sons, one of whom was my father; all four are desperate
gamblers, and yet not to one of them did she ever reveal her secret, although it would not have been a bad thing
either for them or for me. But this is what I heard from my uncle, Count Ivan Ilyich, and he assured me, on his
honor, that it was true. The late Chaplitski—the same who died in poverty after having squandered millions—
once lost, in his youth, about three hundred thousand rubles—to Zorich, if I remember rightly. He was in despair.
My grandmother, who was always very hard on extravagant young men, took pity, however, upon Chaplitski. She
mentioned to him three cards, telling him to play them one after the other, at the same time exacting from him a
solemn promises that he would never lay cards again as long as he lived. Chaplitski then went to his victorious
opponent, and they began a fresh game. On the first card he staked fifty thousand rubles and won at once; he
doubled the stake and won again, doubled it again, and won, not only all he had lost, but something over and
above that. …
“But it is time to go to bed: it is a quarter to six already.”
And indeed it was already beginning to dawn; the young men emptied their glasses and then took leave of one
another.
2
The old Countess X. was seated in her dressing room in front of here looking glass. Three maids stood around
her. One held a small pot of rouge, another a box of hairpins, and the third a tall cap with bright red ribbons. The
Countess had no longer the slightest pretensions to beauty—hers had faded long ago—but she still preserved all
the habits of her youth dressed in strict accordance with the fashion of the seventies, and made as long and as
careful a toilette as she would have done sixty years previously. Near the window, at an embroidery frame, sat a
young lady, her ward.
“Good morning, Grand’maman,” said a young officer, entering the room. “Bonjour, Mademoiselle Lise.
Grand’maman, I have a favor to ask of you.”
“What is it, Paul?”
“I want you to let me introduce one of my friends to you, and to allow me to bring him to the ball on Friday.”
“Bring him direct to the ball and introduce him to me there. Were you at N.’s yesterday?”
“Yes; everything went off very pleasantly, and dancing kept up until five o’clock. How beautiful Mme.
Yeletskaya was!”
“But, my dear, what is there beautiful about her? You should have seen her grandmother, Princess Darya
Petrovna! By the way, she must have aged very much, Princess Darya Petrovna.”
“How do you mean, aged?” cried Tomski thoughtlessly. “She died seven years ago.”
The young lady raised her head and made a sign to the young man. He then remembered that the old Countess
was never to be informed of the death of any of her contemporaries, and he bit his lip. But the Countess heard the
news with the greatest indifference.
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“Died!” said she. “And I did not know it. We were appointed maids of honor at the same time, and when we
were being presented, the Empress …”
And the Countess for the hundredth time related the anecdote to her grandson.
“Come, Paul,” said she, when she had finished her story, “help me to get up. Lizanka, where is my snuffbox?”
And the Countess with her three maids went behind a screen to finish her toilette. Tomski was left alone with
the young lady.
“Who is the gentleman you wish to introduce to the Countess?” asked Lizaveta Ivanova in a whisper.
“Narumov. Do you know him?”
“No. Is he in the army or is he a civilian?”
“In the army.”
“Is he in the Engineers?”
“No, in the Cavalry. What made you think that he was in the Engineers?”
The young lady smiled, but made no reply.
“Paul,” cried the Countess, from behind the screen, “send me some new novel, only, pray, not the kind they
write nowadays.”
“What do you mean, Grand’maman?”
“That is, a novel, in which the hero strangles neither his father nor his mother, and in which there are no
drowned bodies. I have a great horror of them.”
“There are no such novels nowadays. Would you like a Russian one?”
“Are there any Russian novels? Send me one, my dear, please send me one!”
“Good-by, Grand’maman: I am in a hurry. Good-by, Lizaveta Ivanova. What, then, made you think that
Narumov was in the Engineers?”
And Tomski withdrew from the dressing room.
Lizaveta Ivanovna was left alone: she laid asideher work and began to look out of the window. A few moments
afterwards, from behind a corner house on the other side of the street, a young officer appeared. A deep blush
covered her cheeks; she took up her work again and bent her head over the frame. At the same moment the
Countess returned, completely dressed.
“Order the carriage, Lizaveta,” said she; “we will go out for a drive.”
Lizaveta arose from the frame and began to put away her work.
“What is the matter with you, my dear, are you deaf?” cried the Countess. “Order the carriage to be got ready
at once.”
“I will do so this moment,” replied the young lady, and ran into the anteroom.
A servant entered and gave the Countess some books from Prince Pavel Alexandrovich.
“Tell him that I am much obliged to him,” said the Countess. “Lizaveta! Lizavetea! Where are you running
to?”
“I am going to dress.”
“There is plenty of time, my dear. Sit down here. Open the first volume and read aloud to me.”
Her companion took the book and read a few lines.
“Louder,” said the Countess. “What is the matter with you, my dear? Have you lost your voice? Wait—give me
that footstool—a little nearer—that will do!”
Lizaveta read two more pages. The Countess yawned.
“Put the book down,” said she. “What a lot of nonsense! Send it back to Prince Pavel with my thanks … but
where is the carriage?”
“The carriage is ready,” said Lizaveta, looking out into the street.
“How is it that you are not dressed?” said the Countess. “I must always wait for you. It is intolerable, my
dear!”
Liza hastened to her room. She had not been there two minutes, before the Countess began to ring with all her
might. The three maids came running in at one door and the valet at another.
“How is it that you don’t come when I ring for you?” said the Countess. “Tell Lizaveta Ivanovna that I am
waiting for her.”
Lizaveta returned with her hat and cloak on.
“At last you are here!” said the Countess. “But why such an elaborate toilette? Whom do you intend to
captivate? What sort of weather is it? It seems rather windy.”
“No, Your Ladyship, it is very calm,” replied the valet.
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“You always speak thoughtlessly. Open the window. So it is: windy and bitterly cold. Unharness the horses.
Lizaveta, we won’t go out—there was no need for you to deck yourself out like that.”
“And that’s my life!” thought Lizaveta Ivanovna.
And, in truth, Lizaveta Ivanovna was a very unfortunate creature. “It is bitter to eat the bread of another,” says
Dante,\fn{Dante Allghieri (1265-1321), Italian poet.} “and hard to climb his stair.” But who can know what the bitterness
of dependence is so well as the poor companion of an old lady of quality? The Countess X. had by no means a bad
heart, but she was capricious, like a woman who had been spoiled by the world, as well as avaricious and sunk in
cold egoism, like all old people who are no longer capable of affection, and whose thoughts are with the past and
not the present. She participated in all the vanities of the great world, went to balls, where she sat in a corner,
painted and dressed in old-fashioned style, like an ugly but indispensable ornament of the ballroom; the guests on
entering approached her and bowed profoundly, as if in accordance with a set ceremony, but after that nobody
took any further notice of her. She received the whole town at her house, and observed the strictest etiquette,
although she could no longer recognize people. Her numerous domestics, growing fat and old in her antechamber
and servants’ hall, did just as they liked, and vied with each other in robbing the moribund old woman.
Lizaveta Ivanova was the martyr of the household. She poured tea, and was reprimanded for using too much
sugar; she read novels aloud to the Countess, and the faults of the author were visited upon her head; she
accompanied the Countess in her walks, and was held answerable for the weather or the state of the pavement. A
salary was attached to the post, but she very rarely received it, although she was expected to dress like everybody
else, that is to say, like very few indeed. In society she played the most pitiable role. Everybody knew her, and
nobody paid her any attention. At balls she danced only when a partner was wanted, and ladies would only take
hold of her arm when it was necessary to lead her out of the room to attend to their dresses. She had a great deal
of amour propre, and felt her position keenly, and she looked about her with impatience for a deliverer to come to
her rescue; but the young men, calculating in their giddiness, did not condescend to pay her any attention,
although Lizaveta Ivanovna was a hundred times prettier than the bare-faced and cold-hearted marriageable girls
around whom they hovered. Many a time did she quietly slink away from the dull and elegant drawing room, to
go and cry in her own poor little room, in which stood a screen, a chest of drawers, a looking glass and a painted
bedstead, and where a tallow candle burned feebly in a copper candlestick.
One morning—this was about two days after the card party described at the beginning of this story, and a week
previous to the scene at which we have just assisted—Lizaveta Ivanovna was seated near the window at her
embroidery frame, when, happening to look out into the street, she caught sight of a young officer of the
Engineers, standing motionless with his eyes fixed upon her window. She lowered her head and went on again
with her work. About five minutes afterwards she looked out again—the young officer was still standing in the
same place. Not being in the habit of coquetting with passing officers, she did not continue to gaze out into the
street, but went on sewing for a couple of hours, without raising her head. Dinner was announced. She rose up and
began to put her embroidery away, but glancing casually out the window, she perceived the officer again. This
seemed to her very strange. After dinner she went to the window with a certain feeling of uneasiness but the
officer was no longer there—and she thought no more about him.
A couple of days afterwards, just as she was stepping into the carriage with the Countess, she saw him again.
He was standing close to the entrance, with his face half concealed by his beaver collar, his black eyes flashing
beneath his hat. Lizaveta felt alarmed, though she knew not why, and she trembled as she seated herself in the
carriage.
On returning home, she hastened to the window—the officer was standing in his accustomed place, with his
eyes fixed upon her. She drew back, a prey to curiosity and agitated by a feeling which was quite new to her.
From that time on not a day passed without the young officer making his appearance under the window at the
customary hour. A spontaneous relationship was established between them. Sitting in her place at work, she wuld
feel his approach; and raising her head, she would look at him longer and longer each day. The young man
seemed to be very grateful to her for it: she saw with the sharp eye of youth, how a sudden flush covered his pale
cheeks each time that their glances met. By the end of the week she smiled at him. …
When Tomski asked permission of his grandmother the Countess to present one of his friends to her, the young
girl’s heart beat violently. But hearing that Narumov was not an engineer, but in the Horse Guards, she regretted
that by her indiscreet question, she had betrayed her secret to the volatile Tomski.
*
Herman was the son of a Russified German, from whom he had inherited a small fortune. Being firmly
convinced of the necessity of insuring his independence, Herman did not touch even the interest on his capital, but
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lived on his pay, without allowing himself the slightest luxury. Moreover, he was reserved and ambitious, and his
companions rarely had an opportunity of making merry at the expensive of his excessive parsimony. He had
strong passions and an ardent imagination, but his firmness of disposition preserved him from the ordinary errors
of youth. Thus, though a gambler at heart, he never touched a card, for he considered his position did not allow
him—as he said—“to risk the necessary in the hopes of winning the superfluous,” yet he would sit for nights
together at the card table and follow with feverish excitement the various turns of the game.
The story of the three cards had produced a powerful impression upon his imagination, and all night long he
could think of nothing else. “If only,” he thought to himself the following evening, s he wandered through St.
Petersburg, “if only the old Countess would reveal her secret to me! If she would only tell me the names of the
three winning cards! Why should I not try my fortune? I must get introduced to her and win her favor—perhaps
become her lover. … But all that will take time, and she is eighty-seven years old: she might be dead in a week, in
a couple of days even! … And the story itself: is it credible? … No! Prudence, moderation and work: these are my
three winning cards; that is what will increase my capital three fold, sevenfold, and procure for me ease and
independence.”
Musing in this manner, he walked on until he found himself in one of the principal streets of St. Petersburg, in
front of a house of old-fashioned architecture. The street was block with carriages; one after the other the rolled
up in front of the illuminated entrance. Every minute there emerged from the coaches the shapely foot of a young
beauty, a spurred boot, a striped stocking above a diplomatic shoe. Fur coats and cloaks whisked past the majestic
porter.
Herman stopped. “Whose house is this?” he asked the watchman at the corner.
“The Countess X.’s,” replied the watchman.
Herman trembled. The strange story of the three cards again presented itself to his imagination. He began
walking up and down before the house, thinking of its owner and her marvelous gift. Returning late to his modest
lodging, he cold not go to sleep for a long time, and when at last he did doze off, he could dream of nothing but
cards, green tables, piles of banknotes and heaps of gold coins. He played card after card, firmly turning down the
corners, and won uninterruptedly, raking in the gold and filling his pockets with the notes. Waking up late the next
morning, he sighed over the loss of his imaginary wealth, then went out again the wander about the streets, and
found himself once more in front of the Countess’s house. Some unknown power seemed to draw him thither. He
stopped and began to stare at the windows. In one of these he saw the head of a black-haired woman, which was
bent probably over some book or handwork. The head was raised Herman saw a fresh-cheeked face and a pair of
black eyes. That moment decided his fate.
3
Lizaveta Ivanova had scarcely taken off her hat and cloak, when the Countess sent for her and again ordered
the carriage. The vehicle drew up before the door, and they prepared to trake their seats. Just at the moment when
two footmen were assisting the old lady into the carriage, Lizaveta saw her engineer close beside the wheel; he
grasped her hand; alarm caused her to lose her presence of mind, and the young man disappeared—but not before
leaving a letter in her hand. She concealed it in her glove, and during the whole of the drive she neither saw nor
heard anything. It was the custom of the Countess, when out for an airing in her carriage to be constantly asking
such questions as: “Who was that person that met us just now? What is the name of this bridge? What is written
on that signboard?” On this occasion, however, Lizaveta returned such vague and absurd answers, that the
Countess became angry with her.
“What is the matter with you, my dear?” she exclaimed. “Have you taken leave of your senses, or what is it?
Do you not hear me or understand what I say? ….. Heaven be thanked, I am still in my right mind and speak
plainly enough!”
Lizaveta Ivanovna did not hear her. On returning home she ran to her room, and drew the letter out of her
glove: it was not sealed. Lizveta read it. The letter contained a declaration of love; it was tender, respectful, and
copied word for word from a German novel. But Lizaveta did not know anything of the German language, and
she was quite delighted with the letter.
For all that, it troubled her exceedingly. For the first time in her life she was entering into secret and intimate
relations with a young man. His boldness horrified her. She reproached herself for her imprudent behavior, and
knew not what to do. Should she cease to sit at the window and, by assuming an appearance of indifference
toward him, but a check upon the young officer’s desire to pursue her further? Should she send his letter back to
him, or should she answer him in a cold and resolute manner? There was nobody to whom she could turn in her
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perplexity, for she had neither female friend nor adviser. … At length she resolved to reply to him.
She sat down at her little writing table, took pen and paper, and began to think. Several times she began here
letter, and then tore it up: the way she had expressed herself seemed to her either too indulgent or too severe. At
last she succeeded in writing a few lines with which she felt satisfied.
I am convinced

she wrote,
that your intentions are honorable, and that you do not wish to offend me by any imprudent action, but our
acquaintance should not have begun in such a manner. I return you your letter, and I hope that I shall never have any
cause to complain of undeserved disrespect.

The next day, as soon as Herman made his appearance, Lizaveta rose from her embroidery, went into the
drawing room, opened the wicket and threw the letter into the street, trusting to the young officer’s alertness.
Herman hastened forward, picked it up and then repaired to a confectioner’s shop. Breaking the seal of the
envelope, he found inside it his own letter and Lizaveta’s reply. He had expected this, and he returned home, very
much taken up with his intrigue.
Three days afterward, a bright-eyed young girl from a milliner’s establishment brought Lizaveta a letter.
Lizaveta opened it with great uneasiness, fearing that it was a demand for money, when suddenly she recognized
Herman’s handwriting.
“You have made a mistake, my dear,” she said: “This letter is not for me.”
“Oh, yes, it is for you,” replied the pert girl, without concealing a sly smile. “Have the goodness to read it.”
Lizaveta glanced at the letter. Herman requested an interview.
“It cannot be,” said Lizaveta Ivanova, alarmed both at the haste with which he had made his request, and the
manner in which it had been transmitted. “This letter is certainly not for me.”
And she tore it into fragments.
“If the letters was not for you, why have you torn it up?” said the girl. “I should have given it back to the
person who sent it.”
“Be good enough, my dear,” said Lizaveta, disconcerted by this remark, “not to bring me any more letters in
future, and tell the person who sent you that he ought to be ashamed.”
But Herman was not the man to be thus put off. Every day Lizaveta received from him a letter, sent now in this
way, now in that. They were no longer translated from the German. Herman wrote them under the inspiration of
passion, and spoke in his own language, and they bore full testimony to the inflexibility of his desire and the
disordered condition of his uncontrollable imagination. Lizaveta no longer thought of sending them back to him:
she became intoxicated with them and began to reply to them, and little by little her answers became longer and
more affectionate. At last she threw out of the window to him the following letter:
This evening there is going to be a ball at the X. Embassy. The Countess will be there. We shall remain until two
o’clock. This is your opportunity of seeing me alone. As soon as the Countess is gone, the servants will very probably
go out, and there will be nobody left but the porter, but he, too, usually retires to his lodge. Come at half past eleven.
Walk straight upstairs. If you meet anybody in the anteroom, ask if the Countess is at home. If you are told she is not,
there will be nothing left for you to do but to go away and return another time. But it is most probable that you will
meet nobody. The maidservants all sit together in one room. On leaving the anteroom, turn to the left, and walk straight
on until you reach the Countess’ bedroom. In the bedroom, behind a screen, you will find two small doors: the one on
the right leads to a study, which the Countess never enters; the one on the left leads to a corridor, at the end of which is
a narrow winding staircase; this leads to my room.

Herman quivered like a tiger, as he waited for the appointed time. At ten o’clock in the evening he was already
in front of the Countess’ house. The weather was terrible; the wind was howling; the sleety snow fell in large
flakes; the lamps emitted a feeble light, the streets were deserted; from time to time a sledge, drawn by a sorrylooking hack, passed by, the driver on the lookout for a belated fare. Herman stood there wearing nothing but his
jacket, yet he felt neither the wind nor the snow.
At last the Countess’ carriage drew up. Herman saw two footmen carry out in their arms the bent form of the
old lady, wrapped in sables, and immediately behind her, clad in a light mantle, and with a wreath of fresh flowers
on her head, followed Lizaveta. The door was closed. The carriage rolled away heavily through the yielding snow.
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The porter shut the street door; the windows became dark.
Herman began walking up and down near the deserted house; at length he stopped under a lamp, and glanced
at his watch: it was twenty minutes past eleven. He remained standing under the lamp, his eyes fixed upon the
watch, impatiently waiting for the remaining minutes to pass. At half past eleven precisely, Herman ascended the
steps of the house, and made hi sway into the brightly illuminated vestibule. The porter was not there. Herman ran
up the stairs, opened the door of the anteroom and saw a footman sitting asleep in an antique soiled armchair,
under a lamp. With a light firm step Herman walked past him. The reception room and the drawing room were in
semidarkness. They were lit feebly by a lamp in the anteroom.
*
Herman entered the bedroom. Before an icon case, filled with ancient icons, a golden sanctuary lamp was
burning. Armchairs, upholstered in faded brocade, and sofas, the gilding of which was worn off and which were
piled with down cushions, stood in melancholy symmetry around the room, the walls of which were hung with
China silk. On the wall hung two portraits painted in Paris by Madame Lebrun. One of them represented a plump,
pink-cheeked man of about forty in a light green uniform with a star on his breast; the other—a beautiful young
woman, with an aquiline nose, curls at her temples, and a rose in her powdered hair. In all the corners stood
porcelain shepherds and shepherdesses, clocks from the workshop of the celebrated Leroy, boxes, roulettes, fans,
and the various gewgaws for ladies that were invented at the end of the last century, together with Montgolfier’s
balloon and Mesmer’s magnetism.\fn{ A sardonic reference to Joseph Michel Montgolfier (1740-1810), French inventor and
pioneer aeronaut (who, together with his brother, Jacques Etienne Montgolfier (1745-1799) developed the first balloon that carried man
aloft—(November 21, 1783: this, the first manned free flight, took place with Pilâtre de Rozier and the Marquis de’Alandes as passengers;
they sailed over Paris covering five and a half miles in 25 minutes)—and Fredrich Anton Mesmer (1734-1815), the Austrian physician who
invented the term “animal magnetism” and the method of treatment called after him mesmerism (the forerunner of modern hypnosis), with
which he had striking success, especially in the treatment of hysterical patients, though he himself never grasped the psychological and
physiological implications of his discovery, and a Royal Commission appointed (1784) to investigate his activities (of which Benjamin
Franklin was a member) itself concluded that Mesmer had indeed effected many cures, but attributed them to some as yet unknown
physiological cause.} Herman stepped behind the screen. Behind it stood a little iron bed; on the right was the door

which led to the study; on the left—the other which led to the corridor. He opened the latter, and saw the little
winding staircase which led to the room of the poor ward. … But he retraced his steps and entered the dark study.
The time passed slowly. All was still. The clock in the drawing room struck twelve; in all the rooms, one clock
after another marked the hour, and everything was quiet again. Herman stood leaning against the cold stove. He
was calm; his heart beat regularly, like that of a man resolved upon a dangerous but inevitable undertaking. The
clock struck one, then two; and he heard the distant rumbling of carriage wheels. In spite of himself, excitement
seized him. The carriage drew near and stopped. He heard the sound of the carriage step being let down. All was
bustle within the house. The servants were running hither and thither, voices were heard, and the house was lit up.
Three antiquated chambermaids entered the bedroom, and they were shortly afterwards followed by the Countess
who, more dead than alive, sank into an armchair. Herman peeped through a chink. Lizaveta Ivanovna passed
close by him, and he heard her hurried steps as she hurried up her staircase. For a moment his heart was assailed
by something like remorse, but the emotion was only transitory. He stood petrified.
The Countess began to undress before her looking glass. Her cap, decorated with roses, was unpinned, and
then her powdered wig was removed from off her white and closely cropped head. Hairpins fell in showers
around her. Her yellow satin dress, embroidered with silver, fell down at her swollen feet.
Herman witness the repulsive mysteries of her toilette; at last the Countess was in her nightcap and nightgown,
and in this costume, more suitable to her age, she appeared less hideous and terrifying.
Like all old people in general, the Countess suffered from sleeplessness. Having undressed, she seated herself
at the window in an armchair and dismissed her maids. The candles were taken away, and once more the room
was lit only by the sanctuary lamp. The Countess sat there looking quite yellow, moving her flaccid lips and
swaying from side to side. Her dull eyes expressed complete vacancy of mind, and, looking at her, one would
have thought that the rocking of her body was not voluntary, but was produced by the action of some concealed
galvanic mechanism.
Suddenly the deathlike face changed incredibly. The lips ceased to move, the eyes became animated: before
the Countess stood a stranger.
“Do not be alarmed, for Heaven’s sake, do not be alarmed!” said he in a low but distinct voice. “I have no
intention of doing you any harm, I have only come to ask a favor of you.”
The old woman looked at him in silence, as if she had not heard what he had said. Herman thought that she
was deaf, and, bending down toward her ear, he repeated what he had said. The old woman remained silent as
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before.
“You can injure the happiness of my life,” continued Herman, “and it will cost you nothing. I know that you
can name three cards in succession—”
Herman stopped. The Countess appeared now to understand what was asked of her; she seemed to be seeking
words with which to reply.
“It was a joke,” she replied at last. “I swear it was only a joke.”
“This is no joking matter,” replied Herman angrily. “Remember Chaplitski, whom you helped to win back
what he had lost.”
The Countess became visibly uneasy. Her features expressed strong emotion, but she soon lapsed into her
former insensibility.
“Can you not name me these three winning cards?” continued Herman.
The Countess remained silent; Herman continued: “For whom are you preserving your secret? For your
grandsons? They are rich enough without it; they do not know the worth of money. Your cards would be of no use
to a spendthrift. He who cannot preserve his paternal inheritance, will die in want, even though he had a demon at
his service. I am not a man of that sort; I know the value of money. Your three cards will not be wasted on me.
Come!”
He paused and tremblingly awaited her reply. The Countess remained silent; Herman fell upon his knees.
“If your heart has ever known the feeling of love,” said he, “if you remember its rapture, if you have ever
smiled at the cry of your newborn child, if your breast has ever throbbed with any human feeling, I entreat you by
the feelings of a wife, a lover, a mother, by all that is most sacred in life, not to reject my plea. Reveal to me your
secret. Of what use is it to you? … Maybe it is connected with some terrible sin, the loss of eternal bliss, some
bargain with the devil. … Consider—you are old; you have not long to live—I am ready to take your sins upon
my soul. Only reveal to me your secret. Remember that the happiness of a man is in your hands, that not only I,
but my children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren, will bless your memory and reverence it as something
sacred. …”
The old woman answered not a word.
Herman rose to his feet.
“You old witch!” he exclaimed, clenching his teeth. “Then I will make you answer!”
With these words he drew a pistol from his pocket.
At the sight of the pistol, the Countess for the second time exhibited strong emotion. She shook her head and
raised her hands as if to protect herself from the shot … then she fell backward and remained motionless.
“Come, an end to this childish nonsense!” said Herman, taking hold of her hand. “I ask you for the last time:
will you tell me the names of your three cards, or will you not?”
The Countess made no reply. Herman perceived that she was dead.
4
Lizaveta Ivanovna was sitting in her room, still in her ball dress, lost in deep thought. On returning home, she
had hastily dismissed the sleepy maid, who reluctantly came forward to assist her, saying that she would undress
herself, and with a trembling heart had gone up to her own room, hoping to find Herman there, but yet desiring
not to find him. At the first glance she convinced herself that he was not there, and she thanked her fate for the
obstacle which had prevented their meeting. She sat down without undressing, and began to recall to mind all the
circumstances which in so short a time had carried her so far. It was not three weeks since the time when she had
first seen the young man from the window—and she already was in correspondence with him, and he had
succeeded in inducing her to grant him a nocturnal tryst! She knew his name only through his having written it at
the bottom of some of his letters; she had never spoken to him, had never heard his voice, and had never heard
anything of him until that evening.
But, strange to say, that very evening at the ball, Tomski, being piqued with the young Princess Pauline N.,
who, contrary to her usual custom, did not flirt with him, wished to revenge himself by assuming an air of
indifference: he therefore engaged Lizveta Ivanovna and danced an endless mazurka with her. All the time he kept
teasing her about her partiality for officers in the Engineers; he assured her that he knew far more than she could
have supposed, and some of his jests were so happily aimed, that Lizaveta thought several times that her secret
was known to him.
“From whom have you learned all this?” she asked, smiling.
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“From a friend of a person very well known to you,” replied Tomski, “from a very remarkable man.”
“And who is this remarkable man?”
“His name is Herman.”
Lizaveta made no reply; but her hands and feet turned to ice.
“This Herman,” continued Tomski, “is a truly romantic character. He has the profile of a Napoleon, and the
soul of a Mephistopheles.\fn{One of the seven chief devils in Medieval demonology; but known especially in modern times as the
cold, scoffing, relentless field of the Faust legend .} I believe that he has at least three crimes upon his conscience. … How
pale you are!”
“I have a headache. … But what did this Herman—or whatever his name is—tell you?”
“Herman is very much dissatisfied with his friend: he says that I his place he would act very differently. … I
even thing that Herman himself has designs upon you; at least, he listens not indifferently to his friend’s enamored
exclamations.”
“But where has he seen me?”
“In church, perhaps; or promenading—God alone knows where. It may have been in your room, while you
were asleep, for he is capable of it.”
Three ladies approaching him with the question: “Oubli ou regret?” interrupted the conversation, which had
become so tantalizingly interesting to Lizaveta.
The lady chosen by Tomski was he Princess Pauline herself. She succeeded in effecting a reconciliation with
him by making an extra turn in the dance and managing to delay resuming her seat. On returning to his place,
Tomski thought no more either of Herman or Lizaveta. She longed to renew the interrupted conversation, but the
mazurka came to an end, and shortly after the old Countess took her departure.
Tomski’s words were nothing more than the small talk of the mazurka, but they sank deep into the soul of the
young dreamer. The portrait, sketched by Tomski, agreed with the picture she had formed in her own mind, and
that image, rendered commonplace by current novels, terrified and fascinated her imagination. She was now
sitting with her bare arms crossed and her head, still adorned with flowers, was bowed over her half-uncovered
breast. Suddenly the door opened and Herman entered. She shuddered.
“Where have you been?” she asked in a frightened whisper.
“In the old Countess’ bedroom,” replied Herman. “I have just left her. The Countess is dead.”
“My God! What are you saying?”
“And I am afraid,” added Herman, “that I am the cause of her death.”
Lizaveta looked at him, and Tomski’s words found an echo in her soul: “This man has at least three crimes
upon his conscience!” Herman sat down by the window near her, and related all that had happened.
Lizaveta listened to him in terror. So all those passionate letters, those ardent demands, this bold obstinate
pursuit—all this was not love! Money—that was what his soul yearned for! She could not satisfy his desire and
make him happy! The poor girl had been nothing but the blind accomplice of a robber, of the murderer of her
aged benefactress! … She wept bitter tears of belated, agonized repentance. Herman gazed at her in silence: his
heart, too, was tormented, but neither the tears of the poor girl, not the wonderful charm of her beauty, enhanced
by her grief, could produce any impression upon his hardened soul. He felt no pricking of conscience at the
thought of the dead old woman. One thing only horrified him: the irreparable loss of the secret which he had
expected would bring him wealth.
“You are a monster!” said Lizaveta at last.
“I did not wish her death,” replied Herman: “my pistol is not loaded.”
Both grew silent.
The day began to dawn. Lizavceta extinguished her candle: a pale light illumined her room. She wiped her
tear-stained eyes and raised them toward Herman: he was sitting on the window sill, with his arms folded and
frowning fiercely. In this attitude he bore a striking resemblance to the portrait of Napoleon. This resemblance
struck even Lizaveta Ivanovna.
“How shall I get you out of the house?” said she at last. “I thought of conducting you down the secret staircase,
but in that case it would be necessary to go through the Countess’ bedroom, and I am afraid.”
“Tell me how to find this secret staircase—I will go alone.”
Lizaveta arose, took from her drawer a key, handed it to Herman and gave him the necessary instructions.
Herman pressed her cold, unresponsive hand, kissed her bowed head, and left the room.
He descended the winding staircase, and once more entered the Countess’ bedroom. The dead old woman sat
as if petrified; her face expressed profound tranquility. Herman stopped before her, and gazed long and earnestly
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at her, as if he wished to convince himself of the terrible reality; at last he entered the study, felt behind the
tapestry for the door, and then began to descend the dark staircase, agitated by strange emotions. “At this very
hour,” thought he, “some sixty years ago, a young gallant, who has long been moldering in his grave, may have
stolen down this very staircase, perhaps coming from the very same bedroom, wearing an embroidered caftan,
with his hair dressed à l’oiseau royal and pressing to his heart his three-cornered hat, and the heart of his aged
mistress has only today ceased to beat. …”
At the bottom of the staircase Herman found a door, which he opened with the same key, and found himself in a
corridor which led him into the street.
5
Three days after the fatal night, art nine o’clock in the morning, Herman repaired to the Convent of ———,
where the burial service for the deceased Countess was to be held. Although feeling no remorse, he could not
altogether stifle the voice of conscience, which kept repeating to him: “You are the murderer of the old woman!”
While he had little true faith, he was very superstitious; and believing that the dead Countess might exercise an
evil influence on his life, he resolved to be present at her funeral in order to ask her pardon.
The church was full. It was with difficulty that Herman made his way through the crowd. The coffin stood on a
sumptuous catafalque under a velvet baldachin. The deceased lay within it, her hands crossed upon her breast, and
wearing a lace cap and a white satin gown. Around the catafalque stood the members of her household: the
servants in black caftans, with armorial ribbons upon their shoulders, and candles in their hands; the relatives—
children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren—in deep morning.
Nobody wept; tears would have been une affectation. The Countess was so old that her death could have
surprised nobody, and her relatives had long looked upon her as not among the living. A famous preacher
delivered the funeral oration. In simple and touching words he described the peaceful passing away of the saintly
woman whose long life had been a serene, moving preparation for a Christian end. “The angel of death found
her,” said the preacher, “engaged in pious meditation and waiting for the midnight bridegroom.”
The service was concluded in an atmosphere of melancholy decorum. The relatives went forward first to bid
farewell to the deceased. Then followed the numerous acquaintances, who had come to render the last homage to
her who for so many years had participated in their frivolous amusements. After these followed the members of
the Countess’ household. The last of these was the old housekeeper who was of the same age as the deceased. Two
young women led her forward, supporting her by the arms. She had not strength enough to bow down to the
ground—she was the only one to shed a few tears and kiss the cold hand of her mistress.
Herman now resolved to approach the coffin. He bowed down to the ground and for several minutes lay on the
cold floor, which was strewn with fir boughs; at last he arose, as pale as the deceased Countess herself, ascended
the steps of the catafalque and bent over the corpse. … At that moment it seemed to him that the dead woman
darted a mocking look at him and winked with one eye. Herman started back, took a false step and fell to the
ground. He was lifted up. At the same moment Lizaveta Ivanovna was carried into the vestibule of the church in a
faint. This episode disturbed for some minutes the solemnity of the gloomy ceremony. Among the congregation
arose a muffled murmur, and the lean chamberlain, a near relative of the deceased, whispered in the ear of an
Englishman who was standing near him, that the young officer was a natural son of the Countess, to which the
Englishman coldly replied: “Oh!”
During the whole of that day, Herman was exceedingly perturbed. Dining in an out-of-the-way restaurant, he
drank a great deal of wine, contrary to his usual custom, in the hope of allaying his inward agitation. But the wine
only served to excite his imagination still more. On returning home, he threw himself upon his bed without
undressing, and fell into a deep sleep.
When he woke up it was already night, and the moon was shining into the room. He looked at his watch: it was
a quarter to three. Sleep had left him; he sat down upon his bed and thought of the funeral of the old Countess.
At that moment somebody in the street looked in at his window, and immediately passed on again. Herman
paid no attention to this incident. A few moments afterward he heard the door of the anteroom open. Herman
thought that it was his orderly, drunk as usual, returning from some nocturnal expedition, but presently he heard
footsteps that were unknown to him: somebody was shuffling softly across the floor in slippers. The door opened,
and a woman, dressed in white, entered the room. Herman mistook her for his old nurse, and wondered what
could bring her there at that hour of the night. But the white woman glided rapidly across the room and stood
before him—and Herman recognized the Countess!
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I have come to you against my will

she said in a firm voice:
but I have been ordered to grant your request. Three, seven, ace will win for you if played in succession, but only on
these conditions: that you do not play more than one card in twenty-four hours, and that you never play again during
the rest of your life. I forgive you my death, on condition that you marry my ward, Lizaveta Ivanovna.

With these words she turned round very quietly, walked with a shuffling gait toward the door and disappeared.
Herman heard the street door bang, and he saw someone look in at him through the window again.
For a long time Herman could not recover himself. Then he went into the next room. His orderly was asleep
upon the floor, and he had much difficulty in waking him. The orderly was drunk as usual, and nothing could be
got out of him. The street door was locked. Herman returned to his room, lit his candle, ad set down an account of
his vision.
6
Two fixed ideas can no more exist together in the moral world than two bodies can occupy one and the same
place in the physical world. “Three, seven, ace” soon drove out of Herman’s mind the thought of the dead
Countess. “Three, seven, ace” were perpetually running through his head and continually on his lips. If he saw a
young girl, he would say: “How slender she is! Quite like the three of hearts.” If anybody asked: “What is the
time?” he would reply: “Five minutes to seven.” Every stout man that he saw reminded him of the ace. “Three,
seven, ace” haunted him in his sleep, and assumed all possible shapes. The three bloomed before him in the form
of a magnificent flower, the seven was represented by a Gothic portal, and the ace became transformed into a
gigantic spider. One thought alone occupied his whole mind—to make use of the secret which he had purchased
so dearly. He thought of applying for a furlough so as to travel abroad. He wanted to go to Paris and force fortune
to yield a treasure to him in the public gambling houses there. Chance spared him all this trouble.
There was in Moscow a society of wealthy gamblers, presided over by the celebrated Chekalinski, who had
passed all his life at the card table and had amassed millions, accepting bills of exchange for his winnings and
paying his losses in ready money. His long experience secured for him the confidence of his companions, and his
open house, his famous cook, and his agreeable and cheerful manner gained for him the respect of the public. He
came to St. Petersburg. The young men of the capital flocked to his rooms, forgetting balls for cards, and
preferring the temptations of faro to the seductions of flirting. Narumov conducted Herman to Chekalinski’s
residence.
They passed through a suite of magnificent rooms, filled with courteous attendants. Several generals and privy
counselors were playing whist; young men were lolling carelessly upon the velvet-covered sofas, eating ices and
smoking pipes. In the drawing room, at the head of a long table, around which crowded about a score of players,
sat the master of the house keeping the bank. He was a man of about sixty years of age, of a very dignified
appearance; his head was covered with silvery white hair; his full, florid countenance expressed good nature, and
his eyes twinkled with a perpetual smile. Narumov introduced Herman to him Chekalinski shook him by the hand
in a friendly manner, requested him not to stand on ceremony, and then went on dealing.
The game lasted a long time. On the table lay more than thirty cards. Chekalinski paused after each throw, in
order to give the players time to arrange their cards and note down their losses, listened politely to their requests,
and more politely still, straightened out the corners of cards that some absent-minded player’s hand had turned
down. At last the game was finished. Chekalinski shuffled the cards and prepared to deal again.
“Allow me to play a card,” said Herman, stretching out his hand from behind a stout gentleman who was
punting.
Chekalinski smiled and bowed silently, as a sign of acquiescence. Narumov laughingly congratulated Herman
on ending his long abstention from cards, and wished him a lucky beginning.
“Here goes!” said Herman, writing the figure with chalk on the back of his card.
“How much, sir?” asked the banker, screwing up his eyes. “Excuse me, I cannot see quite clearly.”
“Forty-seven thousand,” replied Herman.
At these words every head in the room turned suddenly round, and all eyes were fixed upon Herman.
“He has taken leave of his senses!” thought Narumov
“Allow me to observe,” said Chekalinski, with his eternal smile, “that that is a very high stake; nobody here
has ever staked more than two hundred and seventy-five rubles at a time.”
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“Well,” retorted Herman, “do you accept my card or not?”
Chekalinski bowed with the same look of humble acquiescence.
“I only wish to inform you,” said he, “that enjoying the full confidence of my partners, I can only play for
ready money. For my own part, I am, of course, quite convinced that your word is sufficient, but for the sake of
order, and because of the accounts, I must ask you to put the money on your card.”
Herman drew from his pocket a banknote and handed it to Chekalinski, who, after examining it in a cursory
manner, placed it on Herman’s card.
He began to deal. On the right a nine turned up, and on the left a three.
“I win!” said Herman, showing his card.
A murmur of astonishment arose among the players. Checkalinski frowned, but the smile quickly returned to
his face.
“Do you wish me to settle with you?” he said to Herman.
“If you please,” replied the latter.
Chekalinski drew from his pocket a number of banknotes and paid up at once. Herman took his money and left
the table. Narumov could not recover from his astonishment. Herman drank a glass of lemonade and went home.
The next evening he again appeared at Chekalinski’s. The host was dealing. Herman walked up to the table;
the punters immediately made room for him. Chekalinski greeted him with a gracious bow.
Herman waited for the next game, took a card and placed upon it his forty-seven thousand rubles, together
with his winnings of the previous evening.
Chekalinski began to deal. A knave turned up on the right, a seven on the left.
Herman showed his seven.
There was a general exclamation. Chekalinski was obviously disturbed, but he counted out the ninety-four
thousand rubles and handed them over to Herman, who pocketed them in the coolest manner possible and
immediately left the house.
The next evening Herman appeared again at the table. Everyone was expecting him. The generals and privy
counselors left their whist in order to watch such extraordinary play. The young officers jumped up from their
sofas, and even the servants crowded into the room. All pressed around Herman. The other players left off
punting, impatient to see how it would end. Herman stood at the table and prepared to play alone again the pale
but still smiling Chekalinski. Each opened a new pack of cards. Chekalinski shuffled. Herman took a card and
covered it with a pile of banknotes. It was like a duel. Deep silence reigned.
Chekalinski began to deal; his hands trembled. On the right a queen turned up, and on the left an ace.
“Ace wins!” cried Herman, showing his card.
“Your queen has lost,” said Chekalinski sweetly.
Herman stared; instead of an ace, there lay before him the queen of spades! He could not believe his eyes, nor
could he understand how he had made such a mistake.
At the moment it seemed to him that the queen of spades screwed up her eyes and sneered. He was sruck by
the remarkable resemblance. …
“The old woman!” he exclaimed, in terror.
Chekalinski gathered up his winnings. For some time Herman remained perfectly motionless. When at last he
left the table, the room buzzed with loud talk.
“Splendidly punted!” said the players. Chekalinski shuffled the cards afresh, and the game went on as usual.
CONCLUSION

Herman went out of his mind. He is now confined in room Number 17 of the Obukhov Hospital. He never
answers any questions, but he constantly mutters with unusual rapidity: “Three, seven, ace! Three, seven, queen!”
Lizasveta Ivanovna has married a very amiable young man, a son of the former steward of the old Countess.
He is a civil servant, and has a considerable fortune. Lizaveta is bringing up a poor relative.
Tomski has been promoted to the rank of captain, and is marrying Princess Pauline.
1819
30.114 Excerpts from Evenings By The Karpovka\fn{by Mariya Zhukova (1804-1855)} Nizhnii Novgorod Province,
Russia (F) 10
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From Volume 1:
… The\fn{The editor of this novel—originally published in two volumes, 1837-1838—has excised all but two of its component short
stories, but preserved intact the matrix in which they were embedded (except for the introductory poetic epigraphs to each volume). What
follows is this matrix; the compiler has also preserved the notes to this effect .} northern weather last year, 1836, which was
going to be so terrible, according to the forecasts, was rather miserly with its clear days, as if taking account of the
fore-casters’ threats. Incessant storms, rains, a lazy sun which only rarely peeped out from behind its misty
blankets, dark nights, and tasteless late fruits—that’s all, mind you, that came of the foreboding with which many
awaited it.
In any event, for all the poor summer weather, the surroundings of Petersburg were not empty; the islands,
dachas, and villages—all were full of migrants from the capital, everything seethed with life, with crowds of
people, and the clatter of carriages never abated on Kamenostrovskii Avenue. On any number of occasions the
ladies who were staying in these beautiful, airy dachas would wake up in the morning, their heads full of all sorts
of hopes and plans, only to see through their muslin curtains a leaden sky and birch trees bowed down with the
weight of water, whereupon they would bury themselves once more under the pillows and blankets and curse the
climate, Petersburg, and the whole wide world. Such an awakening boded well for maidservants and husbands!
You must admit that the weather has a great influence on domestic happiness, and especially so on marital
happiness.
But sometimes, after a foul, unbearable morning, the sun, like a capricious beauty, would appear towards evening in all its radiant glory, and at such times general bustle would bring the islands to life. Barouches, carriages,
and cabriolets flew down the roads; strolling crowds brought color of their own to the gardens, balconies were
turned into drawing-rooms; whole households hurried with samovars, packs of children and nannies to
Krestovskii Island, or to the hospitable garden of Countess L; they would settle down on the hillside, or under the
thick limes at the river’s edge with their cold supper, ice-cream, and tea. You would also see there the kind family
of a German tradesman, or the cheery crowd of young officials; there was the Russian merchant with his wife and
children of all ages, and two young painters chatting about the forthcoming exhibition, and the fancy mantilla of a
society beauty, and the lovely blouse of a serving-girl.
I loved this varied scene and often made the most of it as I spent nearly all my evenings with one of my best
friends, who took a dacha on the banks of the Karpovka. Natalya Dmitrievna Shemilova was a woman of about
60, not very tall, with clear blue eyes, pale and white like the old women in Greuze’s\fn{ Jean-Baptiste Greuze (17251805), French artist.} paintings, always wearing a white tulle cap, from under which her silvery hair could be seen,
and a dazzlingly white and always neat cambric collar—a small piece of coquetry in her old age. Always cheerful
and welcoming, she seemed to me one of those few women who, on leaving the stage of high society where they
were such a success in their youth, take with them the pleasing manner of society ladies, a heap of memories and
a mind which is protected by a good-natured disposition against the caustic judgements which in the veterans of
the drawing-room are so often the result of ennui, regrets about their lost youth, or of deluded vanity. Having
moved to a dacha on her doctor’s advice, she took little advantage of the so-called country air, both because of the
rotten weather and her own rather poor health, and lived surrounded by a small circle of friends who gathered at
her house every evening. When the midday quiet and the warm air called even the laziest of sofa-lovers\fn{ Couchpotatoes.} from their rooms, she too would go out, leaning on the arm of Lyubinka, her 17-year-old niece. They
would step out into the small garden, adorned with the flowering shrubs and woolly limes by the dacha’s windows, and Natalya Dmitrievna would sit on the bench to admire the limpid stream which could be seen glinting
through the web of leaves, the motley, strolling crowds, and the noisy games of the children who were scampering
about by the garden railings.
But when a cold wind or damp air kept the invalid confined to her rooms, Lyubinka herself would get a fire
going in the hearth; the doctor, muttering about people who liked new-fangled ideas which were alien to our
climate, as he put it, moved back from the hearth the large dark-green leather armchair, in which he put his
patient. Lyubinka sat by her at her embroidery. She was a young woman with plump pink cheeks in which two
lovely dimples kept appearing; with elongated, slightly asiatic eyes which made her face seem particularly goodnatured; in a word, she had one of those child-like appearances whose mixed and indefinite features make you
smile at its irregularity and whose expression of child-like goodness is very attractive. She had been entrusted to
Natalya Dmitrievna, as a last token of friendship, by her sister who had died young and had been much loved.
Natalya Dmitrievna’s company usually consisted of the following friends: the doctor, a merry old chap, almost
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square in appearance, who got really furiously cross with any patients who disobeyed his orders, but who was
equally kind to a fault to the healthy and his friends. His jolly, open face spoke of a man in whom passion and
duty were rarely at odds, and who liked to spend his leisure hours having a good natter with his friends. For many
years now he had been not only doctor to Natalya Dmitrievna, but also trustee of her spiritual and physical
ailments. She in turn loved him as a close member of the family. Affection between the elderly is not as passionate
as in younger days, when imagination is the basis for almost all ties; and this is why the young usually think their
feelings are a lot stronger than they really are, and are amazed when a slight tiff, misunderstanding, or separation
wipes out all traces of the relationship.
In reverse, the elderly, whose feelings are for the most part based on habit, love without quite realizing all the
strength of their attachments. These grow up, if one can so put it, and grow attached to the other’s life, in the same
way that a dodder intertwines its roots with those of another plant, and entwines the other with its supple tendrils
to such an extent that you can only separate them by pulling them both up by the roots. And many a time it’s been
noted that elderly people, who are united by a friendship whose strength they themselves don’t appreciate, do not
survive each other: the death of one is tantamount to the death of half the life of the other.
Natalya Dmitrievna’s attachment to her doctor was of this order. It had become a necessity for her to see him
every evening, sitting opposite her, on the other side of the table, in a large armchair, his legs crossed and his chin
resting on the silver knob of his cane. At eight o’clock she was already listening out for the rattle of the wheels of
his carriage outside. Her hearing, which was still quite good, had got used to distinguishing the doctor’s carriage
from all others, as it had been stopping by her door at about this time for fifteen years. The samovar was already
boiling on the table; the doctor was always expected for tea.
“Lyubinka, have a look at the time, will you?” Natalya Dmitrievna said, and five minutes later was already
getting quite anxious. “There’s probably some very difficult patient, what do you think, Lyubinka? Or perhaps
Ivan Karlovich is ill himself?” She was no longer listening to what the others were saying, but looked towards the
door. “Do you think we should send someone to find out, Lyubinka?”
Lyubinka smiled and didn’t move.
At last someone arrived; a familiar voice was heard in the hall. Ivan Karlovich walked in, and Natalya
Dmitrievna livened up, put away her knitting, and with her eyes asked the doctor to explain his tardiness. And she
wouldn’t be able to sleep peacefully unless she had heard the usual “God bless!” before going off to her room.
The second, but no less loved guest, was Pronovskii, a man of about 45 with a pleasing appearance, and
enough money of his own to be able to live independently in the capital; a bachelor, but I don’t know whether this
was by design or because of some specific event, he never said. He was one of those people who rarely think
aloud, even less often talk about themselves, who I with a joke refuse to resolve an important question, or who are
satisfied with expressing the opinions of others pro et contra, and who reserved his full trust for a very few
people. In sum, he lived like a practical philosopher, who is at ease anywhere and everywhere.
Another frequent guest at Natalya Dmitrievna’s evening tea-table was her neighbour Gorskii, who had come to
the capital on business. He’d travelled widely, both in Russia and abroad, he still loved his own country with
youthful ardor, was loathe to believe ill of anyone, and when it was too obvious to ignore, he covered it up, as a
mother does her son’s transgressions, in the hope of his altering his ways. He had friends because he believed in
the possibility of having them and he wasn’t unduly demanding.
The third of our habitual visitors was Pronovskii’s nephew, an artillery officer who was only just beginning to
grow a moustache, with black eyes and a modest smile. Our old lady called him her little Don Juan, I don’t know
why. Gorskii said that the habit of assessing people gives the elderly a knack of defining the characters of others
on very little evidence, but almost faultlessly, as if they had some instinct within them which rarely deceived
them. Velskii, as the officer was called, always sat at Lyubinka’s embroidery-frame and even seemed to be
learning how to sew, wasn’t very interested in them, however.
I won’t mention the other members of our little evening circle: it was a small circle, but one in which sincerity
and affection for our hostess ruled.
Sometimes Natalya Dmitrievna’s friends would introduce her to the latest literature and read in turn to her the
tales of Balzac,\fn{Honoré de Balzac (1799-1850), French author.} Janin,\fn{Jules Gabriel Janin (1804-1874), French author .}
Masson,\fn{Michel Masson (1800-1883), French author.} and other of the most recent writers. She was especially fond of
Russian stories and the latest works by Marlinskii\fn{ Pseudonym of Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Bestuzhev (1797-1837),
Russian author.}, Belkin,\fn{A note reads: Belkin was not a real writer but an ad hoc nom de plume of Pushkin in his work of literary
parody, The Tales of Belkin (1830).} Bezymyannii,\fn{Pseudonym of Prince V. I. Odoevsky (1804-1869).} and other writers
were proclaimed victorious in her drawing-room. On one overcast evening, after we’d finished read-ing, while
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Lyubinka was serving tea and Velskii was helping her, Natalya Dmitrievna was uncharacteristically silent, neither
praising nor criticizing what she’d heard read, and looked thoughtfully at the dancing flames in the fireplace,
while the others talked of the latest trends in literature.
“You’re not saying anything, Natalya Dmitrievna,” said the doctor, “we haven’t heard your opinion yet.”
“I was thinking, my dear Ivan Karlovich, that, judging by the number of new names you keeping coming
across in French literature, you might suppose that the French think it their duty, however meagre their resources
might be, to pay tribute to the public’s curiosity, at least once, by offering for its appraisal the fruits of their labors,
the amusements of their leisure hours or reminiscences from their travels and the various incidents of their lives.
Why isn’t it like that in our country?”
“There are many ways of answering that,” the doctor replied, looking into the fire and playing with his thick
cane with its silver knob. “Many people would point to the public’s lack of affection for Russian works.”
“Yes, although all the good ones are welcomed.”
“But who can be sure that his efforts will find favor?”
“Listen. If everybody wanted his first work to be exemplary, then there wouldn’t be many writers. Lomonosov
\fn{Mikhail Vasilyevich Lomonosov (1711-1765), Russian author .} began by imitating Tredyakovskii;\fn{ Vasili Kirilovich
Trediakovski (1703-1769), Russian author.} Bogdanovich\fn{Ippolit Fedorovich Bogdanovich (1743-1803), Russian author .} started
off with light verse addressed to the ladies, and with his long poem Utter Bliss, which is now totally forgotten;
Karamzin\fn{Nikolay Mikhaylovich Karamzin (1766-1826), Russian author .} may have gone on to write The History of
Russia,\fn{1816.} but Poor Liza\fn{1792.} came first. You can’t hope that your first attempt will put your name
alongside those of the greats. Let them just write; the hard work lays the path to the ultimate goal. No, there are
few among us who feel like taking up literature—some lack the means, others the willingness to do so. Where
were you reading from just now, Mr. Gorskii?”
“From Les Cent et un.”
“Well, just look, how many new writers there are here too! Agreed, not many start off in exemplary fashion,
but who’s to know what will become of many of them? A small success encourages talent; inactivity kills it.
Which of us doesn’t know that for sure? No, it’s sad to think that we seem to neglect literature; so few write at all
and those so unwillingly, but the Russian language is rich in resources and our life has its own form of poetry. I’m
convinced that each of us, if only we could be bothered to search our memories, would find lots of things we’ve
seen or heard. Or events in which we played a part ourselves, or maybe witnessed—in short, something which
could pleasantly occupy the idle leisure of a semi-invalid or the free hours of a country dweller. Isn’t that right,
my dear doctor? You more than others deal with the poetry of human passions, you tell me, isn’t what I’m saying
true?”
“Perhaps, dear lady, perhaps; but poetry and I were officially divorced a long time ago. I live in the real world,
and, consequently, in a world of suffering.”
“But physical suffering,” Pronovskii observed, “is often merely a sign of other sufferings, the roots of which
are buried deep in the soul. To treat the former kind properly, you often have to diagnose the latter.”
“True; but that’s taking us away from the subject. I wanted to offer you a suggestion, Natalya Omitrievna.
Exact tribute from your friends: let each of us, at least once a week, bring you a story which must be based on our
own memories; but with the rider that they must be set in Russia.”
“That’s excellent, Ivan Karlovich,” said Pronovskii, “that’s a way of demonstrating that many of us lack not
only preparedness. I gladly agree, with the proviso that Natalya Omitrievna set the lead.
“And straight away,” Gorskii added.
“My dear friends,” said Natalya Omitrievna, “You are so kind that I’m ready to do all I can to show you how
much I appreciate your intentions.”
“Perhaps you will pay for your kindness with a little tedium,” Pronovskii said with a smile, “each of us will be
bringing you his tribute under duress—”
“For which you, however, will have time to prepare,” Natalya Omitrievna interrupted him, wagging her finger,
“I’ve been taken unawares.”
“That’s an absolute condition of our submission,” said Gorskii. “Here’s my cup, m-lle Aimée,\fn{A note reads:
This is not a new character: m-lle Aimée corresponds to the Russian Lyubinka, an affectionate form of Lyubov which, apart from being a
proper name, means “love.”} I seem to be the last. Let’s clear away the samovar and table as quick as we can; and off

with you to your embroidery, and we’ll gather round Natalya Omitrievna.”
*
There was the clatter of chairs being moved, and everyone moved close to Natalya Omitrievna’s little table.
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Lyubinka gave the artillery officer a meaningful look, and sat at her embroidery-frame; he in turn quickly
occupied the empty chair which was right opposite her, having already asked if he could watch the magic of her
fingers giving birth to the flowers.
“Make yourselves at home,” said our kind old lady as she laid her knitting down. ‘I’ll obey you rather than
dredge up excuses not to. But I warn you in advance that my scene won’t be the grand salons of high society. I
spent most of my youth in the country and, as you know, the old like to dwell on that epoch of their lives.”
*
I should warn the reader that, taking advantage of Natalya Omitrievna’s particular good will, I obtained her
permission to collect and publish all the stories I heard in her drawing-room. I have not altered a single word in
them, and I now issue them as they were written for the ailing old lady. Whether they will be continued depends
on the attention which the public bestows upon my first labor. \fn{ A note reads: The first story The Monk is then related by
Natalya Dmitrievna. What now follows comes between that story and the second of the collection, Baron Reichman.}
*
The next day, after all the tea things had been cleared from the table, and when Natalya Omitrievna had settled
to her knitting, and Lyubinka to her embroidery, and the doctor had moved the armchair back from the fire, and
Velskii had taken up his usual place by Lyubinka and the rest had seated themselves round the little table as best
they could, Natalya Omitrievna looked around.
“Well, who’s going to be first to repay their debt?” she asked.
Everyone awaited the answer with curiosity, and everyone looked at each other. At last Pronovskii took an
exercise-book out of his hat, and turning to the others, he said:
“Gentlemen, I didn’t think I would be the best behaved; but as none of you seems to be ready to comply with
our hostess's wish, I’ll read you a trifle I’ve brought along.”
“And for which I thank you in advance. Well begin, do begin, my dear Pronovskii.”
“But I warn you, Natalya Dmitrievna, that I’ll need you to be tolerant. This is an episode from the life of a
young woman I knew myself. You won’t find any poetry in it: these are scenes from private life …”
“We’re listening, we’re listening!”\fn{A note reads: There then follows Baron Reichman. What now follows comes between
Baron Reichman and The Locket.}
*
Several days passed and nobody thought to keep the promise made to Natalya Dmitrievna. Sometimes excuses
were made, or someone brought a story which had just been published; then Natalya Dmitrievna fell ill; time was
slipping by and we were all waiting for some more stories.
One Sunday I decided to go to Mass at the church in the Botanical Gardens. There I found my old lady, her
lovely Lyubinka, and Velskii. After Mass we went into the gardens and walked along the path leading to the
hothouses. It was a lovely morning; on both sides of the path sumptuous dahlias haughtily raised their luxuriant
flowers; the mignonette, the sweet peas, and the other aromatic plants, warmed by the sun’s rays, filled the air
with fragrances, as if greeting the beautiful day. Natalya Dmitrievna was in very good spirits.
“The scent of flowers,” she said to us, “has always seemed to me a symbol of gratitude; it’s the incense which
they offer the sun in thanks for its life-giving rays.”
Just then we met Gorskii with two ladies, who, when they hadn’t found Natalya Dmitrievna at home, and
knowing where she usually took her walks, had also come into the gardens. We all made quite a large round of the
gardens and again found ourselves by the gates which led out on to the embankment. The sight of the river, which
at that moment was glinting in the golden rays of the sun, made us leave the gardens to admire from the bank the
varied scene on the other side, and the smooth flow of the river as it wound around the island. We sat on some
benches behind a green wall of acacias, under the shade of some limes. Lyubinka went to the water’s edge and,
plucking leaves from the branch she held in her hands, listened to Velskii who also seemed to be tearing apart the
poor acacia. The heat made the young woman take off the straw hat which was covering her face and her already
pink cheeks became even redder. Her asiatic eyes sparkled like two diamonds; the simple but refined outfit,
adorned with a bunch of fresh flowers made her figure look even more graceful. Everything in her indicated the
type of coquetry which is not only forgivable, but is even essential in a woman who is born to be liked.
Gorskii looked at her for a long time, deep in thought.
“I’m cross with you, Gorskii,” said Natalya Dmitrievna. “Is this how good people keep their promises? What
of our stories?”
“I was just thinking about them.”
“Looking at the church of St Samisonii which has become an object of curiosity ever since Mr.
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Lazhechnikov\fn{Ivan Ivanovich Lazhechmikov (1794-1869), Russian author .} gave us his fine novel?”\fn{ A note reads:
Probably The Ice House (1835).}
“No, I was looking at Lyubov Ivanovna. She’s very pretty!”
“It’s just a pity that beauty is no guarantee of happiness.”
“But the lack of it brings a woman no joy.”
“Lack of looks is especially unpleasant for women of a certain age. That is, getting on for 30,” observed one of
the ladies who had long since passed that age but who still preserved much of her former beauty. “Youth often
substitutes for beauty, but in later years … lack of looks deprives us of the possibility of enjoying the pleasures
and advantages of youth, while the years don’t yet allow one to enjoy the freedom of mixing with whomever you
feel like, which replaces youth for the elderly, and gives them a free rein for their kindness, which once more
gathers to itself a circle of consoling friends.”
“No; I once knew a young woman who confessed to me that the principal unhappiness in her life was her lack
of looks. She was intelligent and sensitive; her friends found her kind, but she was unhappy.”
“We’ll see you this evening, then, Gorskii, and you’ll tell us her story.”
“But her story is simple and without interest; it’s the tale of how an ailing heart suffered.”
“And you’ll tell it us?”
“With pleasure; all the more so as the complaints and sufferings of a woman insulted by nature will be a
novelty for you, mesdames.”
“Mr. Gorskii is trying to offer us inducements,” said a middle-aged woman.
That evening, when we'd all got together around our little table, Gorsky began his story, The Locket.
…\fn{There is another gap in the text at this point. What follows is the beginning of Part Two (except for its epigraphical introduction)
The Locket apparently forms the end of Part One, and has been published separately by the editor of this book .}
From Volume 2:
… For a long time there had been no mention at all of any story-telling at our kind old lady’s evening
gatherings; we met at her house as before, but everyone somehow was preoccupied with other matters: either
somebody brought the latest novel, or there were guests who did not belong to her close circle and in such cases
there were no stories, and Natalya Dmitrievna (may I hope that my readers will remember her?)—Natalya
Dmitrievna would become an ordinary society lady whose kindness would make everyone forget all about playing
cards, and whose goodness put a stop to gossip and scandal.
At last one evening only the intimates, including me, were gathered round her table; we looked at one another,
at the table, on which there wasn’t a single book, nor even a magazine: this meant that the old lady was getting
ready to listen to a story. She had already passed a cursory glance over all her visitors’ hats to see whether a
manuscript might be peeking out; but she seemed displeased with her survey, although she remained silent.
Lyubinka brought over her work-basket; the doctor was in his usual chair; in the window recess Gorskii was
telling Pronovskii the latest news from the city.
Just then Velskii, who was looking in the corner for a footstool for Natalya Dmitrievna, hurried across, caught
Lyubinka’s embroidery-frame and wssshh!—scissors, thimble, balls of wool, patterns—everything went flying all
over the room! Gorskii and Lyubinka dashed to help the poor officer who went as red as a—you can’t say, as a
rose; only girls go as red as a rose; while Velskii’s cheeks, swarthy and tanned could not sustain such a simile.
And so, when Natalya Dmitrievna, who had jumped at the crash, began to scold her little Don Juan, Lyubinka
pulled a full, magnificent, crimson dahlia from a bouquet which was next to her in a china vase, and adroitly held
it next to Velskii’s cheek.
“Don’t scold Mr Velskii, Auntie,” she said, “Look, he’s gone as red as this dahlia. Look, look! He really isn’t
any paler than it is!”
“Well, let’s make it up, my dear little Juan; may God forgive you! Do you see: I, like a skilled diplomat, want
to display my anger as much worse than it really is so as to have the right to demand large compensation. You,
dear sir, must tell me a story to expiate your guilt.”
“Me, Natalya Dmitrievna? Are you really ordering me to tell you about our school fights, tricks, pranks, and
that kind of thing? Or about the latest manreuvres and life in a bivouac?”
“All that’s just fine; you know how much I enjoy reading military tales.”
“By Marlinskii? But, just think, how can I find anything to say after his name’s been mentioned!”
“As you wish. You shouldn’t knock over embroidery-frames. I’m listening, Mr Velskii, I’m listening.”
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“Uncle! Won’t you defend me in my time of trouble?”
“But what can I do? There’s no appeal against sentence passed by a lady.”
“Can’t we at least wait until tomorrow, Natalya Dmitrievna!”
“It must be today, without fail.”
“I will obey. But at least let me tell you a story I happened to hear, and, what’s more, from another era.”
“I don’t like quarrelling; let it be as you say; but all the same, you’ll have to tell me a story from your own
experiences some time.”
“Oh, with great pleasure! And I’ll remind you of this command.”
“We’ll see; and now with no more excuses! Come and sit over here, next to me.”
“At least be patient with me.”
“All right, all right! We’re good people,” Pronovskii said, “if you'll just listen, Ivan Karlovich will say ‘Thank
you!’ Natalya Dmitrievna needs that!”
“You know …” Velskii began.
“But the title? What’s your story called?”
“The title? As you like! Let it be: The Dumb Girl or The Notes of a Hermit.”
“Watch out,” said Pronovskii. “You’ll remind us of Natalya Dmitrievna's monk.”
“That would be very much to my disadvantage; I wouldn’t dare to compete with her.”
“You must be joking! My friends, laugh at an old lady if it amuses you. But don’t let's lose more time, Velskii.
Well! ‘You know—’”
“But, I can’t just tell the story, Natalya Dmitrievna; if you’ll let me, I’ll bring the notes from home.”
“You’re intolerable, my little Juan; off you go to get them, but be as quick as you can, for heaven’s sake.”
Velskii returned fifteen minutes later with an exercise-book. He put it down next to Natalya Dmitrievna and
began his story.\fn{The following matrix occurs between The Dumb Girl or The Notes of a Hermit and The Provincial Girl.}
*
“What happened next?” Gorskii asked.
“Then the hostess brought out some trout, or little salmon, as she called it, and we ate it, reminiscing about the
hermit.”
“Perhaps poor Dushenka was happier in Siberia than in her lady’s fine rooms,” Natalya Dmitrievna noted with
a sigh and raised her clear blue eyes, rather sentimentally for someone of her years.
“Ah, Auntie! How can you think that! Possibly Levenvold forgot—”
“Just look how inappropriately quick on the uptake the children have become!” the old lady interrupted with
some heat and pushed back the ribbons of her cap. 'I wasn't thinking of Levenvold at all, Lyubov Ivanovna; I
meant something totally different. No, that’s the trouble with stories! These slips of girls listen to too many of
them, and start dreaming about eternal love. No, Lyubov Ivanovna, that’s the last one; you’re not going to hear
any more! Just stick to the advice to my daughter\fn{ A note reads: A reference to A Lady’s New Year Gift or Advice to a
Daughter (1688), by George Saville Halifax (1633-1695), first published in Russian in 1790 .} and Journal Pittoresque. What a
bother you are!”
Lyubinka wasn’t all that frightened by this kind of scolding; she’d had to listen to it whenever she didn’t watch
what she said: she smiled and bit her lip.
“Presumably, this means that Lyubov Ivanovna won’t now be sitting with us in the evenings?” the doctor asked
after a minute’s silence.
“Why’s that?”
“Why, because we, presumably, are not going to stop reading novels and stories.”
“Well what can we do? Judge for yourself, my dear Ivan Karlovich, these children are killing me!”
Natalya Dmitrievna was more annoyed that she had said more than she had meant to than at Lyubinka’s quickness, and so her momentary anger was beginning to subside; she was already smiling and stroking her ribbons,
which was a sign that the storm clouds were lifting. She now looked at Lyubinka quite differently.
Lyubinka left her embroidery and looked at the old lady for a moment; and then hugged her.
“Now, now, Lyubinka! You’ll make a mess of my collar!”
Indeed, Lyubinka’s head threatened the splendid arrangement of Natalya Dmitrievna’s silvery collar. Looking
at these two little faces, so close to each other, so different, yet each equally attractive, one with the charm of
youth, the other with an expression of heavenly goodness, I felt as if I was looking at a splendid magnolia which a
skilful gardener had woven into the pale flowers of a white lily. I admired my dear little old lady almost as much
as I did her sweet niece with her asiatic eyes.
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“Just listen, Natalya Dmitrievna,” Gorskii said, “until we find a better way of reconciling our stories with
Lyubov Ivanovna’s presence, I’ll offer you a story which will destroy all the glittering phantoms which adorn love
in the heads of these dreamers. Would that suit you?”
“Good, dear Gorskii; but in truth, is that really possible? You know, I remember your Mariya.”
“Ah, my poor Mariya! No, this time there won’t be any aneurisms or doctors.”
“We’ll see. Well, that will be the last story, Lyubinka.”
“But our officer friend here still has to tell us his story,” said the doctor.
“Yes! But isn’t it supposed to be from our memories; and his are limited to school and manreuvres; isn’t that
so, my dear Velskii? Well, school won’t frighten Lyubinka.”
“We’ll see, Natalya Dmitrievna, we’ll see.”
“You’re all trying to frighten me, my dear doctor. But I know my little Juan; he only looks like a Byronic type.
As you know, I, like the young girls, give a physical shape to my heroes when I read a story; you know that.”
“So we too have the hope of judging some Saladin,\fn{ An allusion to the Kurdish Muslim leader (1138-1193), who
recaptured Jerusalem from the Crusaders, and whoses life has held an enduring fascination for Western authors .} Amurat Bek and the
rest by our own appearances?”
“No, no! I only like finding my friends’ features in familiar places! Good night. Gorskii,” she added, seeing
that he’d picked up his hat. “Just make sure your tale is very cold and very instructive!”
*
At six o'clock I, as usual, arrived at Natalya Dmitrievna’s. The old lady hadn’t been well and was still confined
to her bedroom where she would rest after lunch. Lyubinka also wasn’t in the drawing-room and so I went out
into the garden. For a quarter of an hour or so I wandered along the paths, admiring the play of the sun on the
trees’ dense foliage and drinking in the scent of the flowers. Finally, in an arbor of acacias, intertwined with sweet
peas, I caught a glimpse of Lyubinka’s dress and I went in. She was sitting with eyes cast down, twirling a bunch
of mignonette; her cheeks were burning and I thought she’d been crying. Pronovskii was with her and he seemed
equally upset. Lyubinka was a bit embarrassed when she saw us, but Pronovskii took her by the hand and brought
her over to me.
“Don’t be afraid to be frank, Lyubov Ivanovna,” he said, “she’s your friend; she can reassure you better than I
can that we should never lose hope in God’s mercy. Don’t hide anything from her.”
Lyubinka threw her arms round my neck and tears poured from her eyes. Ah, how easily and freely the young
cry! Tears come as easily as a smile.
We heard some steps and voices. Lyubinka darted fearfully from the arbor, only saying to me:
“Come back tomorrow morning, I’ll be alone.”
I looked round; it was my old lady with Gorskii and the doctor. We sat on a bench and, as the weather was
wonderful, orders were given to bring out the table and tea things. Our old lady became merry. She had kept much
of her youthful character: everything new or out of the ordinary amused her; drinking tea in the garden, under the
trees, which she was only rarely allowed to do, was an indescribable pleasure for her. Moreover, her spirit deeply
appreciated the beauty of nature; she had known much grief in her life; she had been deceived, she lived with
people, not angels. But her heart remained unaffected and could still be deeply moved; it emerged from suffering
and contact with society like a dove, which, soaring up to the heavens, shakes off the dust of the Earth and whose
shining white wings can be seen against the azure, as it gaily describes circles on high. Goodness of heart learns
from the lessons of experience to look with tolerance on the weaknesses and lack of perfection of human nature,
and not to seek out reasons to hate and despise it. Natalya Dmitrievna loved, forgave, and delighted in everything
like a child, grumbled sometimes at her Lyubinka, like a child, and at the tea-table, surrounded by friends under
the shade of the acacias, was as merry and happy as a child.
Lyubinka came as well; there was not a trace of yesterday’s upset: the tears of youth are like the morning dew
or spring rain, and not an autumn storm which is like the tears of the old—they are not transient. After Lyubinka
came several more of our usual crowd, and last of all came Velskii. Ivan Karlovich reminded Gorskii of his
promise. He began his story, The Provincial Girl.
*
Gorskii stopped.
“But what, my dear Gorskii,” said Natalya Dmitrievna, “what became of him? […]\fn{ Editorial excise, here and
elsewhere.} I don’t like these stories with no proper ending. What's the sense of it? He’s playing the piano
somewhere and lives somewhere, and, who knows, you might bump into him somewhere or other! I’d like to
know what else happened to him.”
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“That means, you need to dance at the wedding or have a bit of a cry at the funeral?”
“Well, yes; I like it better that way.”
“It’s not like that in the world: in the life of every person there are minutes, hours, years of genuinely poetic
existence; they pass and this person returns to the usual run of things, which is utterly prosaic and attracts the
attention of no one—just like these specks of dust,” he continued, pointing to thousands of such specks, swirling
around in front of him, caught in a shaft of sunlight which came into our room in the gap between the shutter and
the wall.
“Look how they sparkle! Watch where they go. Now they’re getting darker! And now they’ve completely
disappeared!”
“Maybe so, but I’m dissatisfied with your ending; you may take it or leave it.”
“There you see, my dear Aleksandr Ivanovich,” said the doctor, stretching, “you’ve managed to interest these
ladies, you’ve seen their attentiveness, and knowing perhaps their tastes, you’ve sinned somewhat against the
truth, and I expose you!”
“Ivan Karlovich! Just remember that your turn too will come to tell us a story.”
“What can I do? The truth before all else, as the saying goes.”
“What does that mean? What’s all this?” the ladies cried.
“Here’s what; one evening last year, I was just about to come over to see you, Natalya Dmitrievna: it was
during the autumn, do you remember? On one occasion you were kept waiting a long time for me, and I arrived at
eleven.”
“I remember, yes I do! I thought you’d fallen ill: d’you remember, Lyubinka? Well, what of it?”
“I’d been sent for to treat a visitor; she was staying at the London; it’s not far from me as you know; she’d had
spasms, apparently from eating some Nevsky salmon on her travels: I thought that was supposed to be good,
Natalya Dmitrievna?”
Natalya Dmitrievna smiled, wagged her finger at him and asked him to continue.
“The lady was lying on the sofa; a horrible pug threw itself at me, barking its head off; the serving-girl was
waving the flies away from the lady’s face; an old lady, wearing a kerchief, active and energetic, was rubbing her
feet. The lady struck me as very sound, and, despite her suffering, her face was red.”
“Ah, that’s Nadezhda Karpovna!” Lyubinka cried out. “And the pug’s here! Judge for yourself, Velskii, it’s all
true!” […]
“Just listen, Lyubinka!”
“I took my patient’s hand, she had a temperature, a fever, some irritation … well, nothing much really! I sat
next to her and tried to soothe her. As we talked, the door opened; a boy, black-eyed and curly-headed like a
cupid, ran into the room and stopped when the pug ran at him. After him came a lady, elegant and splendid;
despite her pallor she seemed a little too plump to me; my patient jumped up, forgetting her illness.
“‘Ah, my sainted mother! My Katenka! My treasure! I can hardly see you! I almost died without you! Ah, my
joy!’
“‘I’m glad too, sister dear! Truly, I’m glad. Let me introduce my husband; you did promise you’d like him.’”
“‘What husband?!’ One of the ladies asked (believe me, it wasn’t me).
“‘Well yes, her husband; a handsome young man walked in behind her, and the black-eyed boy called him
papa when he grabbed hold of him because he was afraid of the dog.’
“But you’re not telling us the truth, Gorskii!”
“Good God, well if people are going to change today what they said yesterday, then we’ll have to lie just to
give things a bit of character!”
“So, is Lauretta going to rise from the dead?”
“No,” said Gorskii, “and believe me, this is not an invention, Mstislav often sits for hours on end by the
memorial which he erected in the garden in the village where they live even now, and Katya still hasn’t forgotten
her trip to Moscow; so you see, doctor, one good turn deserves another. I’ll remind you of this evening.”
“We'll see! But now, good night, Natalya Dmitrievna!”
The Last Evening: Dames! oyez l’histoire lamentable.\fn{“Ladies, hear this pitiful story!”}
Saying goodbye to Lyubinka yesterday, I kissed her more tenderly than usual; traces of sadness on a young
person’s face have always seemed to me a contradiction in terms, a breach in the usual order of things. It’s like an
unseasonable frost which twists the leaves of a scarcely burgeoning violet. Youth is the flower of life, glittering
53

and short-lived; I would like the spirits to preserve it from the influence of the evil eye, the northern wind, from
the slow-worm. For all her forced smile, I could see that her heart was not at peace; several times tears appeared
in her eyes; I doubt she heard half of Gorskii’s story. All evening I looked at her sympathetically and her efforts to
appear cheerful made her even more touching in my eyes. Sorrow which grieves the ear is already half comforted;
when sadness though burrows into the heart unheard and unseen, this heart seems to me a sanctuary in which a
cathartic sacrifice is offered up. I didn’t talk to Lyubinka at all; I didn’t want an indelicate word to reveal that I
was reading her soul, and a mere pressing of her hand, a kiss that was more affectionate than usual showed my
sympathy. Lyubinka understood me.
“Don’t forget, tomorrow evening!” she whispered to me.
I arrived and found only Gorskii and Velskii there. They said that Pronovskii wasn’t able to come, but that the
doctor was expected.
“Your circle is very small today,” I remarked to Natalya Dmitrievna.
“Isn’t that because the weather’s fine?” she answered. “Friends gather at my little table like a swallow under
the eaves in poor weather. In the summer you won’t charm a single bird out of the forest, but just look when the
first snow falls, you’ll see hundreds of them on every branch beneath your window.”
“That’s because troubles remind us of our friends, whom we forget in happier times. The way of the world!”
Gorskii observed.
“Don’t complain about it, dear Gorskii. After all, friendship is given to us instead of happiness, just as we have
the moon in place of the sun on dark autumn nights. Which of us doesn’t sin against it, forgetting that it’s there
during the short summer nights? This is all very natural. Believe me, the lot of friendship is splendid—it is the
consolation of unhappiness! If the angels were capable of feeling envy, then we would have to be a bit more
careful: they would take friendship back to heaven whence it came. No, my friends, gather round me in stormy
weather; fly off allover the wide world, like the birds on a clear day; from afar I will take pleasure in your joyful
song; and when bad weather returns I will warm you up with great joy.”
Gorskii took the old lady’s hand; I thought I saw a tear run down his cheek as he kissed her.
“However good you may be, Natalya Dmitrievna,” he said, “you must still take part in our plot.”
“Against whom?”
“Against the doctor. I can’t forgive him the ending of my story. It’s high time he stopped making his excuses:
he must be made to tell us some kind of story.”
“That is quite unchristian, my dear Gorskii.”
“Perhaps. But I would like him to suffer over his denouement as well! Isn’t that right, Velskii?”
“You will help him like he helped you,” the Lieutenant replied. “Well, Natalya Dmitrievna! Are you with us?”
“So be it; I won’t be the first to set a trap for a friend.”
At that moment we heard Ivan Karlovich’s voice and footsteps. He came in. Natalya Dmitrievna welcomed
him with a meaningful smile. You could tell from her eyes that she was hiding something from him. Try making
good people pretend! Where are they supposed to get the practice? They so rarely have any need to hide things
from other people! Their goodness of heart always wins out.
The doctor stopped in the middle of the room, looked carefully at his old friend, screwed up his left eye and
wagged his finger at her:
“There’s something going on behind my back,” he said, “but Natalya Dmitrievna’s in on it, so I’m not
worried.”
“So this is what spoiling a friend means! Be worried, my good fellow, be worried. I am against you, and you
will tell us a story.”
“But, Natalya Dmitrievna! You’ve spoiled all the fun,” we all shouted at once.
The poor old lady was covered in confusion; she really thought she’d done something wrong.
“But what do you mean, my friends? You yourselves wanted the doctor to tell us a story.”
“And why ever not?” the doctor said. “And even before we have our tea if you like. I’ve just met Pronovskii:
he promised to be here, and if you want to wait tea for him I’ll tell you a story.”
“Yes please!”
The doctor moved up his chair, put his cane in the ingle-nook, sat down and, resting one hand on the table and
leaning his chin on the other, he looked up at the ceiling like a man who’s trying to recall something.
“It was—Lyubov Ivanovna! You’re working.”
“I’m listening, Ivan Karlovich.”
“I’ll begin. It was … let me off titles and epigraphs?”
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“For goodness’ sake, just get on with it!’
“Very good. It was in 1810.”
[…]
The doctor stopped; this reminiscence had deeply moved him; he wiped away a tear and, after a moment’s
silence, began again in a completely different tone.
“Aleksandr took the child who, after the death of her mother Elena, was left an orphan, without shelter or
money. He looked after the boy’s education himself, taught him and then found him a place in one of our best
institutes.
“Some time ago I arrived at my usual time at a certain house where, as here, I am welcomed more as a friend
than as a doctor. The lady of the house, a very well-respected woman, rich and from a good family, has only one
unmarried daughter who can expect the best of suitors. I went into the great hall; a servant told me that her
ladyship was unwell, and I went straight to her room.
“As I entered the drawing-room I stopped: a young woman, the daughter, was sitting at the piano, one hand on
the keys, the other … the other was held by a young officer who was only just beginning to grow a moustache; he
was sitting next to the woman—no doubt they’d just been playing a piece for four hands—and his face was so
close to her little pink cheek that I couldn’t swear that his little black moustachio wasn’t tickling the delicate skin
of her pretty little face. I looked at them for a long time and they didn't notice me; finally, I went across to the
piano and quietly put both hands round the slender waist of Olenka, as the girl is called.
“She jumped and threw her arms round my neck. There was nothing for it: an old man was obliged to hear the
confession of their sinful hearts. They loved as you and I, Natalya Dmitrievna, used to love in the old days. But
we racked our brains in vain: there was no hope to be found anywhere. I told them the story of Aleksandr’s
mother; the officer was Elena’s son, who had named him after my friend; I brought it home to them that they had
no option but to rely on their benefactor, that Olenka’s mother would never agree to their union; although between
ourselves, this was quite unjust. She herself had given them grounds for hope and had been the cause of their
mutual fondness, by having allowed intimacy between young people. Sashenka, as a boy, had visited them every
Sunday from his school, had read Pushkin and Zhukovski\fn{ Vasili Andreevich Zhukovski (1783-1852), Russian poet .}
with Olenka; had run around the garden with her, had played Rossini and Auber,\fn{ Daniel François Esprit Auber (17821871), French composer.} had sung with her It is as Far for Me to Reach Her as the Star in the Sky. It’s hardly to be
wondered at, that the habit of being together shortened the distance and he forgot that it was far to reach that star!
If parents don’t want girls to choose their own suitors they shouldn’t be given the opportunity: for the heart won’t
ask: how many peasants, what rank, what’s his family background?! Often the little star is sweeter than a thick
fringe on the epaulettes. If I had a daughter I wouldn’t let her see a little star, even in the sky! And if I saw at her
embroidery-frame a lieutenant with a little black moustache who was sorting out her thimbles, scissors, and the
like …”
The wicked doctor glanced at Lyubinka: she was bright red, and the artillery officer was bent right over the
frame and the offending hand was holding Lyubinka’s needle.
Natalya Dmitrievna noticed the doctor move.
“What would you have done, doctor?”
“What should I have done?”
Lyubinka and ‘little Juan’ fell at her feet.
“What’s this?” the old lady cried and her eyes flashed. She stood up and, indeed, looked splendid at this
moment of agitation. My heart fluttered as I anticipated the denouement. Natalya Dmitrievna seemed extremely
angry.
She didn’t say anything for several minutes as she looked at us all. The door opened and Pronovskii walked in.
Now that we knew him to be the noble Aleksandr of the doctor’s story, his appearance and his pale pensive face
made a strong impression on us. Was this magnanimous man, I thought, really going to have to suffer again
because of the sole object of his affections? He stopped opposite Natalya Dmitrievna and silently looked at the
young couple. Lyubinka was crying and looking at him beseechingly. With an air of triumph Natalya Dmitrievna
walked over to Pronovskii and, taking his hand, said with her usual goodness:
“Enough, my friend! They’re all punished for their lack of trust and their plots against me; I’ve permitted
myself a little comedy: this is my act of vengeance.”
She turned to the doctor:
“And you, Brutus? Caesar must fall. My old friend! Did you really think that I would allow intimacy between
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young people if I didn’t have a good reason for it? I knew Elena before you did; I was that visitor to whom, in her
own goodness, she ascribed so much. I didn’t know you then, but was acquainted with Pronovskii; knowing his
story from Elena, when I arrived from Saratov I revealed her sanctuary to him. I decided a long time ago, in my
own mind, that Lyubinka would marry Velskii, but didn’t mention it to anyone: this was my whim. I saw their
love, their grief, and saw your tricks and pretended that I was going along with the deception. Only Pronovskii
knew my intention; I had to reveal it to him because he noticed Velskii’s fondness for Lyubinka, and wanted to
send him away.
“Now that's enough. Lyubinka! Here’s Elena’s portrait: give it to your fiancee …”
37.181 At The Tea-Table\fn{by Karolina Pavlova (1807-1893)} Yaroslavl, Yaroslavl Oblast, Russia (F) 21
The conversation had turned into an argument. Bulanin, seized by all the ardor of a 25-year-old’s convictions and
by the heat of the debate, had forgotten the proprieties so far as to raise his voice.
The Countess glanced at him and smiled.
“No,” he continued, tossing his long hair back off his face, “I admit no such necessity. I find the social position
of women improper, even indecent. My heart shrinks to see it.”
“Won’t you have some tea?” asked the lady of the house.
“Please. No, it’s simply barbaric! I see no moral reason why a woman should blindly obey her husband and
bear his insults; that is the most painful kind of dependency. Why should they not be equals?”
The Countess glanced at him again, but without smiling this time.
“It would certainly be hard to find any justification in logic for the situation,” she muttered under her breath.
“Vue victis!” said the man of about 40 sitting next to her.
“What does that mean?” asked his other neighbor, a charming brunette in a pink dress. “See how happy I am to
admit to you that I understand no Latin.”
“It means a great deal,” he replied. “It means, among other things, that if France declared war on China, none
of us would be surprised to discover that the French had beaten an army led by some Li or other.”
“Tant de choses en deux mots,” said the pink lady with a laugh; “c’est une belle langue que la langue turque!”
“French can also express all that in a single word,” he added.
“Parceque.”
“Don’t you think,” asked the lady of the house quietly from behind her silver samovar, “that the Chinese
would be different if they were brought up differently?”
“Even so,” he replied, “it would be next to impossible for them to turn into Frenchmen, I think. And what
would be the point of remaking them? I have visited China, and I assure you that the Chinese are very charming,
and especially the women, with their broad faces, slanted eyes, and bound feet, their indolent mannerisms and
childish amusements. I find it all most appealing.”
She cast a quick glance at him and bit her lip.
“But surely, Aleksei,” objected Bulanin, who had caught a few words of this sally, “you have to acknowledge
the influence of a good education? Or do you place no value on upbringing? Do I understand you as asserting that
it is impossible to make a person behave more nobly, to inculcate a serious outlook on life in him, or even to
correct his shortcomings?”
“All I say,” Aleksei Petrovich said calmly, “is that you can’t transform a feminine nature into a masculine.”
“But what I think,” Bulanin continued vehemently, “is that all the shortcom-ings of women depend on their
upbringing. Under other circumstances they would probably be much closer to perfection than men, but we
develop only the most childish proclivities in them, and then most courteously damn them as children.”
“There’s some truth in that, after all,” observed the Countess, turning to Aleksei Petrovich. “You must, surely,
admit that the education of women is absurd in the highest degree—no, it is more than absurd; it seems designed
to fly in the face of common sense. One might suppose that women, or most of them, were brought up by their
worst enemies, when the conduct of those who take care of them is so strange. A woman cannot acquire wealth in
the way a man can, and the law almost entirely deprives her of her patrimony; and so a craving for luxury and the
habit of considering wealth a necessary condition for existence are instilled in her. She cannot propose to a man;
so from her very childhood spinsterhood is held up before her as a shameful misfortune; she is made incapable of
independence, and taught to regard it as something indecent. A frivolous decision can make her wretched for life;
so she must be schooled to frivolity and whim. A single moment of passion is enough to ruin her irrevocably;
knowing that, her guardians foster in her coquetry and a proclivity for dangerous games, and remove everything
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that might direct her towards serious occupations. Is that not so?”
“You are very eloquent,” replied Aleksei Petrovich with a smile, “and your outburst is well-founded; but
permit me to remark that it none the less upholds my opinions concerning the charming weakness of the feminine
nature; after all, you yourself affirm that your sex can withstand no negative influence. You talk about the
upbringing of women, but is not the upbringing of men, in general, a thousand times worse? Are men subjected to
fewer harmful influences? Do we not undergo many more dangerous temptations and opportunities for ruining
ourselves than you?”
“Whilst remaining steadfast?” interrupted the Countess ironically. “That would be rather a bold assertion.”
“And a thumping falsehood to boot,” he added. “So where does the moral strength of men lie; wherein are
their advantages?”
“You answer that question yourself, Countess, when you choose to seek the company and even the friendship
of a man whom you know to have taken part in drinking-bouts with his friends. You would not allow a woman
about whom that was said to cross your threshold.”
“And so what do you conclude from that?”
“The same thing that you do: that a woman is not a man, that it is more difficult to ruin him than her, and that
his moral nature, as well as his physical nature, is sounder than a woman’s.”
“At any rate,” Bulanin said, raising his voice once more, “we have to admit that women are superior in the
matter of mankind’s best quality: feeling. A woman.is always moved by a noble act; her heart will always respond
to honest candor, to a confidence.”
“I dare not take exception to that in the presence of so many ladies,” Aleksei Petrovich pronounced.
“What? You question even that?” exclaimed Bulanin.
“God forbid!” replied Aleksei Petrovich. “I agree that one can on occasion move a woman by dint of
magnanimity and candor, assuming that one has the skills to do it. But by no means always.”
“Always! Always!” the other repeated.
The sceptic was silent.
“Prove the opposite,” went on Bulanin. “Prove it with an exaInple.”
“There are very many such exaInples.”
“Share at least one with us.”
“Splendid!” the Countess said, turning to her neighbor. “You have led yourself into a story. Let that be your
punishment. Kindly begin. Give us, as Monsieur Bulanin has demanded, a convincing example that might support
your heretical views.”
“And not one that you have just invented,” added the lady of the house.
“I can tell you a true story, if you would like to hear one,” said Aleksei Petrovich; “I can recount a factual case,
of which I heard from a most reliable source.”
“Excellent! We’re listening.”
“You will permit me not to use real names?” Aleksei Petrovich continued.
“We will,” replied the lady of the house, “but perhaps you will whisper them in our ears later on.”
Smiling, Aleksei Petrovich began:
*
“A few years ago, if a newcomer to Moscow happened to be in company, and, having his curiosity stirred by a
name that he frequently heard mentioned, to ask, ‘What sort of fellow is Khozrevsky?’ one of two answers would
be sure to follow, depending on whether he had addressed the question to a lady or to a gentleman. A gentleman
would usually say unceremoniously, ‘An arrant fool!’ A lady, however, would answer, ‘C’est un excellent
gart;on.’\fn{Imperfect scan.}
“At one of those Moscow salons where a number of guests will gather on certain jours fixes, these two
different opinions happened one day to be advanced in two opposite corners of the room; in one corner, a stiff and
proper Muscovite said to the man he was standing next to, a man of about 35, with a striking appearance, and a
swarthy expressive face, ‘Khozrevsky—c’est un rien du tout. He has no estate, no decent family connections
either, no looks, and he’s an utter blockhead. Yet he is received everywhere, and he seems to be a great favorite
with the ladies, God knows why.’ At the same time, in the opposite corner, a lady whose appearance was still very
attractive, despite her mature years, was saying to her cousin the Princess, a graceful young widow who had come
to Moscow for the winter from her Tainbov estate, ‘Khozrevsky, ma chere arnie, is a fine man, and, believe me,
he is not nearly as stupid as people will tell you. The attacks on him are unfair. Of course, he's no brilliant salon
conversationalist, no dandy, c'est un homme sans pretentions, but he has some unusual qualities, and he is not so
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much simple as merely shy; et puis, il a une si haute opinion des femmes!’ I shall present him to you now; he’s
sure to be here. But don't judge by your first impressions; you have to get to know him well to appreciate him.’
“During this conversation, a new guest came into the salon, a young man whom there was absolutely no reason
to notice.
“‘There he is,’ said the lovely widow’s cousin. ‘There he is,’ said the very proper Muscovite to the man he was
talking to. 'See what a figure he makes; nothing to envy, you’d think. But just watch how the ladies receive him.’
“They moved out of their corner, and the swarthy-faced man stopped opposite the Princess’s armchair. If her
marvelous black brows quivered slightly, there was no reason why that barely noticeable movement should have
been attributed to his appearance. Meanwhile, her cousin was responding to a polite bow from the approaching
Khozrevsky.
“‘Good day, Trofim Lukich. I am delighted to see you, just as always. Now I am going to give you cause to
thank me; I shall present you to my cousin, about whom I’ve told you so much. Ma chere Aline, Trofim Lukich
Khozrevsky. Be sure not to frighten him too much.’
“‘Suis-je si formidable?’ asked the Princess with a laugh.
“‘Sometimes,’ replied Nastasya Pavlovna. ‘When you take a notion to amuse yourself with someone, you
become quite inhuman.’
“‘A fine introduction,’ interrupted the Princess, ‘and a proper encouragement to the timid. Is that not so,
Monsieur Khozrevsky?’
“‘I am not frightened, Princess,’ replied Khozrevsky in a quiet voice. ‘I doubt that I shall be your victim.’
“‘What makes you so sure of that?’ asked the bewitching widow, resting her dangerous gaze on him.
“‘A nice understanding of myself,’ replied Khozrevsky.
“‘Really?’
“‘Of course, Princess. Who lowers himself to attack the fallen?’
“‘Sit down next to me,’ she said, indicating a chair, ‘and imagine that we have known each other for ages; that
is the best way of avoiding the unbearable formality of a first meeting, and talking without constraint.’
“Khozrevsky settled in the chair she had indicated, but with such a meek look that, when seated, he seemed
much more respectful of the Princess than those who were standing in her presence.
“‘Do you live here in Moscow?’ she asked.
“‘Ever since I came back from abroad.”
“‘You spent a long time there?’
“‘Three years.’
“‘Mostly where?’
“‘Longest of all in Paris and in Italy.’
“‘Italy is the best place, don’t you agree?’
“‘Italy is a country just like any other.’
“‘In some respects, of course,’ she said with a smile. ‘However, it is also the land of elegance, the land of the
arts.’
“‘I am no artist, and I have no appreciation of art,’ replied Khozrevsky humbly.
“‘One cannot help feeling art’s influence, whether one knows how to appreciate it or not,’ the Princess went
on. ‘Were you in the Vatican?’
“‘I spent a morning there.’
“‘Can it really have made no impression on you? Impossible. I have seen many visitors to the Vatican, and I
have never seen anyone leave there unmoved; all of them, if only unconsciously, recognized the force of genius;
all of them felt that strange fatigue which is also a proof of the power that elegance has over us. We are not
capable of looking at beauty for long; it overwhelms us with its majesty. The soul gets tired.’
“‘My feet got tired,’ said Khozrevsky.
The Princess burst out laughing.
“‘Your candor will do you irrevocable harm in Alina’s mind,’ remarked Nastasya Pavlovna. ‘She is utterly
devoted to art; why, she is a very fine painter herself.’
“‘I would admire the Princess’s pictures,’ pronounced Khozrevsky modestly, ‘only because it is she who
painted them.’
“‘And not because of their own merits?’ asked Alina ironically.
“‘I make so bold as to remark,’ Khozrevsky objected bashfully, ‘that there are many good pictures.’
“‘But few women like Alina,’ added Nastasya Pavlovna. ‘I have guessed your thoughts, have I not?’
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“‘I would not venture to speak so directly,’ replied Trofim Lukich.
“‘And how do you know whether there are many women like me or not? And how, in five minutes flat, have I
managed to demonstrate to you my superiority over others?’ rejoined the Princess in a lightly mocking tone.
“Khozrevsky raised his eyes to her and lowered them again.
“‘Princess,’ he replied, ‘you are trying to force me into another absurdity. I know my own stupidity; and in any
case, why should I be ashamed of it? Are we not all more or less on a level? After all, compared with you
everyone is stupid,’ he added, getting up to yield his chair to an approaching lady.
“‘Au revoir,’ the Princess said to him. ‘Ie suis toujours chez moi dans l’ avant- soiree. I shall be expecting you,
and you are too courteous to make me wait for you in vain, n’est ce pas?’
“Khozrevsky gave a silent bow, then walked away.
“The Princess armed herself with her lorgnette and began inspecting the salon so intently that her behavior
seemed less than entirely natural.
“‘Will you excuse me if I take advantage of the unexpected chance that brings us together here?’ A question
brought her to herself.
“The Princess glanced around. The swarthy man who had been a witness to her conversation with Khozrevsky
was sitting in the seat that Nastasya Pavlovna had just vacated.
“‘C’est vous, Monsieur Wismer!’ she said. ‘I didn’t recognize you just now.’
“‘I should not have been surprised if you had not recognized me at all, Princess,’ replied Wismer. ‘It would be
no more than natural. But when I noticed the animation with which you were talking about Italy a moment ago, I
dared to hope that you had kept some memory of even those circumstances of your time in Rome that were least
important to you.’
“All this was said with extreme courtesy; only the Princess detected a certain underlying intonation. She gave a
small, unfriendly smile.
“‘You are no doubt unaware,’ she said, ‘that I am gifted with a most enviable and rare ability: I remember only
what has given me pleasure.’
“‘In that case, Princess, I must rank as a stranger, and must ask your permission to introduce myself. My name
is Yury Wismer. Having noticed just now your amiable indulgence of a new acquaintance, I am myself emboldened.’
“‘But in order that one should become acquainted, one condition is surely necessary?’
“‘May I know what that might be?’
“‘A mutual desire to make friends, which I have no sound reason to assume applies in our case.’
“‘On my part, Princess, desire is very keen. You do not know me: I am an eccentric person, and like everything
that is extraordinary, that stands out from the usual order of things.’
“‘Excellent. But if you do not find my complete indifference to eccentric people outside your order of things,
then I must warn you that there is nothing about me that could possibly interest you.’
“‘You cannot be your own judge, Princess. What amazes others seems simple and easy to your exceptional
intellect. You do not understand that others do not even dare think about the things that you do in jest.’
“The responses followed one another as swiftly as the sword-thrusts of two antagonists. Those present
observed only light-hearted salon banter; but in fact a merciless duel was taking place.
“However, the Princess now began to retreat.
“‘Your opinion is very flattering, but you must realize that I cannot share it,’ she said.
“‘Your modesty only affords new proof that I have made no mistake in your extraordinary gifts,’ Wismer went
on implacably. ‘Like all great artists, you are dissatisfied with yourself, realizing that you have the power to
achieve incomparably more than you have already.’
“The duel was continuing; Wismer now had the upper hand.
“‘You, it seems, claim to divine all the thoughts and feelings of those you meet?’
“The Princess, resorting to extreme measures, raised her eyes to her opponent, accompanying her reply with a
glance that served as an unexpected commentary to her curt speech.
“But her opponent would not surrender.
“‘Providence has granted every creature some means of self-defence,’ he replied with a laugh. ‘Why should
you wish that I alone should be unarmed? My capacity to guess the secret motives and thoughts of the people I
deal with is the only defence I have.’
“‘But if we suppose there is no danger?’
“‘Hmm!’ said Wismer.
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“‘However,’ she went on, now in a half-jesting tone, ‘you must admit that every person—except of course the
Pope, if you happen to be a Catholic—is capable of mistakes.’
“‘Certainly.’
“‘Et vous n’etes pas le pape.’
“And she made a light, graceful, almost affable gesture of her shapely hand; at that minute her white glove had
a hint of the flag that a besieged fortress runs up when it desires to begin negotiations.
“‘Princess,’ said Wismer, half-ironically and half-seriously, ‘permit me to congratulate you on your successes
in the art of war. I see that you have been refining your skills, although they were no less than superb before; but
you must remember that I am a seasoned warrior myself. I know that there are cases where all means of
destroying the enemy are permissible, even those which you are now using. Forgive me, though, if I do not yield.’
“The Amazon drew herself up under this blow.
“‘Monsieur Wismer,’ she said, ‘it would be much more to the point, I think, if you were to congratulate me on
something else, and namely on the accuracy of my instinct, which appraised your abilities and sensed in advance
the degree of development they would reach. You have fully justified my expectations, and attained a degree of
perfection even beyond that which I anticipated. I see that it is impossible for any woman to deal with you. But
whether you are entitled to be proud of that, I cannot say.’
“She stood up.
“‘Princess,’ said Wismer, also standing and lowering his voice, ‘I understand all the enormity of my guilt; I
know that I have inflicted on you the sole insult for which all a lady’s generosity can find no excuse. I know that a
woman can forgive a man who wounds her, even one who betrays her, but never one who sees through her. I have
no right to your mercy and must bear your anger resignedly.’
“Their eyes met. For a full minute, a mute battle, a last fierce clash, took place between them.
“‘Bonsoir, Monsieur Wismer,’ said the Princess easily, showing the stoicism that only a society woman is
capable of attaining. ‘Sans rancune,’ she added, extending her hand to him.
“Wismer’s fingers touched the cold kid leather of her gloves, and an ambiguous smile flashed across his lips,
contradicting the amiability of the gesture.
“‘Who was that talking to you? A foreigner, I suppose,’ an elegant old lady observed to Princess Alina, who
had just joined her.
“‘No, a Russian,’ replied the Princess. ‘It was Wismer, the painter. I met him in Rome. He is a talented man.’
“‘Ah!’ said the old lady, who would have reacted with the same profound spiritual composure to the report that
Wismer had no talent at all.
“The next morning Nastasya Pavlovna came out of a dressmaker’s on Kuznetsky Most, and ran into Khozrevsky.
“‘Trofim Lukichl Where can you have been?’
“‘Visiting your lovely cousin,’ he replied, with a most respectful bow. ‘A charming woman, isn’t she?’
“‘Very. But a woman should be charming; that is what pertains to her.’
“‘Yet some women are particularly charming, even more so than others,’ said Nastasya Pavlovna.
“‘Yes, without themselves being aware of the fact,’ Khozrevsky said, as if this were a novel observation. ‘Be
careful, though,’ she added with a laugh. ‘Don’t fall in love pour tout de bon with Alina. You’re in danger.’
“‘Why should you care whether I am in danger or not?’ he replied. ‘Whom can that interest?’
“‘Good-bye!’ she said with a benevolent smile and, having seated herself in her carriage, gave a nod of
farewell.
“A few days later found Princess Alina in her study, with a small group of men sitting round her. She had just
given them an excellent dinner, and servants were handing round the coffee. The conversation was lively, and the
Princess had little work to do in keeping it going. Everyone there knew the conventions of life in society. Nobody
dines anywhere for nothing. In a princely home one pays for dinner just as one does in a hotel; the difference is
that the payment is of a more demanding kind, namely, as witty a conversation as one can manage, full of
anecdotes and bons mots.
“The Princess seemed even more attractive than usual that day. It was no coincidence that she liked to receive
visitors in her study; the setting suited her, and she it. It is always a pleasure for me to remember the Princess’s
study; so much in it was eloquent of her taste and savoir-faire; it was at once so elegant, and so natural and
unaffected, so luxurious and so simple, giving unforced proof of an artistic talent, and a knowledge of art, that are
rare in a woman. None of the remarkable objects drew attention to itself or obtruded on the eye.
“The company that day was appropriate too: guests li deux fins, aristocrats posing as artists, and artists posing
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as aristocrats. Even Khozrevsky was there, though Heaven knows why. The discussions and arguments flowed on
all kinds of subjects. Finally, the talk turned to a certain incident that was preoccupying all Moscow: an
engagement which had suddenly been broken off, for reasons that no one could discover.
“Someone remarked, ‘And they say that they love each other.’
“‘That is, they claim to,’ said the Princess.
“‘How so, claim to?’ asked two or three guests with one voice.
“‘Have you ever seen,’ she replied, ‘how children play at buying and selling, giving one another pebbles that
they arbitrarily call money? In the same way, we arbitrarily substitute words and tokens for the love that is denied
us. But sometimes we are stupider than children, and get more carried away, so that we begin believing that our
pebbles have real value; until we come to our senses again, and are shamed by our behavior. I have seen any number of cases of love in that arbitrary sense, but never even one case of genuine love, and nobody else seems to
have seen one either. But what do you think, Monsieur Khozrevsky?’
“‘I don’t know, Princess,’ was the reply, ‘only it seems to me that if there is a name for something, then that
thing must exist.’
“‘On the contrary,’ she rejoined sharply, ‘where a word exists, the thing itself very often does not, and vice
versa.’
“‘I don’t understand that,’ said Khozrevsky, ‘and I think it would be difficult to prove.’
“‘It’s not difficult at all,’ the Princess went on. ‘You’ll notice that a nation often has no name for its most
fundamental trait. There is no word for ennui in English, and so Miss Edgeworth\fn{ Maria Edgeworth (1767-1849),
English author.} had to use the French word for the title of her novel.. And the French, for their part, have no word
for “one-sidedness.” The entire nation is so naturally one-sided that they don’t even notice it and give no thought
to having a word for it.”
“A very grand gentleman sitting next to the Princess began applauding with his fingertips, and a young man
said:
“‘Here’s another proof of the correctness of your opinion, Princess: Russian has no word for “gracefulness,”
the prime attribute of Russian woman.”
“‘But on the other hand,’ she replied, ‘the Germans have no fewer than two words for gracefulness.’
“There was a burst of laughter.\fn{For the Germans were generally considered as anything but graceful.}
“‘Where are you going?’ the Princess asked the grand gentleman, who had just risen from the armchair next to
her.
“‘I am expected over at my club. Bon soir, chere Princesse.”
“And the other guests took their hats too.
“‘You’re all going to the Elskys, I suppose?’ asked the lady of the house.
“‘Of course. You too, Princess?”
“‘No.’
“‘Where are you going to spend the evening, then?’
“‘Here, in this room. I don’t feel like going.’
“‘You can’t mean that! It would be a crime for you to keep away. Everyone will be there.’
“‘Raison de plus,’ she replied. ‘I wish you a splendid evening.’
“They went out, and Khozrevsky, making to follow them, bowed to the Princess.
“‘I expect that you are going to the Elskys’ too, Monsieur Khozrevsky?’
“‘I feel ridiculous in admitting to any resemblance between us, Princess, but if it were not for that, I would tell
you that I have no desire to go there either.’
“‘Then stay here a while. We can have a nice conversation.’
He obeyed. An hour and a half later, when the Princess rang for tea, Khozrevsky was still sitting alone with her
in her beautiful study.
“If you were to ask me now what Princess Alina liked in Trofun Lukich, I would be forced to reveal a truth that
ladies themselves wish to conceal, though I cannot say why, since it can hardly be unknown to anyone. Begging
the pardon of members of the fair sex, both present and absent, I have to say that no one is less inclined to feelings
of equality than a woman; nothing bores the ladies so much as being on the same moral level as us. Every woman
admits to herself that, when she becomes intimate with a man, she wants him to be either much higher or much
lower than she; it is only genuinely agreeable to meet a man who surprises her, or one whom she surprises. On the
evening when she remained alone with Khozrevsky, the Princess enjoyed the latter pleasure to the full. She had
never encountered such naïve wonderment, such simple-minded veneration. And besides, after all the egotistical
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strivings, the indefatigable ingenuities of her guests, her companion’s complete lack of preten-sion was both
soothing and gratifying. The conversation (actually, it consisted almost entirely of a monologue) ran along
smoothly. Before her modest listener, the Princess flaunted her talents, her learning, her views on philosophy, her
mental profundities, her convictions, her emotions, the strength of her character—the whole of her diverse
arsenal. She overwhelmed the poor fellow, bombarding him with her intellectual abundance, blinding him with
her brilliance, and stunning him with her enormous superiority. She spoke extremely well, and he sat listening
with the same unconditional faith with which pagans would harken to the dicta of the Pythia\fn{An allusion to the
intensity of the friendship bond between Damon and Pythias, two philosophers of the Pythagorean school who lived in Syracuse, in Sicily
during the rule of Dionysius the Younger .} or, to be more accurate, with which a child will listen to a fairy-tale. When he

emerged on to the street from the Princess’s house, Trofun Lukich was smiling complacently.
“From that day on, Khozrevsky began to visit the Princess’s house as of right; but he made such modest use of
that right that a servant would often arrive with a message such as, ‘The Princess ordered me to invite you to pay
a call this afternoon;’ or, ‘The Princess ordered me to inform you that she will be at home this evening and wishes
to see you.’ In the latter case Khozrevsky, appearing in response to the invitation, would usually find the Princess
alone, and they would converse just as they had on that first occasion. Once more he would sit before her like a
schoolboy in the presence of his teacher, listening as raptly as if he took the lovely widow for one of those strict
tutors who keep repeating to their charges, ‘Be quiet when you’re talking to me!’
“In the presence of the naïve young man's limited intellectual abilities, the Princess’s genius was in the happy
position of a beauty at the looking-glass; she saw in Khozrevsky only her own reflection. In this way, several
weeks passed. The talk in society was that Princess Alina had been seized by a fit of melancholy. Certainly, she
was less often to be seen at the most fashionable balls and receptions. The Princess’s doctor said that her nerves
were distraught. Since her maids were gossiping in their attics that for some time there had been no pleasing the
Princess, a situation that often does symptomize distraught nerves, the doctor was probably right. The Princess
herself said that she was terribly bored, something that Moscow society could readily understand. And so
everything dragged on as it always does, continuing to continue, with cold and snowstorms outside, and dinners
and receptions and rumors and gossip in.
“But everything in this world comes to an end, even the Moscow winter. In only two weeks, the whole aspect
of earth and sky changed completely. Suddenly, in the way that is typical for our city, the wet snow vanished from
the streets and the gray clouds from the sky, and spring, that marvelous improvisation of Northern nature, entered
the white stone capital..
“Along with this general transformation came a change in Moscow society’s own pastimes; the first warm days
were greeted by that time-honored ceremony, promenading upon the Tverskoi Boulevard.
One fine morning, the boulevard was bright with the colorful apparel of the fair sex, and the dark vestments of
the other, whilst equipages bearing loads of ladies and misses streamed continually towards the long avenue. A
marvelous pair of black horses came dashing up, drawing Princess Alina’s carriage behind them. Five or six
young men who were standing in a knot nearby made haste to bow as her widowed Highness, accompanied by
Nastasya Pavlovna, went past their scout corps, Even less than any other woman could the Princess pass without
attracting looks from, and stimulating rumors among, these stiff and proper young men.
“‘How elegantly she dresses!’
“‘What does she not do elegantly?’
“‘I’ll wager it’s all nonsense.’
“‘What’s nonsense?’
“‘That she’s interested in that fool Khozrevsky.’
“‘Maybe it’s nonsense, but it may not be.’
“‘For Heaven’s sake, what could she possibly see in him?’
“‘That’s exactly it. Nothing.’
“‘That’s no reason for her to like him.’
“‘On the contrary, it’s a very good reason: she’s been fed on nothing but spiced cake and sweets, and Khozrevsky is like a piece of black bread to her.’
“‘Bah! The usual Moscow fairy stories!’
“‘Wismer! Wismer! Come over here. We’re quarreling about a subject close to your heart.’
“‘And what might that be?’ asked Wismer, responding to the call.
“‘We were talking about your rival.’
“‘What rival?’
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“‘Khozrevsky.’
“‘Why should I have the honor of being that gentleman’s rival?”
“‘No pretences. Everyone knows that you’re an admirer of Princess Alina!’
“‘Who does not admire her?’
“‘They say that she prefers Khozrevsky to you.’
“‘I say as much myself.’
“‘But you’re chasing after her as hard as you can all the while. You seek her out everywhere; yesterday, at the
concert, you never once left her side, and you’ve certainly come here today hoping to find her.’
“‘That may be. Is the Princess here?’
“‘Yes, see, there she is, standing with the Elskys. Holding the pink parasol.’
“‘Well then, in my character as her devoted admirer, I will go and pay my respects.’
“‘You’re head over heels in love with her, Wismer.”
“Wismer smiled, and walked off towards the pink parasol, beneath which the Princess’s white hat and light
gray dress could be glimpsed.
The scout corps had also begun moving forward, blending into the colorful crowd. Not long afterwards, the
glorious dress with its silvery tint, in company with that superb and most conspicuous of hats, the white chef
d'reuvre of a Parisian milliner, and the pink parasol, could been seen approaching from the opposite end of the
boulevard. Beside them, Wismer’s swarthy face stood out clearly. He was leaning towards his elegant compamon,
and conversing animatedly; laughing, she answered him, whilst all the while toying impatiently with her lorgnette,
using it to scan the crowd on all sides as though she were seeking or expecting something—deliverance, perhaps.
“On one of the numerous little green benches that are set out in rows for the comfort of the public, Khozrevsky
was sitting, next to a little old man who belonged to the aristocracy of Moscow, as anyone could see immediately
by the way he was leaning on the cane positioned between his legs, nodding to acquaintances, and adjusting his
gold-rimmed eyeglasses, and by the arrogant curl of his lips when he spoke. When the Princess first appeared,
Trofim Lukich hastily rose from his seat and, as she passed, gave her a bow filled with the most infinite respect,
Now the two cousins, with their persistent companion, appeared once more near the benches occupied by the
spectators. Wismer was still deep in conversation with the Princess; her eyes, glittering restlessly, suddenly
lighted on Khozrevsky, who was approaching her, diffident as always. He was not the man who could help her, if
indeed she needed help; if she was looking, at that moment, for a man clever enough to guess that she needed
rescue, and capable of rescuing her, the innocent Trofim Lukich had certainly appeared at the wrong moment. She
continued to sweep her eyes about as Khozrevsky murmured, in his customary humble tone:
“‘Excuse me, Monsieur Wismer. I must tell you that I have done something foolish that may displease you.’
Wismer glanced at him, and smiled involuntarily:
“‘How is that?’
“‘Excuse my asking,’ Khozrevsky went on, ‘but did I not hear you say yesterday that you would like to see the
Oilier painting that Count Semyon Ignatevich has just brought back with him from abroad?’
“‘No, I said no such thing.’
“‘Then I really have done something foolish, and I do beg your forgiveness. I was sure that I had heard you
express that wish, and I told the Count so just now. He has sent me to tell you that he would be extremely glad to
have your opinion as to whether his painting is in fact an original; the Count is setting off for his Oryol estate later
today, and so he begs you to go with him this minute, and take a look at it. The Count is sure that you will agree to
give him and yourself that pleasure.’
“Wismer went over to the bench, from where the old aristocrat was gazing at him affably, and the Count stood
up and took his arm.
“Princess Alina looked at Khozrevsky with a strange expression in her lovely eyes, as if his speech to Wismer
had outdone the efforts of the world’s greatest orators; and she smiled so affectingly that Heaven knows what
Nastasya Pavlovna must have thought.
“Trofim Lukich, who no doubt had failed to notice the Princess’s look of amazement, and did not suppose
himself the object of her charming smile, took two more turns along the boulevard with the bewitching cousins,
then helped them into their carriage. As he did this, the Princess gave his hand an involuntary squeeze.
“He walked home deep in thought. Was he perhaps pondering the reason for that unexpected pressure?
“Outside the house, a bright torrential spring rain, as sudden and short-lived as a woman’s whim, was pouring
merrily. The door from the Princess’s study on to her balcony was open, and inside, near the door, the Princess
was once again sitting alone with Khozrevsky; this had become an almost daily occurrence. She had seriously
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applied herself to the task of developing and re-educating him. To be an instrument of enlightenment was for her a
new, and therefore an amusing, occupation; and she had begun to see some success in her efforts: Trofim Lukich
really was becoming more alert; the education was doing him good.
“Little by little, the Princess’s pedagogical exercises had become as necessary to her as the cigarettes she
smoked. If a sluggish Hollander can fill his whole life with fussing over tulips, it is not surprising that the
impressionable Princess should have become more and more engrossed by her concern for Khozrevsky. But
someone skilled in psychology might have suggested that she was following a direct route to a result that she
could not foresee. A certain tender predilection for the works of one’s own hand is characteristic of mankind:
Pygmalion, that prototype of authors,\fn{ Sculptors is meant; Pygmalion, in Roman mythology, was a sculptor who fell in love
with one of his creations, and prayed to Venus to send him a lady as beautiful as his creation .} serves as an example of how far
such a natural attachment can go. And ladies, those pre-eminently sentimental beings, are still more gifted with
the capacity to acquire a violent interest in the objects of their labors; experience compels us to believe, indeed,
that no lady has engaged in the praiseworthy labor of perfecting those around her with impunity.
“The performance of good deeds is an activity that is fraught with peculiar dangers; not for nothing do the
perspicacious French say that ‘the road to hell is paved with good intentions.’ Was there a degree of danger, in this
instance, for Princess Alina? The question apparently never entered her head. Was there any danger in the matter
for Khozrevsky? She probably never asked herself this second question either, but that was for another reason;
because she had already answered it in her mind a priori, and in the positive. That Khozrevsky could not obtain
enlightenment without paying a price for it, the Princess considered to be in the natural order of things, indeed
inevitable; and certain indications allowed her to assure herself that she was not mistaken in this assump-tion. At
the same time, it would be difficult to say in what way her later conversations with Khozrevsky differed from her
very earliest; but in such cases precisely what can not be defined is what can be seen most clearly.
“With each passing day that indefinable thing became clearer, and not only to the experienced Princess, but
even to any accidental witness of these sessions. When Khozrevsky’s lovely mentor spoke, eloquent as always,
the eyes of her student were more attentive than his ears; at times he followed her so assiduously with his gaze
that he scarcely heard her at all, and replied completely at random. But the Princess indulgently forgave him his
erroneous answers, and took no offence at his distracted state.
“Distraction was indeed excusable during the Princess's instruction, and Trofim Lukich had a worthy object of
his admiration. Here she was again, sitting so gracefully alnidst her lovely surroundings. Beside her rose a bank of
many-colored, sweet-smelling hyacinths; exotic plants arched their broad leaves over her head. Reposing on a
small divan, she was toying with a Chinese fan. She was discoursing on certain strange things that had happened
during the reign of Louis XIV,\fn{ King of France from the age of five until his death (1643-1715) .} and speaking, in
particular, about the terrible Marquise de Brinvilliers.\fn{ Marie Madeleine d’Aubray, Marchioness de Brinvilliers (1630?1676).} She recounted the whole of that monstrous history, and the innumerable evil deeds committed by the
Marquise, who had used a subtle poison furnished to her by her lover, the depraved Sainte-Croix, in order that she
might murder her father, brothers, and sister, and so inherit their estates; the Princess described how the woman
had developed a terrible passion for murder, and how she had begun poisoning people for no reason at all; she told
Khozrevsky of the death of the villainous Sainte-Croix, and the execution of the Marquise—and of how, suddenly,
after her execution, the mysterious poisonings had inexplicably begun again, occurring now in all strata of society,
so that fathers began to fear their own sons, and brothers their brothers; and she told him how at last they had
tracked down the old woman who had sold the poison, and found, at her home, a register filled with the names of
noble personages who had resorted to her terrible art.
“The Princess recounted her tale masterfully: how well she developed her frightening theme, the capacity of
those in cultivated circles to turn to bestial savagery, to feel a growing inclination for evil-doing, and to commit
their crimes for pleasure’s sake. Khozrevsky sat before her, giving her his deepest attention; he saw how the lace
triangle thrown over his teacher’s black hair emphasized the marvelous oval of her face, how charmingly she
would knit her fine brows from time to time, and how beautiful was the hand that rested on the dark velvet of her
pillow.
“‘And what is most striking in the history of these vile murders,’ the Princess went on, ‘is the view of them
held in the society of that time. They called that poison “inheritance powder,” poudre de succession, which to my
mind is a most repulsive manifestation of the national character; and, in exactly the same way, I hold that the most
terrible of all the cruel deeds committed during the first French Revolution was the fashion of appearing in society
with one finger smeared in blood, not to speak of the establishment of balls des victimes. The organization of
festivals for the wives, children, brothers, and sisters of those who have been guillotined is an indication of a
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national character in comparison with which cannibals are to be praised for their morality, is that not so?’
The Princess glanced enquiringly at the motionless Khozrevsky, awaiting his opinion. It was slow in coming.
He was deep in thought.
“‘I think,’ he said at last, ‘that I should spend less time here.’
“And he took his hat and went out, forgetting his bow. But the Princess was not offended even by that lapse in
good manners.
“Later that same evening or, to be more exact, early the following morning—that is, between the hours of two
and three—Princess Alina’s porter, who had been dozing, was woken by the loud clatter of a carriage, which
broke off suddenly just by his own porte-cochere. He jumped up from his chair and rushed to open the door. The
Princess flashed past him, throwing down her hooded cloak, which the footman who was following her failed to
catch before it reached the floor, and ran up the wrought-iron staircase. In the ante-room upstairs, another servant,
rubbing his eyes like the first, jumped up as his mistress appeared and, still half-asleep, struggled to grasp her
order:
“‘Light a fire in the study!”
“The Princess’s maid, Marfa Terentevna, who had also been roused by the carriage’s noisy approach, hurried
into her mistress’s bedroom to undress her; but her haste was in vain. The Princess had not gone into her bedroom. The zealous maidservant found this so curious that she ventured to creep up to the study door several times
in order to peer at what her mistress was doing. Still in her gauzy evening gown, the Princess was pacing back and
forth across the room rapidly, a scowl etched deep on her face. Finally, she seized a candle, went over to the desk,
picked up a pen, and started to write. A few minutes later, Maria Terentevna was almost bowled right over, as the
Princess got up, then rushed through the door into the bedroom, and flung the note down on the dressing-table,
saying abruptly:
“‘Have this sent first thing in the morning to Yury Petrovich Wismer. Find out where he lives. They know at
the Elskys. Undress me.’
“Now more than ever, the course of Marla Terentevna’s duties was to offer her ample and unpleasant proof that
her mistress’s nerves were distraught.
“The spring sun seemed to sense that an interesting scene was building up in the elegant study, so great were
its efforts to peek in under the drawn pink curtains. The Princess sat alone, in her usual spot, by a small malachite
table.
“‘Yury Petrovich Wismer,’ announced the servant, pulling aside the portiere.
“‘Show him in,’ said the Princess, and turned to face her visitor.
“He came in slowly, and made her a sedate bow. The Princess gestured with her hand in greeting, indicating to
him an armchair opposite her chaise-longue. He sat down in silence.
“‘I was forced to ask you to come and see me,’ she began by saying. ‘You will have received my note.’
He nodded his head in reply.
“‘Monsieur Wismer.' (This normally so practiced society lady was feeling some uncertainty about how best to
set in motion the plan that she had worked out in advance for this conversation.) ‘Monsieur Wismer, I wanted to
ask you how long you intend to go on persecuting me.’
“‘In what way?’ he enquired.
“‘When I ask a direct question, it would appear to require a direct answer. Intelligent people have no need to
pretend; we cannot talk civilly in that way.’
“‘Civilly!’ Wismer repeated, with a strange smile.
“‘Well, uncivilly, then, if you wish,’ she said, looking him straight in the eye. ‘But if we are to be enemies, let
us at least be honourable enemies.’
“‘Which is to say?’
“‘You understand me perfectly well. I cannot take a step without running into you; I have to defend myself
from you everywhere, bear your importunate gaze, your indecent meddling in my conversation with others, your
oblique insults. Can such behavior be worthy of a noble person? Is this really what is done in good society?’
“‘You are right, Princess,’ replied Wismer in his pleasant voice. ‘In good society things are not done that way.
No: barefaced lies, hypocrisy, and innuendoes, shameless manipulation of others’ emotions, vile treachery, coldblooded crime—that is is how things are done in good society, is that not so?’
“‘Let us put aside Byronism and high-flown rhetoric. I cannot bear phrase-mongering. Let us speak and act
simply. I am asking you what your purpose is? What do you want from me?’
“‘Nothing, Princess, except what I am already achieving.’
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“‘Monsieur Wismer!’
“Then she checked the angry tide that was rising in her soul. A minute of silence followed.
“‘You hate me.’
“And in what a masterful tone this was said, with what skill and grace did she lean back, stretched out in her
armchair, so that her whole figure became an expostulation, seeming to end her speech with the words, ‘Can you
really hate me?’
“Wismer cast a glance over that marvelous figure, as he might have looked at one of his models.
“‘How mistaken a man can be,’ he said. ‘I assumed that you had invited me to come and see you, Princess, so
that you could thank me.’
“This was so unexpected that she made an involuntary gesture, something that happened to her extremely
rarely.
“‘To thank you? …’
“‘I imagined that you might value all my acts of courtesy towards you.’
“The Princess’s anger flared; again, she came very close to giving free rein to the feelings that were raging
inside her.
“‘Go on,’ she said bitterly. ‘Why shouldn’t a man insult a woman in every way that he can, why shouldn’t he
pour mockery and rudeness on her, especially when he knows that he can do so with complete impunity? Go on,
I’m curious to learn how far you will go. Take advantage of your opportunity.”
“Wismer got up, took a quick turn around the room, came over to the Princess again, and sat down. The ironic
smile had disappeared from his face. He bent forward a little, meeting her gaze with a hard gaze; then he began
speaking in a different voice, coldly and curtly.
“‘So it pleases you to settle accounts with me? By all means. Four years ago, the brilliant Princess began
toying with the poorest; she, having nothing better to do, began perforIning her experiments on him; and all for a
simple reason: to amuse herself. It was dull in Rome. There were few people with whom she cared to associate.
She seized on the diversion that she had come upon by chance, and gave herself up to the pleasant exercise of driving a man from ecstasy to despair ten times a day, disenchanting him and enchanting him all over again. It’s all
quite easy to understand, I’m sure you’ll agree. She was a mistress in the art of enchantment; besides, she derived
enjoyment, and amusement, from practicing that art. Then one day he came to see her, pale and in distress,
carrying a letter. His mother in Russia was lying on her death-bed, and asking for her son. The Princess sensed an
opportunity to make her sport even more amusing, and set about performing new experiments. After all, why give
up a game when it becomes most interesting? Perhaps the aristocratic lady would have valued the amusement less
had she not received the news that a relative of her own had died; now she must keep to the house for three
weeks, and give no parties. However, she found a way to pass the days of her involuntary seclusion without
suffering from boredom. She took an oath that she would not permit the son to go to his dying mother—and she
kept that oath.’
“Wismer paused to draw breath. He spoke with a strange calm and, as he spoke, seemed to become steadily
more composed.
“‘She kept her oath. He was not a bad son; but she was practiced in her arts, and applied her utmost efforts to
her task. Her artistic inclinations were well developed; the harder the task, the more she enjoyed it. And it was
hard; day after day she had to exert all her skill, charming away hour after hour, fascinating him, deceiving him,
making a fool of him, driving him mad. But the very effort of it all entertained her. She made scenes, employing
every available effect; she swore oaths on all that was sacred. Then, one evening, returning home from a visit, the
son found a telegram on his table informing him that his mother had died. The next day, the Princess had trouble
handling him, but she was still determined to have her own way. She had to resort to strong measures: she wept
(which she could do superbly), she fell to her knees before him and insisted that he must do as she said.
“‘But excuse me—there is something else I should mention. Just then, a friend of the man with whom she was
toying so charmingly, his only friend, happened to arrive in Rome. His arrival was opportune: the Princess had
begun to tire of her game. A new scheme had presented itself, and not a moment too soon. One can easily
understand why she did not let that chance slip either. In any case, how can you demand that someone should not
make use of his talents? You see, I don’t blame her in the least, on the contrary; I find her actions very natural. As
I said, she had highly developed artistic instincts, and the drama in the idea of making rivals and enemies of two
intimate friends attracted her. Her contrivances were so masterful that only a few weeks later the two friends
found themselves standing face to face with pistol in hand, aiming at each other’s breasts. The Princess had reason
to be proud of her success. So, the two men came closer and closer, terribly close, and the man who had
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abandoned his dying mother—it was he who had challenged the other to the duel—fired his pistol at his friend.’
“And again Wismer fell silent for a minute, then went on speaking, neither raising nor lowering his voice. The
cold intonation of his words made them peculiarly effective.
“‘The shot found its mark; the friend fell to the ground. But the Princess had made a small blunder: she had
failed to grasp how a man may be affected by shedding the blood of a friend, by the very sight of that blood. The
murderer flung himself on his fallen antagonist, and his antagonist embraced him closely, clasping him to his
wounded breast. God had mercy on the criminal; his friend lived, he was given medical treatment and saved from
death; and through his salvation, his murderous rival was saved in his turn. The shot had broken the enchantment;
the evil spell was dissipated, as if the thunderous voice of God had spoken. The two friends left Rome together.
“‘But permit me to finish. The first man and the Princess met again. By chance, that man had come into
possession of a certain thing that might cause the Princess unpleasantness: a trifling thing, a brief note in her
handwriting. Oh, no! not the sort of note that one might suppose … the Princess could never have been accused of
lack of caution; she would never, under any circumstances, have been capable of writing anything that might harm
her reputation even in the slightest degree.
“‘The letter of which I am speaking is a most innocuous document, only four lines of spiteful gossip, in which
the Princess very wittily ridicules an old aunt, relating all kinds of hilarious things about the lady. The Princess’s
ridicule was caustic, since at the time she could afford to laugh at her aunt with complete impunity; after all, even
her superb intellect could not have foreseen that this witch, this dried-up old maid, as the letter has it, would turn
out to be a person of importance to the Princess; that both the old woman’s bachelor brothers would die of cholera
and that, as a result, the old aunt would come into possession of a huge estate, which stood to be inherited by the
Princess after the death of the aunt.
“‘Now, given those entirely unexpected circumstances, one can see that the old letter might become rather
dangerous for its author. One could almost guarantee, in fact, that if it were handed over to the aunt, the witty
niece would be deprived of her inheritance. But why should the niece be reproached? She hardly deserves it; after
all, she could not be expected to guess the future. Now the letter is in the hands of the very man with whom the
Princess formerly chose to amuse herself. So permit him to allow himself some small amusement in his turn. You
and I have completely exonerated the pastimes of a certain aristocratic lady; let us admit that even a plebeian may
occasionally have a fancy for a pleasant diversion. A patrician lady was once seized by a whim to torment a poor
man; should that poor man not now be entitled to a whim of his own? His whim is a very modest one: he permits
himself to be a small inconvenience to the brilliant Princess, a slight unpleasantness for her, something on the
order of a pebble in her shoe. He gets satisfaction from forcing her to endure his presence, his gazes, his respectful
bows. She enjoyed the sight of his torments; now he enjoys the sight of her vexation. It is all quite natural. Now I
make so bold as to ask what you wish from me.’
“The Princess had heard all this out looking directly at Wismer and, frozen in her lovely pose, was leaning
against the back of her chaise-longue, her arms folded, and half-bared by the broad lace sleeves that cascaded
from them. She sat quite motionless; certainly, her little foot may have clenched convulsively in its velvet slipper,
but it was hidden by the long folds of her peignoir.
“‘You are not only a good painter, but a remarkable story-teller as well,’ she said in well-restrained tones.
‘Your story is very effective; indeed, it might vie with the best works of fiction. However, I have the impression
that you were attempting more than a display of your talent for authorship; in so far as I can tell, you seem to have
had the intention of recounting true facts. If that is so, I am permitted to demand that there be no embellishments.
And if 1 am to suppose that we are not joking—’
“‘I fancy that we are not,’ Wismer said.
“‘If,’ she went on, ‘we are now bringing our case to judgement, and are speaking unconstrained by the
considerations of propriety, then permit me to ask you this: who made you the judge of another’s conscience?
Who gave you the right to rummage in another person’s thoughts, to interpret his actions? Have you looked into
the soul of the woman that you described? Yes, she would not let a son go to his mother; for that, certainly, she
may be indicted. But who can know, except she herself, why she tried to hold him back? Was it really a game, or
was she swept away by her emotions? Who can decide? You can say: this is what she did, but how dare you say;
this is what she thought, what she desired, what she felt? How dare you say that her tears were a lie? She could
not resolve to relinquish the company of, the daily meeting with, a man whom she considered her friend. Call that
egotism if you like, she will not quarrel; reproach her for behaving thoughtlessly, she will accept your reproach.
But what justice is there in making her answer for another’s deeds? Shifting one’s guilt to someone else is simply
a convenient way of appeasing one’s own conscience.’
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“The Princess's voice had altered, become uneven. She was sitting differently in her chair, no longer leaning
against the back now; she had lowered her arms, and her eyes glittered.
“‘You dwell on what she did. She does not expect that you will excuse it; she admits her feminine weaknesses,
perhaps she is atoning for them. Did you see her after the duel? Do you know whether she suffered or not? Are
you sure that the memory does not torment her to this very day? Are you sure that she does not reproach herself?
That she is incapable—’
“Wismer rose, picked up an embroidered pillow from the sofa, and placed it at the feet of his interlocutor.
“‘You will see, Princess,’ he said, straightening up again, ‘that 1 am no longer the boor that 1 was in Rome. I
let you fall to your knees before me then, and did not attempt to find a pillow for you.’
“She shuddered. The cautious, calculating, sly being of the past had disappeared, leaving only a woman who
had been cruelly insulted.
“‘I did not suppose,’ she uttered with trembling lips, ‘that you could make the thought that I am partly in your
hands a pleasant one for me. But now I wish that not only my wealth, but my life depended on you, for that would
allow me to express to you even more effectively how repulsive you are to me; I would find it even more pleasant
to prove to you that my repulsion for you outweighs any sense of danger; I would tell you to your face that a man
who behaves to a woman as you do to me is worthy of contempt. 1 can only thank you for so debasing yourself in
my eyes.’
“‘I regret, Princess,’ replied Wismer, ‘that you have betrayed your usual character, and have let yourself get
carried away by anger and impetuosity. Your words are premature, you must acknowledge; you should not have
permitted yourself to utter them when you did.’
“Saying that, he put his hand in his pocket, and laid on the Princess’s little table a thin piece of paper covered
with writing.
“This is what you should have waited for. Now you can give free rein to your hatred of me, in perfect safety. I
will listen in silence.’
“Even before the paper had reached the table, the Princess had recognized the writing; her head drooped
involuntarily. They were both silent.
“Wismer picked up his hat.
“‘Le vous salue, Monsieur,” said the Princess indistinctly.
“Standing before her, he looked down on the proud aristocrat, who was trying in vain to collect herself; with a
formal bow he answered:
“‘No us sommes quittes, Madame!”
“Since this tale is not my own invention, but a true occurrence which 1 am relating just as I myself heard it, I
must regretfully manage without the convenient omniscience of novelists. I cannot, as they do, read through my
characters’ fleshly covering into their souls, or see through walls into their locked chambers, or disclose events to
which there are no witnesses. What the Princess’s thoughts and actions were, alone in her study after Wismer left,
I cannot say, and so I am in no position to reveal it to you.
“I only know that when Khozrevsky came to see the Princess later that same morning with a book he had
promised her, he found her pacing rapidly back and forth about the room. On seeing him, she came up to him with
such alacrity, and took his hand in such a firm grip that he raised his eyes to look at her, and could not restrain the
question:
“‘But Princess, what can be the matter?’
“‘Nothing. My nerves are distraught. Sit down,’and she flung herself into her armchair.
“‘I have brought—’ began Trofim Lukich, setting the book down on the table.
“‘Merci,’ she interrupted.
Silence followed.
“‘It is a very clever book, they say,” Khozrevsky began again. “Not that I have read it myself—’
“‘Never mind the book!’ said the Princess abruptly. ‘There’s no getting away from cleverness.. It becomes
unbearable, a punishment for us!’
“‘You would not say that, Princess,’ her modest visitor permitted himself to object, ‘if you sensed a lack of
cleverness in yourself.’
“‘What help is my intellect to me?’ she answered brusquely. ‘Why should I prize it? No matter how clever I
was, would I find any source of support in it? Will it protect me against insult? What benefit do I get from it?’
“‘That everyone is amazed by you, Princess.’
“‘And respect me so much the less.’
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“‘How can that be, Princess!’
“‘Do you really not know that to praise a woman’s mind is to abuse her? Is everyone not convinced that where
there’s cleverness there’s no heart? Has it not been decided that a clever woman is a sort of monster who can feel
nothing? Ask anyone, they’ll all tell you so.’
“‘But surely no one would dare hold an unfavourable opinion of you, Princess?’
“‘Indeed? You should try listening to them. Try this: tell them all that I have never known any prompting of the
heart, any rush of passion; that I am incapable of disinterested feeling, that I do not understand how anyone could
perform a noble act, that I am always and in every thing calculating, that I am a creature without soul and without
conscience. Just see whether anyone disputes it. They are all ready to tell me so to my face. Who can prevent
them?’
“Silence fell again. The Princess tore at the silk tassel of the cord that held her peignoir around her slender
waist. Khozrevsky looked at her in surprise. She was making a strange impression on him, a new impression; at
that minute his liking for her changed in character, becoming, if anything, stronger than before. In her face, her
gestures, in the bitter intonation of her voice, there was something attractive and unfamiliar—naturalness. Perhaps
for the first time in her conscious life, the Princess was no longer in perfect control of herself; she was no longer
observing herself. And for the first time in her life she felt herself to be helpless. The young man—whether he
understood the nature of his feelings or not—kept his eyes fixed on this new woman, of whom he knew so little,
who was suffering, weak, and in need of his protection.
“‘Princess,’ he said at last, ‘you are distraught, and so you are seeing everything in a gloomy light. You cannot
complain of your fate; your position is enviable.’
“‘Very!’ she interrupted with a nervous laugh.
“‘You have everything that can be desired: beauty; all possible gifts and advantages; wealth; freedom.’
“‘Yes, complete freedom to die from boredom and vexation. Nobody cares a straw about that.’
“‘Everybody longs to claim you as an acquaintance, a friend.’
“‘Yes, everyone who enjoys parties and good dinners.’
“‘All the celebrities in Moscow, all the remarkable and talented people, all the artists, gather around you; and
you enjoy their company.’
“‘Yes! Yes! I do,’ she replied, becoming more and more unable to restrain her irritation. ‘I enjoy myself tremendously!’
“Observing the failure of his efforts to calm her angry Highness, Trofim Lukich fell silent.
“‘And you hold the same opinion yourself,’ said the Princess suddenly, glancing at him; ‘you too think that
pride and egotism are my only emotions, don’t you?’
“‘Why should you care about my opinion, Princess?’ enquired Khozrevsky. ‘Can I be your judge?’
“‘But you do think that. You too find me repulsive,’ she went on, gazing into his eyes, though in them she read
a clear refutation of that assertion.
“‘Princess! You cannot mean that seriously,’ objected Khozrevsky. ‘You know—’
“She gave him no chance to finish.
“‘Oh, God! Yes, I know. You value my talents, my erudition, my intellectual capacities, everything that all the
others value; but you too look on me as a brilliant monster, and cannot admit that I have a heart or affections, or
anything that distinguishes a, woman. Well? Admit it.’
Khozrevsky remained silent. Tears sparkled in her eyes.
“‘Isn’t that so? Tell me, tell me like an honest man.’
“‘Princess,’ he replied, ‘you command me to speak according to my conscience: I must obey. I must forget the
fact that you will be angry with me, and the effects that anger will have on me. I am not so stupid as to be
mistaken in myself; I know that the opinion of a man like me can mean nothing to you; I understand that only a
momentary whim has made you demand that I should tell you my honest opinion of you now. Your whim will
cost me dearly, but I must submit. Princess! You know my awkwardness; you know that I cannot express myself
as I should. When you require me to speak the truth, I can only do so directly. And so I admit I assumed the
general notion about you to be correct.’
“‘Ah!’ exclaimed the Princess.
“‘You did seem to me too clever,’ Khozrevsky went on haltingly. ‘It seemed to me that every other quality in
you must surely be suppressed by your inordinate cleverness; that, finally, you could not possibly be endowed
with all the virtues, could not be perfection itself; that it would be quite impossible to expect in you warmth of
feeling, or the customary blind magnanimity of womankind; I thought that you were capable of acting only
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according to the dictates of intellect and reason.’
“‘So that is what you think?’ asked the Princess, not lowering her gaze.
“‘I did think that, yes.’
“‘And now?’
“‘And now I think that I was mistaken.’
“‘In what respect?’
“‘Princess, you understand me perfectly as it is. Do not force me into explanations; I lack the gift of words.’
“‘But you can at least tell me what you think of me now.’
“‘To speak of that would be uninteresting for you, Princess; for me it would be painful.’
“‘But suppose that I want to know?’
“‘You do know.’
“The Princess thought it over.
“‘And so,’ she said after a short silence, ‘you assumed that I could only act by calculation, and that I understood only my own advantage?’
“‘Princess … Of course, I should not have thought it; but people said such things so often in my presence …’
“‘Yes, all my good friends, my admirers; that’s their delightful opinion of me. But you needed no other proof?’
“‘It is notorious that your marriage was not a love match, Princess.’
“‘No, I married because I wanted a title,’ she replied with a bitter smile. ‘That was the general verdict; and also
that I toy with everything and everyone, and that anything in me that appears to come from the soul is false! And,
as a result of that general verdict, everyone has the right to insult me and abuse me.’
She fell silent again, and settled back in her armchair. The unhappy Khozrevsky did not dare break that
menacing silence.
“‘Princess!’ he said at last.
“She ignored him.
“‘Princess!' repeated the young man, not daring to look directly at the angry lady. ‘I have ruined myself; I
knew what would happen; but you wanted that, and I could only do your will. You ordered me to cut my throat,
and I did as you wished.’
“The Princess rested her penetrating gaze on him in silence, lost in thought; then suddenly she got up from her
armchair.
“‘Very well,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll show them. They’ll see, they’ll see, perhaps it won’t be what they expected
… and then perhaps … we’ll see.’
Trofim Lukich took his hat, not knowing what he should do. ‘Princess!’ and, raising his humble eyes to her, the
poor man added, ‘I see that you cannot forgive me; I understand that. I am banished from your house. It is all over
for me.’
“‘Khozrevsky,’ she said, extending her hand to him, ‘come and see me this evening.’
“As he approached the Princess’s house that evening, Trofim Lukich stopped, then turned down the next street
along, needing to calm his throbbing heart. He walked up and down the pavement ten times from end to end; his
abstraction was so striking that passers-by turned to look at him. But the numbers of passers-by on Moscow
streets are not large, and Khozrevsky was not distracted by them. The Princess’s words, ‘Khozrevsky, come and
see me this evening,’ could mean something extraordinary; but they could also mean nothing, as was infinitely
more likely.
“The poor man had not spent time in the best society for nothing. He had suffered many cruel insults and bitter
experiences. In the early days of his intimacy with the bewitching Princess, he had kept telling himself, with no
hint of vexation, as something completely simple and natural, that he could never mean any more to her than the
parrot, his rival, which, like him, also occupied her idle moments, and which she petted with as innocent an
affection as she did Trofim Lukich; no, Princess Alina could never, even for a single moment, have the feelings
for Trofim Lukich that woman has for man. One may suppose that he was telling himself the same thing now, but
in a spirit of utter dejection. Between those early days, when he had serenely recognized his insignificance in the
eyes of the proud beauty, and this present hour of timid recollection, had any sense of dazzling possibility ever
flashed through his mind? Had he ever dreamed of a wealthy home where he might be master, freely entering the
study of its lovely mistress, calling her by name, ‘Alina?’ Had a sly imp ever whispered in his ear that axiom of
Prince Talleyrand’s,\fn{Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord (1754-1838), Bishop of Autun (1789-1791), French statesman and
diplomat.} ‘Tout arrive.’ It was difficult to tell.
“But it was easy to guess that Khozrevsky was not listening to some imp’s insolent mephistophelean whisper
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now; he was hearing the naïve speech of a young heart, afraid to read meaning into that fateful phrase,
‘Khozrevsky, come and see me this evening;’ a heart that was trying to stand firm, not daring to comprehend that
the Princess might be in that state of mind in which women carry out astonishing acts and reckless exploits.
“In a high state of agitation, Trofim Lukich mounted the stairs of the princely home; some two hours later,
down he came again, still more agitated now, and with the appearance of a man to whom Heaven knows what has
happened.
“What had happened was that the Princess had said:
“‘Khozrevsky! You love me and dare not show it. You are a good man—I am yours.’
“And along Tverskoi Boulevard, through the salons and the clubs, ran the rumor that Princess Alina was
betrothed to Khozrevsky, greatly engaging Moscow society, for want of any other news. The rumors were various;
but the joy at finding something to talk about was unanimous.
“‘Alina has acted splendidly,” Nastasya Pavlovna replied in answer to an old lady whom she had met in a shop
selling Russian wares. “She has demonstrated that she knows how to value the love of a worthy man and that she
places deep feeling above all else. I approve her action without reservation; this is her reply to the accusation that
she has no heart. Her passion is a noble one, and she will not repent it. Khozrevsky deserves his happiness.’
“In another room of the same shop, three young ladies were buying embroidery thread and whispering:
“‘You know that she’s marrying him because her aunt ordered her to?’
“‘Yes, I heard that too. So it’s true?’
“‘It’s true. The old woman is absolutely mad about Khozrevsky; she told the Princess that she would disinherit
her if she chose another husband. So what could she do? They say she's looking very thin.’
“‘Well, she’s certainly found herself a fine catch, I must. say!’ exclaimed a young husband, sitting at dinner
tête-a.-tête with his wife, and helping himself to a large slab of rare roast beef. ‘Just imagine, she’s head over
heels in love with him; they say she even proposed to him herself. Well, it’s a remarkable choice she’s made
There’s feminine genius for you!’
“‘She couldn’t be acting more cleverly,’ was the view of a rich tax collector, expressed over cards at his club.
‘There’s a double advantage in it for her: she gains a fool of a husband who won’t interfere in anything she does,
and an estate manager who won’t steal, at one and the same time. She’s a woman of astonishing judgement!’
“‘It is a real romance,’ a lady in her middle years informed her guests as she poured the tea. ‘They say that
Khozrevsky came into her study with a loaded pistol, and threatened to shoot himself before her very eyes, and
she was so delighted that she agreed to become his wife on the spot!’
“‘I can’t believe it,’ said one of her guests. ‘A vulgar trick like that would never fool Princess Alina; she could
never have yielded to it.’
“‘But listen,’ replied his hostess, ‘suppose that Khozrevsky really did mean to shoot himself? Can we rule that
out?’
“‘I would not put it past him at all,’ remarked another guest. ‘He is quite stupid enough.’
“‘His stupidity has served him well, though, when you think how he’s come up in the world,’ a clever man put
in.
“‘Mon cher,’ cried a haughty dandy, in the midst of lighting a cigar as he left the Troitsky tavern with a bevy of
companions, ‘C’est tout simplement une envie de se jeter par la fenetre; maladie de femme.’
“On a warm May evening, Maria Terentevna was in the Princess’s dressing-room, filling trunks and boxes with
superb toilettes. The Princess had decided that she should be married at her estate; they were due to leave for there
on the following day.
“Maria Terentevna, as she busied herself with the necessary preparations, was quite out of sorts; having an
aristocrat’s soul lodged in her serf’s body, she disapproved of her mistress’s mesalliance more fiercely than
anyone else, and now she was giving vent to her disapproval by muttering under her breath. The worthy servingwoman was in the bitter grip of an idee fixe; she saw herself, thanks to the Princess’s ignoble whim, reduced from
a silk dress to a peasant sarafan.
“Meanwhile, the object of Maria Terentevna’s grumbles was sitting in her study, alone with Khozrevsky;
Trofim Lukich appeared to be deep in thought; certainly, he was even more silent than usual; but no doubt that
was how the feeling of happiness manifested itself in him, as it does in many lower organisms. The Princess was
reading aloud, as she did in almost every tête-a-tête with her betrothed. That evening, she was acquainting him
with George Sand’s\fn{George Sand aka Amandine Aurore Lucile, Baronne Dudevant (1804-1876), French author .} novella
Simon—which also concludes with a rather eccentric marriage. She read with animation, admiring the energetic
character of Fiamma as if it were her own portrait.
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“‘What a masterful sketch of a woman!’ said the delightful bride-to-be, interrupting her reading, ‘and what a
true understanding of noble, honest love, of respect for oneself and for another! What are you thinking about?’ she
asked the silent Khozrevsky.
“‘About a great deal, Princess.’
“‘Can you not confide in me even a little of that great deal?’
“‘I am thinking about you, Princess.’ (She smiled.) ‘I am thinking,’ he went on, ‘that you may be much better
than I am.’
“‘In looks?’ she asked, laughing.
“‘In every way,’ he replied, quite seriously.
“‘If that’s the way things are,’ she retorted gaily, ‘there’s nothing to be done. You must bear your misfortune
with fortitude.’
“He rested his gaze on her; at that moment she was so charming.
“‘Princess,’ he said suddenly with resolve, ‘I have a duty that I must carry out.’ He fell silent, then began
speaking again. ‘Once before, you demanded that I speak the truth, and I saw that you were capable of hearing it.
I must not hide it from you now.’
“The Princess gazed at his face, then set the book down on the table.
“‘We must be perfectly honest in our relations with each other,’ Khozrevsky went on. Once again there was a
moment of silence.
“‘I am listening,’ she said.
“Khozrevsky gazed at her with a strange look on his face.
“‘You have done what was was not expected of you,’ he said, and his voice had an unusual note. ‘You chose
me, who had none of the qualities that make people distinguished in the world: neither wealth, nor noble birth, nor
influence in society. You showed much unselfishness in that. But that is not all; you acted in a still more extraordinary way when you decided to become the wife of a man whom everybody called stupid. You yourself must be
convinced that I am a complete simpleton. But you are mistaken in that, Princess, just as everyone else is. I
myself decided that I would pass for a fool; I have made every effort to encourage that opinion of myself, and it
has taken a good deal of cleverness to do it.’
“The Princess fixed a gaze of astonishment on him, and he went on.
“‘Hear me out. I must tell you about many things of which you are unaware. For you, the word “need” suggests an idea at once vague and fluid. You cannot grasp the exact meaning of the word; indeed, only those crushed
under its weight know that. There are a great many such people. The plight of those who must struggle day after
day, and exhaust themselves, finding no help anywhere, is a stale topic—one which cultivation makes us consider
shameful—and we talk as little as possible about such things, the more so since talking about them is quite
useless; it simply bores people. As a child, I racked my brains over the business of finding daily bread for me and
my widowed and impoverished mother; with that idea always in my head, I sat in school from morning until
evening, then worked all night at my books, applying myself to my task with an iron will, and sacrificing my
health, to gain knowledge that proved useless to me. My situation was utterly banal, no different from that which
overtakes hundreds of thousands of others. Everything followed its natural order; gifted with intelligence and understanding, with an education that had developed my abilities, and a readiness to work until I collapsed, to take
up any kind of thankless and painful work, at 20 I stood face to face with destitution, and could see no salvation.
“‘I don’t know how I can make you understand, even in part, the inner state of a man for whom, day and night,
waking and sleeping, at work or at rest, the same question is always buzzing in his head: ‘How shall I manage?
Where can I turn?’ Just imagine being told, on the very day of a magnificent ball to which you have been looking
forward for months, that the marvelous gown that you had ordered, and which had been meant to eclipse the
apparel of all your rivals, will not be ready; imagine that you have no other gown that you could possibly wear to
the ball, and that it is essential to you that you go; imagine how you would ask yourself ceaselessly, ‘What am I to
do?’ Of course, I hope that you will never suffer any such misfortune, but I have to invoke such a possibility, since
that is the only means of making my story at least partially comprehensible to you.
“‘I was born in a guberniya capital, and in all probability should have expected to die there, having no
relations who could smooth my way for me, and no other source of support. It was imperative that I find such a
source; I had to seek patronage. See, Princess, every minute I have to use words that you must find mysterious.
You only know how to give patronage, how it is sought, Princess. But how people wait in the ante-rooms, then
haltingly make their pleas, to hear always the same curt answer, that, “regrettably, there is nothing to be done;”
and then, after receiving that answer, how they must make their bow, and then leave the room, walking past the
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insolent footmen sprawling on chairs in the hall, forced to bear their impudent smiles, and then return to their poor
hovel, to face their expectant mother, who has still not broken herself of the habit of hoping—this is what I know.
“‘By now I had begun to understand where the problem lay, and what my greatest misfortune was—a
misfortune to which I had been condemned from birth. In my first school, the boys, their spite inspired by the fact
that I was a better student than they, would grin and call me “the bright boy.” That was my nickname at school,
too; everyone picked it up and used it as a term of abuse. I could not conceal my disdain for my schoolmates’
ignorance; it gave me pleasure that I, the poorest of all, should be first in every class. And having forced them to
yield to me, day after day, over several years, having, by dint of my diligence and good behavior, compelled my
teachers constantly to hold me up as an example and to praise me, having conclusively demonstrated my
intellectual and moral superiority to everyone I knew—I then, in my naïvety, would go and petition their fathers
to be my protectors, to put in a good word for me, to give me a place.
“‘An elderly bachelor whom I often went to see, a lawyer, was the first to make me understand all this. My late
father, in the days of his prosperity, had helped this old man a great deal; and now he in his turn considered it his
obligation, should he ever run into me, to invite me over to visit him, and to take tea with him.
“‘“You know, my boy,” he said to me once, on an occasion when he was carrying out the duty that his
conscience had laid upon him (this was a day when I had, incidentally, said farewell to yet another hope for the
future), “you’d best not fret yourself so. Nothing will come of all this; you’ll never have any luck.”
“‘“It does seem so, Matvei Artemevich,” I said sadly.
“‘“You’ll never make it, my dear fellow,” he went on. “You’re not the right sort, you know. You’re very clever,
and you flaunt your brains. More brains than sense, that’s you; or you’d have guessed what to do by now.”
“‘“So what should I do?,” I asked.
“‘“Remember that fairy-tale?” he replied. “The one that starts ‘Once upon a time there were three brothers; the
elder two were clever boys, but the third was a fool’?”
“‘“Yes,” I said bitterly, “and the fool was the lucky one. When I was a child, I would get angry when I listened
to that story, and I never believed what it said; but now I’ve been forced to.”
“‘The old man looked at me from behind the samovar, with a cunning look in his sharp old eyes.’
“‘“But was Ivanushka really such a fool? He was making fools of other people, but he had sharp enough wits
himself, didn’t he? He was only pretending to be stupid, surely? He’d caught on that that was the surest way,
hadn’t he? That’s no idle tale, my boy; if you once took its moral into account, things would start to go better for
you, and you could get yourself off the rocks. Cleverness is all very well for the rich, but it doesn’t become us
poor fellows. I tell you, my boy, that’s how it is.”
“‘I took his words to heart. I thought things over for a few days, and came up with an irrefutable axiom: when
a man demonstrates he is cleverer than most people, he also demonstrates that most people are stupider than he.
And that helped me grasp something rather simple and obvious—that this demonstration of superiority is unlikely
to inspire most people with any great enthusiasm, or any particular affection for the man who has contrived it.
Discovery followed on discovery; I grasped that, if it is unpleasant for us all to feel that we stand lower than
others, it is, conversely, more than moderately pleasant to feel that we stand higher; we cannot say to ourselves,
“Why, the poor man is so stupid!” without satisfaction, since that proposition is inevitably accompanied by
another: “That means that I am clever.” And at that point I realized that people are instinctively well disposed
towards those who afford them that satisfaction, and feel an involuntary benevolence for them; and I repeated to
myself the old man’s words: “That’s how it is.”
“‘But all these discoveries and logical conclusions led nowhere. For me everything was over. No matter what I
might do, no matter to what boundless humility I might condemn myself, no matter what vow of unconditional
obedience I might impose on myself, matters could not be mended; the general opinion of my character was
firmly fixed. There is nothing more unshakeable in the entire universe than public opinion in a small city.
Khozrevsky was an insufferable, an unworthy, a dissolute, a malicious, and a dangerous man; so much was
decided, so much was immutable. Everyone pitied the mother to whom God in his wrath had given such a son.
“‘There is nothing strange and nothing new in all this. It is a question of variations on the plot of Woe from Wit.
The chief variation was a dispiriting hope for me, however. No matter how people cursed Chatsky,\fn{ The
protagonist of Woe From Wit, a play (1833) by the Russian dramatist Aleksandr Sergyeevich Griboedov (1795-1829) .}he never went
hungry; and that seemed to me a significant difference between him and me. He left his enemies behind; I had
nowhere to go.
“‘And so a year went by—that’s quickly said! I had to find some way of avoiding imminent disaster, I had to
think of something: there was nothing to be thought of. As I sat at night in my dark cubby-hole, straining my wits
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to futile exertions, a certain old fable became a terrible truth; I saw before me the living Sphinx, as she appeared
to Oedipus; her eyes glared ferociously into mine, as she insisted: “Solve the riddle, or I shall tear you to pieces!”
The riddle was this: how might one find some reliable way of furnishing an indigent man with sustenance? That is
the riddle over which our entire generation labors in vain, and over which successive generations will labor in
vain.
“‘One morning, Matvei Artemevich came to see me with a proposal: would I like to make a little money for
myself by carrying out a simple commission? The errand in question was that I should take a stack of papers to a
rich landowner at his nearby estate; I was to acquaint him with their contents, and explain anything else that might
need explaining, and then bring back the landowner’s reply to Matvei Artemevich. At the time the old man had
nobody at hand capable of the task except me, so I could do both of us a good turn by undertaking it. I agreed
joyfully, and set out that same day.
“‘You will know the name of the man I was going to see; it was Count Nikanor Glebovich Kholkovsky. You
may have run into him abroad. You will know that he was brought up in Paris, and spent his youth there, and that
he married a Frenchwoman. He visits Russia only occasionally, when he cannot avoid it. On this occasion, he was
repaying his debt to his native land by appearing there in order to collect the quit-rent from his three thousand
souls, and was hoping to spend the shortest possible time in the country before leaving for Paris once more. He
had left his wife in Petersburg, and was making a tour of his estates in the company of his 10-year-old son, Count
Kholkovsky, a most amiable child, who, though he could not pronounce his own name, looked with great pity on
all the unhappy souls deprived of the right to call themselves, as he did, le comte Kolkonsky.
“‘I arrived at the count’s estate late one evening, and reported to its owner the next morning. Count Nikanor
Glebovich is known for his exquisite sense of good form, and for his impeccable manners. He treated me most
affably and, having glanced briefly at the papers I had brought, asked me if I would leave them with him for the
moment, and do him the honor of spending two or three days at his house, so that he would have a chance to make
a thorough study of the matter, before giving me his considered answer. Then he invited me to share his luncheon,
and began discussing all kinds of subjects. I noticed that he had something of a passion for oratory, and realized
that it would not at all become me to interrupt the flow of his eloquence. He was evidently very pleased by my
modesty, asked me about my studies, putting me through my paces a little, and ended the conversation by announcing that he greatly liked my turn of mind, and that, if he had only made my acquaintance a few days earlier, he
would have asked me to agree to act as his son’s tutor and travel abroad with the family; but, unfortunately, he
could not offer me the position now, since he had already come to an agreement with another young man, whom
he was expecting from Moscow at any moment.
“When I had left the Count’s study, I wandered for a long time around the vast park, deep in painful meditation. Another failure, another malicious trick of fate! If only I could have received that commission and met the
Count a week earlier! It would have been my salvation, it would have given me the opportunity to provide for my
mother, to lead a life of ease, to go abroad, to see Paris and Italy! It all could have happened so easily! But now
this was never to be, because I had come five or six days too late! I could not shake off these bitter thoughts; they
stirred in me anew with each step that I took, with each glance that I cast around: what a park! what a house!
Comfort, a life amidst all the appurtenances of wealth, all the things that I had never dared to imagine for myselfand all this, as it now seemed to me, had been taken from me for ever! I spent a sleepless night.
“‘The next day, over dinner, I was to encounter the innocent cause of my sorrow, the new arrival with his
degree from Moscow University, the happy man who was to travel with the Count’s family. I have rarely met
anyone with such an attractive appearance, such a clever and pleasant face. He and the Count struck up a very
lively conversation, touching on all kinds of learned topics. The tutor spoke exceptionally well; he refuted the
Count’s opinions to great effect, whilst brilliantly demonstrating the correctness of his own. I was in no mood to
compete with him, and sat listening in silence. I was ashamed that I was giving such an unfavourable account of
myself; I tried to suppress the thoughts that weighed on my mind and take part in the conversation, but with no
success.
“‘In the evening, sitting with us on the terrace, the Count once again tried to prove to us that Hamlet could not
have been speaking of him when he affirmed that there were more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of
in philosophy. Count Nikanor Glebovich’s hobby-horse was his own exact understanding of everything in the
world. From psychology he turned—with amazing deftness—to politics, and from there to differences in national
characters, and thence to the innate hatred that nation feels for nation. Speaking of the hostile feelings that all
Frenchmen nurture for the English, he pointed to the song Malbrouck s’en va-t-en guerre as a remarkable manifestation of that feeling. Such mockery of the Duke of Marlborough was a most characteristic manifestation of the
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spirit of the French rabble, and was totally in accordance with the national character. And to this the Count added
a few remarks about the profound meaning and significance of folk-songs.
“‘When he had finished speaking, the young Muscovite replied that he would permit himself only to object
that the song Malbrouck s’en va-t-en guerre was in no sense French, not at all ironic, and that it had nothing to do
with the Duke of Marlborough; that, as had been recently demonstrated, it was derived from an ancient Spanish
poem borrowed from the Moors, a song about a knight who had received the popular nickname El Mambru, in
Old French Le Mambru, a word signifying a strong, powerfully built man, which had later become corrupted to
Malbrouck. He referred to the content of the forgotten ending of the song, and to the fact that a Spanish woman,
Louis XIV’s wet-nurse, had lulled him to sleep with it and so made it known in France; only the textual distortions that had come with time, and the ignorance of the French themselves, had caused this simple Moorish poetry
with its mournful tune to be taken, later on, at the court of Marie Antoinette, for a Parisian satirical song—which
might, of course, be described as something of a blunder. All this the young man explained superbly well, with
great tact and propriety. But, having heard him out, the Count said offhandedly, “C'est bien possible,” and rang for
tea, after which we went our separate ways.
“‘I spent the hours until midnight walking up and down the dark avenue of limes and along the terraces. This
was the last time that I would be able to enjoy this lovely garden and breathe the clean air freely. Tomorrow I
would have to go home, back to my stuffy back street, to my crowded room, to constant worry about every crust
of bread, and all the other aspects of my unbearable existence. And to cap it all, I was nagged by the overwhelming awareness of how close I had come to having a chance to escape from all this. My heart grew heavier and heavier. Good Lord! Some people really were lucky, and not just fools. That young man was one; his studies, his hard
work, had not been in vain, his labor had not been wasted, nor his cleverness proved useless; he had found people
who appreciated him. And what a stupid fellow I had seemed beside him, and all at the very moment when I could
least afford a false step! If I had displayed a little of my own learning, perhaps the Count would have
recommended me to his acquaintances; that had been my only chance to get somewhere, and I had let it slip—
there would be no other. It was painful to think of.
“‘I spent the next morning alone with the Count, having a final discussion of the business on which I had been
sent to him. When everything concerning the affair had been said and all had been decided, the Count suddenly
turned to me and said:
“‘“Do you want to come with me? I’ve dismissed the young man we had dinner with yesterday. I can’t bear
gentlemen who know everything better than others and want to be cleverer than everybody else. People with such
a high opinion of themselves are unbearable. I noticed your modesty, and it pleases me; in fact, you please me
very well on the whole. I can offer you a life of ease and a salary of a thousand silver roubles a year, which, I may
say, is more than I intended paying. Think it over, then give me your answer. I shall be most grateful to you if you
agree.”
“‘And with that he shook my hand, and I left the study, stunned by the thought that everything I had dreamed
of had suddenly fallen into my hands, and all thanks to the ditty Malbrouck s’en va-t-en guerre.
“‘I walked without heeding where I was going, feeling the need to escape to some distant spot, away from
other people. I crossed the entire park, a field, a copse; there, in the wilderness, I sat down and began to come to
my senses, and ponder the course of events.
“‘I understood what had happened; it wasn’t difficult to grasp. The Count, like many others, Counts and nonCounts alike, wanted to employ as tutor for his son a man without gifts, without character and opinions, without
talent or abilities. The Count wanted to be a Count in an intellectual sense as well as a social sense; he could not
bear the thought that those who surrounded him might be superior, and he felt an innate repulsion towards
cleverness in others, as some people are repelled by cats or spiders. I understood what I was condemning myself
to if I decided to remain with him. The condition was to renounce an essential right of humanity, the right to the
expression of my thoughts; I would have to deny myself intelligent communication with other people; I would
have to hide, as if it were something disgraceful, all that was best in me, everything of which I could be proud; I
would have to display myself to all I knew as an ignoramus, and bear their flagrant disdain; I would have to buy
myself a secure existence at the cost of my moral dignity. I had been given a few hours in order to think about this
proposition, and decide whether to accept it or not.
“‘You already know that I did accept it; to confess this to you is perhaps no less painful to me now than it was
to decide on my humiliation in the first place.
“‘In that moment, one on which my entire future depended, my thoughts became strangely lucid, as happens in
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ately. Could I subdue misfortune by my own efforts and make my way in the world? Yes, you can be born in the
provinces, without social advantages, with an outlandish name such as Trofim Lukich, you can be an impoverished orphan without a single protector, and yet despite all that win means of salvation if I had had the firmness of
character to wait for it. It would have been more worthy of a man who respects himself to refuse the comforts of a
humiliating life, to refuse to give in, and to struggle manfully with misfortune; it would have been nobler to take
up day-labor, to break rocks on the highway. More than once I have felt so much, and I feel it more bitterly now
than I ever did before; I never expected that I might have to stand before a woman who was prepared to sacrifice
to me all the advantages which she had been taught to value. No, I did not foresee that. You must understand what
it costs me to admit to an act that borders on the shameful. I have condemned myself to this admission, to this
most difficult, but most honorable act; this confession is a great punishment that I have laid on myself, by means
of which I settle accounts with my conscience.
“Khozrevsky fell silent, and remained sitting as he had been before, trying to master himself; he glanced at the
Princess as if there were something else he wanted to say, but he said nothing. The Princess also sat in silence.
Two or three long minutes passed. The Princess raised her head.
“‘I will give you my answer tomorrow,’ she said, and stood up; then she rang the bell.
“A servant came in, and Khozrevsky left.
“The next morning Khozrevsky was given a narrow pink note which contained only two lines:
I cannot bring myself to be the wife of a man
who is so skilled in the art of deception.

“He read those words once, then again, and then burst into loud laughter.
“‘It serves me right,’ he said, throwing the letter down on the table. ‘For once I have committed an act of
stupidity; rather than keeping my intellect on its leash, I have directly expressed what was in my heart.’
*
Having got to the end of his long story, Aleksei Petrovich contentedly sipped the dregs of his cold cup of tea.
“So what happened after that?” enquired the lady of the house. “We’re all waiting for the ending.”
“I regret that I must leave your expectations unsatisfied,” said Aleksei Petrovich. “I cannot give you any
ending; neither Khozrevsky, nor Wismer, nor Princess Alina went to an early grave, nor did she marry either one
of them.”
“So what is your story supposed to prove?” asked the Countess.
“Absolutely nothing,” he replied.
“Do you think,” she went on, “that if it had been the other way around, and a womkan had been in Khozrevsky’s place, and a man in the Princess’s, he would have acted differently?”
“I don’t know,” said Aleksei Petrovich.
199.62 Excerpt from Oblomov\fn{by Ivan Aleksandrovich Goncharov (1812-1891)} Simbirsk (renamed Ulyanovsk),
Ulyanovsk Oblast, Russia (M) 5
… “Go ahead with the description of the ideal of your life—Well, good friends around you: what next? How
would you pass your days?”
“Well, I should rise in the morning,” began Oblómov, placing his hands back of his head, and an expression of
rest came over his face: he was in thought already in the country.
“The weather is fine, the sky deep-blue, and there is not a cloud,” he said. “One side of my house is turned
with its balcony to the east, facing the garden and fields, the other towards tbe village. While waiting for my wife
to get up, I should put on my smoking-jacket and should saunter through the garden, to breathe the morning
evaporations; there I should find the gardener, and we should together water the flowers, and lop the bushes and
trees. I cull a bouquet for my wife. Then I take a bath in the bath-tub or in the river; I return, the balcony is open;
my wife has on a blouse and a light morning cap that barely stays on the head and that will be wafted away by the
slightest breeze. She is waiting for me.
“‘Tea is ready,’ she says. What a kiss! What tea! What a restful armchair! I seat myself at the table: upon it are
toast, cream, fresh butter—”
“Then?”
“Then I don a comfortable coat or jacket, and lose myself with my wife in an endless, deep avenue of trees: we
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walk softly, lost in meditation, or think aloud, dream, count the moments of happiness, like the beating of tbe
pulse, and listen to the beating and fainting of the heart; we look for sympathy in Nature—and by degrees we
reach a brook or a field. The river barely splashes; the ears of corn wave with the wind. ’Tis warm—we seat
ourselves in the boat, my wife rows, barely raising the oars—”
“Yes, you are a poet, Ilya!” Stolz interrupted him.
“Yes, a poet of life, for life is poetry. It is the privilege of people to distort it! Then we can enter the
greenhouse,” continued Obl6mov, himself becoming intoxicated with the ideal which he was depicting. He
extracted from his memory ready, long-present pictures, and therefore he spoke with warmth, and without
stopping.
“We look at the peaches, at the grapes,” he said: “We tell what to send to table; then we return, take a light
breakfast and wait for friends—there is a note for my wife from some Marya Petr6vna, with a book or music; or a
pineapple has been sent us as a present, or in our own garden a monster melon has ripened, and we send it to some
good friend, for tomorrow’s dinner, and we go there ourselves.
“In the meantime everything is busy in the kitchen; the cook is running around in an apron and cap as white as
snow: he puts down one pot, takes up another; there he stirs, here he begins to mix the dough; there he pours out
some water—the knives are rattling—they are chopping some spinach—there they turn the ice-cream freezer. ’Tis
a pleasure to look into the kitchen before dinner, to open a saucepan, sniff, take a glance at the making of the
cakes, and beating of the cream. Then to lie down on the sofa; the wife reads aloud something new; we stop,
quarrel a bit—but there are guests coming, say, you and your wife.”
“Bah, you are getting me married, too?”
“By all means! Two, three friends more—the same old faces. We take up the unfinished conversation of
yesterday. Then come jokes, or there falls upon us an eloquent silence, a meditation—not on account of the loss of
some place, not on account of some affair of the Senate, but from the fullness of satisfied desire—a meditation of
enjoyment. You will bear no philippics, with foam upon the lips, against an absent person; you will not notice a
glance cast at you that promises you the same the moment you have closed the door. You will not dip your bread
in his salt cellar whom you do not love, who is not good. In the eyes of the interlocutors you will perceive
sympathy, in their jests, a sincere, harmless laughter. Everything from the soul! What is in the eyes, is in the
words and hearts. After dinner—a mocha, a Havana cigar on the terrace—”
“You are painting me there the same that has been with our fathers and grandfathers.”
“No, not the same,” retorted Oblómov, almost offended. “How can you say so? Do you suppose my wife
would be preserving jams and mushrooms? Would she be counting skeins, and looking after the homespun?
Would she be boxing the servant girls’ ears? Don’t you hear? There would be music, books, piano, fine furniture!”
“Well, and you yourself?”
“I myself would not be reading last year’s newspapers, would not travel in a kolymaga, would not eat noodles
and goose meat, and would have my cook taking lessons in the English club or at the ambassador’s.”
“And then?”
“Then, when the heat would subside, I should send a carriage with the samovar, with a dessert, to the birch
forest, or else, to the field, on the newly mown grass, I should have carpets spread between the hayricks, and there
we should be staying in bliss until cold hash and beefsteak. The peasants are returning from the field, with their
scythes over their shoulders; there creeps by a waggon with hay that conceals the vehicle and the horse; above, a
peasant’s cap, adorned with flowers, and a child’s head stick out of the hay; there, a crowd of barefooted old
women, with sickles, talk aloud. Suddenly they notice their masters, and they grow silent, and bow low.
’Tis damp in the field, and dark; a mist, like an inverted sea, hovers over the rye; the horses jerk their shoulders
and stamp their hoofs: ’tis time to go home.
In the house the fires are lit; in the kitchen there is a mighty rattle of knives; there is a pan of mnshrooms,
cutlets, berries—there is music—Casta diva—Casta diva!” sang out Oblómov. “I cannot mention with
indifference Casta diva,” he said, after singing the beginning of the cavatina; “how that woman weeps her heart
away! What melancholy there is in those sounds. And no one around her knows anything. She is alone. The secret
weighs heavily upon her; she confides it to the moon.”
“Do you like that aria? I am very glad: Olga Ilinski sings it beautifully. I’ll introduce you to her—what a voice,
what singing! And what a charming child she herself is! However, maybe I am a prejudiced judge: I have a small
weakness for her. But, don’t let me distract you,” Stolz added: “Go ahead with your description!”
“Well,” continued Oblómov, “what more?—yes, that’s all. The guests scatter to the side buildings, to the
pavilions; the next day they go in different directions: one to fish, another to hunt; a third—well, just sits down—”
77

“How, with nothing in his hands?” asked Stolz.
“What do you want? Well, with a handkerchief, if you please. Why, would you not like to pass such an
existence?” asked Oblómov, “or, isn’t that an existence?”
“All my life that way?” asked Stolz.
“To your gray hair, to the grave. This is life!”
“No, it is not.”
“How not? What is lacking here? Just consider that you would not see a single poor, suffering face, no care,
not a single question about the Senate, exchange, shares, reports, audience at the minister’s, ranks, increase of
salary. Nothing but soul-felt conversations. You would never have to move from one house to another—that in
itself is worth something! And you say that is not life?”
“That is not life!” Stolz repeated stubbornly.
“What is it then according to you?”
“That is”—Stolz fell to musing and was trying to find a proper expression for such a life—“I should call it,
Oblómovism!” he finally said.
“Ob-ló-mo-vism!” Oblomov uttered slowly, wondering at the strange word, and pronouncing it by syllables:
“Ob-ló-mo-vism!”—he looked strangely and fixedly at Stolz. “What, then, in your opinion, is the ideal of life?
What is not Oblómovism?” he asked timidly, without passion. “Do not all strive for the same thing that I am
dreaming of? Say yourself,” he added more boldly, “is not the aim of all our running, passions, wars, commerce,
politics the obtaining of peace, is it not a striving for that ideal of a lost paradise?”
“Your very Utopia is of the Oblómov kind,” retorted Stolz.
“Everybody is in search of rest and quiet,” Oblómov defended himself.
“Not all, and you yourself did not look for that in life ten years ago.”
“What did I look for?” Oblómov asked, perplexed, as he mentally transferred himself into the past.
“Try to recall it. Where are your books and translations?”
“Zakhar has put them somewhere,” answered Oblómov, “they are somewhere in the corner here.”
“In the corner!” Stolz said reproachfully. “In this same corner lie your intentions to serve, while strength lasts,
because Russia needs hands and heads to exploit its inexhaustible resources—I am quoting your words: ‘to work,
in order to rest more sweetly; and to rest means to live with the other, aristocratic, artistic side of life, the life of
artists, poets.’ Has Zakhar stored away all these intentions also in the corner? Do you remember, you had
intended, after having studied from books, to travel in foreign countries, in order to know and love yours better?
‘All life is thought and work,’ you used to repeat then: ‘an unnoticed, dark, but incessant work, and to die with the
consciousness of having done your work’—well, in what corner does all that lie now?”
“Yes, yes,” said Oblómov, restlessly following every word of Stolz’s, “I do remember, I really did—it seems—
“That’s so!” he suddenly exclaimed, as the past returned to him.
“Why, Andrey, we had made up our minds to crisscross Europe, to walk through all of Switzerland, to burn our
feet on Mount Vesuvius, to go down to Herculaneum. We almost went insane! How many foolish things!—”
“Foolish things!” Stolz repeated reproachfully. “Did you not say in tears, as you looked at the engravings of
Raphael’s Madonnas, at Correggio’s Night, at the Apollo Belvedere: ‘Lord! Shall I really never be able to gaze at
the originals and be dumb with terror at the thought that I am standing before the productions of Michael Angelo,
Titian, and that I tread the soil of Rome? Shall I pass my life seeing these myrtles, cypresses, and orange trees in
hot-houses, and not in their native home? Not to breathe the air of Italy, not to drink in the azure of its sky!’ And
what superb fireworks you used to send out of your head. Foolish things!”
“Yes, yes! I remember,” said Oblómov, as he lost himself in the past. “You once took me by my hand and said
to me: ‘Let us promise not to die before having seen all that!—”
“I remember,” continued Stolz, “how you once brought me a translation from Say, with a dedication to me
upon my birthday: I still have the whole trauslation. How you shut yourself up with the teacher of mathematics,
and wanted by all means to find out what good there was in knowing circles and squares, and then you gave it up
before you were half way through, without having found it out! You began to study English—and you did not
learn it! And when I made a plan of a journey abroad, and asked you to come to see me at the German
universities, you jumped up, embraced me, and solemnly gave me your hand: ‘I am with you, Andrey, everywhere
with you,’ those are all your words. You have always been something of an actor.
“Well, Ilya? I have been twice abroad; after having been crammed full of our native wisdom, I sat modestly on
the student benches at Bonn, Jena, Erlangen, then I studied Europe like my estate. But one might say, a journey is
a luxury and not all are able or obliged to make use of that means; what about Russia? I have seen Russia up and
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down. I work—”
“Sometime you’ll stop working,” Oblómov remarked.
“I shall never stop. Why should I?”
“When you have doubled your capital,” said Oblómov.
“Not when I increase it fourfold.”
“What is all this unrest for,” he said after a silence, “if it is not your aim to provide for the future and to retire
later for a rest?”
“Country Oblómovism!” said Stolz. “Or by service to gain importance and position in society, and then in
honourable indolence to enjoy a well-deserved rest—”
“Petersburg Oblómovism!” exclaimed Stolz.
“When is one to live, pray?” Oblómov replied with annoyance to Stolz’s remarks. “Why should one worry a
whole life away?”
“For work’s sake, and for nothing else. Work is the image, contents, element, and aim of life, at least, of my
life. You have driven work out of life: what is it like now? I’ll try to raise you, maybe, for the last time. If you will
be staying here after that, with your Tarantevs and Aleksyeevs, you will go to perdition, and be a burden to
yourself. Now or never!” he concluded.
Oblómov listened, fixing his excited eyes upon him. His friend had, so to say, placed a mirror before him, and
he became frightened as he recognised himself.
“Do not scold me, Andrey, but really help me!” he began with a sigh. “I am tormented myself by it, and if you
had seen or heard me only today, how I am digging my own grave and lamenting over myself, you would never
have had the courage to blame me so much. I know and understand all, but I have no strength and no will. Give
me your will-poawer and mind, and lead me where you wish. I shall probably go with you, but alone I will never
move from the spot. You are saying the truth: ‘Now or never!’ Another year, and it will be too late!”
“Is it you, Ilya?” said Andrey. “I remember you as a slender, lively boy, as you walked every day from
Prechistenka to Kudrino; there, in the garden—you have not forgotten the two sisters? You have not forgotten
Rousseau, Schiller, Goethe, Byron, which yon used to carry to them, and you took away from them the novels of
Cottin,\fn{Marie Cottin (1770-1807) French novelist} Janlis—you put on such importance before them, you
wanted to purify their taste?—” Oblómov jumped up from his bed.
“What, you remember that too, Andrey? That is so! I dreamt with them, whispered hopes of the future to them,
developed plans, ideas, and—feelings too, secretly from you, lest you should ridicule me. All that is dead, it was
never repeated! Where has it all gone to, and why has it been extinguished? Incomprehensible! There have been
no storms, no violent perturbations with me; I have not lost anything; no yoke burdens my conscience; it is as
pure as glass; no stroke has killed ambition in me. God knows why all that has gone!” He sighed.
“Do you know, Andrey? There has never burnt in my life, neither a redeeming, nor a destructive fire! It has
never resembled a morning upon which gradually fall colours and fire until it is changed into day, as with others;
and then it flames up, and boils, moves in the brilliant midday, and then softly, very softly, becomes paler and
paler, and naturally and gently dies out towards evening.
“No, my life began with the extinction! Strange to say, it is so! From the first moment that I have been
conscious of myself, I have felt that I am already being extinguished. I began to go out when I was writing
documents in the chancery; I was going out when, later, I read in books truths that I did not know what to do with
in life; I was going out among my friends, as I listened to the disputes, gossips, malicious teasings, ill-minded and
cold prattle, emptiness, and as I looked at the friendship that was supported by aimless and unsympathetic
meetings; I was going out in the languid and indolent saunterings along the Nevski Prospect, among racoon fur
coats and beaver collars—at evening entertainments, receptions, where I was gladly received as a possible
prospective bridegroom; I was going out and trifling away life and reason when I migrated from the city to the
country, and from the country back to the Gorokhovaya Street, measuring spring by the arrival of oysters and
lobsters, autumn and winter by reception days, summer by excursions, and life in general by an indolent and
restful dreaming, like the rest.
“Even my ambition, what did I waste it upon? To order a garment. from a well-known tailor, in order to find
my way into a certain house, in order that Prince P—— should press my hand. And ambition is the salt of life!
What has become of it? Either I did not understand this life, or it is good for nothing, and I knew and saw nothing
better, and no one showed it to me. You used to appear and disappear like a comet, brilliantly, swiftly, and I forgot
all about it, and went out—”
Stolz no longer answered with a careless banter Oblómov’s speech. He listened and kept a grim silence.
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“You told me lately that my face was not quite fresh, that it was crushed,” continued Oblómov. “Yes, I am a
threadbare, old, worn-out coat, but not from the effect of the climate, and labour, but because for twelve years
light was imprisoned within me; it sought an exit, and only burnt the prison, and did not get its liberty, and went
out. Thus, my dear Andrey, have passed twelve years of mine, and I lost the desire to awaken.”
“Why did you not tear yourself away and run somewhere, instead of perishing in silence?” Stolz asked
impatiently.
“Whither?”
“Whither? If you could do nothing better, with your peasants to the Volga: there is more motion there, there are
there some kind of interests, aims, work. I should have gone to Siberia, to Sitka—”
“You prescribe such dreadfully strong measures!” Oblómov remarked languidly.
“I am not alone in that. There is Mikhaylov, Petrov, Semenov, Aleksyeev, Stepanov— You can’t count them
all: our name is legion!”
Stolz was still under the influence of that confession and he was silent. Then he sighed.
“Yes, much water has flowed since then!” he said. “I will not leave you as you are; I’ll take you away from
here, first abroad, and then into the country: you will grow a little thinner, you will stop pining away, and we shall
find some work for you—”
“Yes, let us get away from here!” the words escaped from Oblómov.
“Tomorrow we will apply for a passport abroad, then we will pack up—I will not leave you, do you hear,
Ilya?”
“It is always tomorrow with you!” retorted Obl6mov, as though coming down from the clouds.
“You would prefer, ‘Don’t put off for tomorrow what you can do today?’ What a hurry! It is too late now,”
Stolz added. “In two weeks we shall be far away—”
“You talk of two weeks, my friend! How so? Let us consider it properly and get ready— I’ll have to get some
carriage—say rather in three months.”
“Talk of a carriage! We shall travel to the border in a stage coach, or in a steamer as far as Lubeck, that will be
much more convenient. There we shall find railroads in many places.”
“And what about the house, and Zakhar, and Oblómovka? Some kind of arrangements will have to be made,”
Oblómov defended himself.
“Oblómovism, Oblómovism!” said Stolz, laughing; then he took a candle, wished Oblómov good-night, and
went to bed.
“Now or never!—Remember!” he added, as he turned back to Oblómov and closed the door behind him.
*
“Now or never!” were the first threatening words he thought of as he awoke in the morning. He rose from his
bed, walked three times up and down the room, and looked into the sitting-room where Stolz was sitting and
writing.
“Zakhar!” he called out, but he did not hear him jumping down from the oven bed. Zakhar did not make his
appearance—Stolz had sent him to the post-office. Oblómov walked up to his dusty table, sat down, picked up a
pen, dipped it in the inkstand, but there was no ink in it, looked for some paper, but there was none. He fell to
musing, and mechanically began to draw with his finger in the dust, then he looked down to see what he had
written: it turned out to be
“Oblómovism”
He hurriedly wiped away the writing with his sleeve. That word he had been dreaming of in the night: it was
written in flaming letters upon the wall, as at Belshazzar’s feast. Zakhar arrived and when he found Oblómov not
in his bed, he dimly looked at his master, wondering why he should be on his legs. In that dull glance of
astonishment was written:
“Oblómovism!”
“One single word,” thought Ilya Ilyich, “but how poisonous!”
Zakhar took, as usual, the comb, brush, and towel, and stepped towards his master to fix his hair.
“Go to the devil!” Oblómov exclaimed angrily and knocked the brush out of Zakhar’s hands, and Zakhar
himself dropped the comb on the floor.
“Would you not like to lie down again?” asked Zakhar. “If so, I shall fix the bed for you.”
“Bring me ink and paper,” answered Oblómov.
He fell to musing over the words, “Now or never!” As he listened inwardly to this despairing appeal of reason
and will-power, he consciously weighed the little will-power that was left to him, whither he would carry it, into
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what he would put that paltry remnant. After having pondered over it painfully, he seized the pen, dragged a book
out of the corner, and in one hour wanted to read, write, and think all that he had neglected to read, write, and
think in ten years.
What was he to do now? To go ahead, or to remain? This Oblómov question was of more import to him than
Hamlet’s. To go ahead—that would mean at once doffing his comfortable dressing-gown, not only from the
shoulders, but from the soul and mind; together with the cobweb on the walls to sweep away the cobweb from the
eyes, and regain eyesight! What first step should be made for this? Where begin?
“I do not know—I cannot—no, I am begging the question, I do know, and— And here is Stolz by my side; he
will tell me. What will he tell me? ‘In a week,’ he will say, ‘you must sketch a detailed instruction for your
plenipotentiary and send him into the village. Get your Oblomóvka mortgaged, buy some more land, send a plan
of new buildings, give up your house, procure a passport, and go abroad for six months, to get rid of your surplus
fat, to throw off the weight, to refresh the soul with the atmosphere of which you have dreamed long ago with
your friend, to live without a dressing gown, without Zakhar and Tarantev, to put on your own socks and take off
your own boots, sleep only at night, travel where all travel, on railroads, steamboats, and then— Then to settle in
Oblómovka, to find out what sowing and threshing is, why peasants are poor or well-to-do, walk over the fields,
go to elections, to the factory, to the mill, the docks. At the same time you are to read newspapers, books, and
become excited why the English have sent a warship to the East—’
“That’s what he will say! That’s what is meant by going ahead, and thus it is to be all my life! Farewell,
poetical ideal of life! That is some kind of a blacksmith shop, not life! There is in it an eternal fire, hammering,
heat, din—
“But when is one to live? Would it not be better to stay? To stay means to put on a shirt over all, to hear the
patter of Zakhar’s feet as he jumps down from his couch, to dine with Tarantev, to think less about anything, never
to finish the Voyage to Africa, to grow peacefully old in these chambers, at the house of Tarantev’s ladyfriend.”
“Now or never!”
“To be or not to be!”
Oblómov was about to rise from his chair, but his foot did not at once find its way into the slipper, and he sat
down again. …
84.196 Taman\fn{by Mikhail Yuryevich Lermontov (1814-1841)} Moscow, Russia (M) 6
Taman is the rottenest of all the coastal villages of Russia. It was there that I narrowly escaped death, first by
starvation and then by drowning.
I arrived there late at night by post carriage. The driver stopped the tired troika at the gate of Taman’s only
stone-built house, which stood at the entrance to the town. The sentry, a Cossack from the Black Sea, awakened
by the jingle of our harness bells, called out in his barbarous voice, “Who goes there?” A Cossack sergeant and
corporal came out. I explained that I was an officer under orders to report for active duty and demanded official
quarters. The corporal conducted me all around the town, but every hut we drove up to we found to be already
occupied. The weather was cold; I had not slept for three nights; I was very tired and began to lose my temper.
“Take me somewhere or other, you wretch!” I cried. “Even to the devil himself, so long as he has a room to put
me up!”
“There is one other lodging,” answered the corporal, scratching his head. “Only you won’t like it, sir. It is
uncanny!”
Failing to grasp the exact point to his last word, I ordered him to go on, and, after a long trip over small muddy
roads, at the sides of which I could see nothing but old fences, we drove up to a small cabin, right on the shore of
the sea.
The full moon was shining on the little reed-thatched roof and the white walls of my new dwelling. In the yard,
which was surrounded by a wall of cobble stone, there stood another hovel, smaller and older than the first and all
askew. The shore descended precipitously to the sea, almost from its very walls, and down below, with incessant
murmur, plashed the dark blue waves. The moon gazed softly upon the waters, restless but obedient to it, and I
was able by its light to distinguish two ships lying at some distance from the shore, their motionless black rigging
standing out, like cobwebs, against the pale line of the horizon.
“There are vessels in the harbor,” I said to myself. “Tomorrow I will set out for Gelendzhik.”
I had with me, in the capacity of orderly, a Cossack of the frontier army. I ordered him to take down the
suitcase and dismiss the driver, and I began to call the master of the house. No answer! I knocked. All was silent
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within! What could it mean? At length a boy of about fourteen crept out from the hovel.
“Where is the master?”
“There isn’t one.”
“What? No master?”
“None!”
“And the mistress?”
“She has gone to the village.”
“Who will open the door for me then?” I said, giving it a kick. The door opened and a breath of moisture-laden
air was wafted from the hut. I struck a match and held it to the boy’s face. It lit up two white eyes. He was totally
blind, obviously so from birth. He stood stockstill before me, and I began to examine his features.
I confess that I have a violent prejudice against all blind, one-eyed, deaf, dumb, legless, armless, hunchbacked,
and other such people. I have observed that there is always a certain strange connection between a man’s exterior
and his soul, as if when the body loses a limb, the soul also loses some power of feeling.
And so I began to examine the blind boy’s face. But what can be read on a face from which the eyes are
missing? For a long time I gazed at him with involuntary compassion, when suddenly a scarcely perceptible smile
flitted across his thin lips, producing, I know not why, a most unpleasant impression upon me. I began to feel that
the blind boy was not so blind as he appeared to be. In vin I tried to convince myself that it was impossible to
counterfeit blindness—and besides, what reason could there be for doing such a thing? But I could not dispel my
suspicions. I am easily swayed by prejudice.
“You are the master’s son?” I asked.
“No.”
“Who are you then?”
“Has the mistress any children?”
“No. Her daughter ran away across the sea with a Tartar.”
“What sort of a Tartar?”
“The devil only knows! A Crimean Tartar, a boatman from Kerch.”
I entered the hut. Its whole furniture consisted of two benches and a table, together with an enormous chest
near the stove. There was not a single ikon to be seen on the wall—a bad sign! The sea breeze blew through the
broken windowpane. I drew a wax candle end from my suitcase, lit it, and began to unpack my things. My saber
and rifle I placed in a corner; my pistols I laid on the table. I spread my felt cloak out on one bench, and my
Cossack orderly his on the other. In ten minutes he was snoring, but I could not fall asleep—the image of the boy
with the white eyes kept hovering before me in the dark.
About an hour passed thus. The moon shone through he window and its rays played on the earthen floor of the
hut. Suddenly a shadow flitted across the moonlit strip on the floor. I raise myself up a little and looked out the
window. Again somebody ran by and disappeared—heaven knows where! It seemed impossible for any one to
descend the steep cliff over hanging the shore, but that was the only thing that could have happened. I got up,
threw on my tunic, put on a dagger, and with the utmost quiet went out of the hut. The blind boy was coming
towards me. I hid close to the fence, and he passed near me with a sure but cautious step. He was carrying a
bundle under his arm. He turned towards the harbor and began to descend a steep and narrow path.
“On that day the dumb will cry out and the blind will see,” I said to myself, following him just close enough to
keep him in sight.
Meanwhile the moon was becoming hidden by clouds and a mist had risen upon the sea. The lantern at the
stern of the closer ship was scarcely visible through the mist. Along the shore there glimmered the foam of the
waves, which constantly threatened to submerge it. Descending with difficulty, I stole along the steep cliff. All at
once I saw the blind boy stop and then turn sharply to the right. He walked so close to the water’s edge that it
seemed as if the weaves might at any moment seize him and carry him off. But, judging by the confidence with
which he stepped from rock to rock and avoided the water channels, this was evidently not the first time he had
made that journey. Finally he stopped, as though listening for something, sat down on the ground and laid the
bundle beside him. Concealing myself behind a projecting rock on the shore, I kept watch on his movements.
After a few minutes a white figure appeared from the opposite direction. It came up to the blind boy and sat down
beside him. At times the wind wafted their conversation to me.
“Well?” said a woman’s voice. “The storm is violent. Yanko will not be here.”
“Yanko is not afraid of the storm!” the other replied.
“The mist is thickening,” rejoined the woman’s voice, sadness in its tone.
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“In the mist it is all the easier to slip past the patrol boats,” was the answer.
“And if he is drowned?”
“Well, what then? On Sunday you won’t have a new ribbon to wear at church.”
An interval of silence followed. One thing, however, struck me: in talking to me the blind boy spoke in the
Ukrainian dialect, but now he was expressing himself in pure Russian.
“You see, I am right!” the blind boy went on, clapping his hands. “Yanko is not afraid of the sea, the winds, the
mist, nor the coast guards! Just listen! That is not the water splashing, you can’t deceive me—It is his long oars.”
The woman sprang up and began anxiously to peer into the distance.
“You are wrong,” she said. “I cannot see anything.”
I confess that, much as I tried to make out in the distance something resembling a boat, my efforts were
unsuccessful. About ten minutes passed thus, when a black speck suddenly appeared among the mountainous
waves! At one moment it grew larger, at another moment smaller. Slowly rising on the crests of the waves and
swiftly descending from them, the boat drew near the shore. “He must be a brave sailor,” I thought, “to cross
fourteen miles of strait on a night like this, and he must have had strong reasons for doing so.”
Reflecting thus, I gazed with an uncontrollable throbbing of my heart at the little boat. It dived like a duck, and
then, with swinging oars—like wings—it sprang forth from the abyss in the raging foam. “Ah!” I thought, “it will
be dashed against the shore and broken to pieces!” But it turned adroitly and leaped unharmed into a little inlet.
Out of it stepped a man of medium height, wearing a Tartar sheepskin cap. He waved his hand, and al three set to
work to drag something out of the boat. The cargo was so large that, to this day, I cannot understand how it was
that the boat did not sink.
Each of them shouldered a bundle, and they set off along the shore. I soon lost sight of them. I had to return to
my quarters, but I confess I was so uneasy by all these strange happenings that I found it hard to await the
morning.
My Cossack was very much astonished when, on waking up, he saw me fully dressed. I did not, however, tell
him the reason. For some time I stood at the window admiring the blue sky studded with wisps of cloud and the
distant shore of the Crimea, stretched out in a lilac-colored streak and ending in a cliff on the summit of which the
white lighthouse gleamed. Then I betook myself to Fort Fanagoriya to ascertain from the commandant at what
hour I was to leave for Gelendzhik.
But the Commandant, alas, could not give me any definite information. The ships in the harbor were either
patrol boats or merchant ships which had not yet even begun to take in cargo.
“Maybe in three or four days’ time a mail-boat will come in,” said the Commandant, “and then we shall see.”
I returned home depressed and annoyed. My Cossack met me at the door with a frightened look. “Things look
bad, sir!” he said.
“Yes, my friend. Heaven knows when we shall get away!”
At this he became still more uneasy and bending towards me, said in a whisper: “It is uncanny here! I met a
sergeant from the Black Sea today—he’s an acquaintance of mine—he was in our detachment last year. When I
told him where we were staying, he said, ‘That place is uncanny; they’re wicked people there!’ And, indeed, what
sort of a blind boy is that? He goes everywhere alone—to fetch water, to buy bread, to the market. They have
become accustomed to that sort of thing here.”
“Well, tell me though, has the mistress of the place shown up yet?”
“During your absence today, an old woman and her daughter arrived.”
“What daughter? She has no daughter.”
“Heaven knows who she is if she isn’t her daughter. The old woman is sitting over there in the hut right now.”
I entered the hovel. A good fire was burning in the stove, and they were cooking a dinner which struck me as
being rather luxurious for poor people. To all my questions the old woman replied that she was deaf and could not
hear me. There was nothing to be got out of her. I turned to the blind boy who was sitting in front of the stove,
putting twigs into the fire.
“Now, then, you blind little devil,” I said, taking him by the ear. “Tell me, where were you going with that
bundle last night, eh?”
The blind boy suddenly burst into weeping, shrieking and wailing.
“Where did I go? I did not go anywhere. With a bundle? What bundle?”
This time the old woman heard and she began to mutter: “Listen to them plot! And against a poor crippled boy
too! What are you after him for? What has he done to you?”
I had enough of this and went out, firmly resolved to find the key to the riddle.
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I wrapped myself in my felt cloak and, sitting down on a rock by the fence, gazed into the distance. Before me
stretched the sea, still agitated by the storm of the previous night, and its monotonous roar, like the murmur of a
town over which slumber is beginning to creep, recalled bygone years to my mind and transported my thoughts
northward to our cold capital. Disturbed by my recollections, I became oblivious of my surroundings.
About an hour passed thus, perhaps even more. Suddenly something resembling a song struck my ear. It was a
song, and the voice was a woman’s, young and fresh—but, where was it coming from? I listened; it was a
harmonious melody—now slow and plaintive, now fast and lively. I looked around me—there was nobody to be
seen. I listened again—the sounds seemed to be falling from the sky. I raised my eyes. On the roof of my cabin
stood a young girl in a striped dress and with her hair hanging loose—a regular water nymph. Shading her eyes
from the sun’s rays with the palm of her hand, she was gazing intently into the distance. Some of the time she
would laugh and talk to herself; some of the time she would strike up her song.
I have retained that song in my memory word for word:
At their own free will
They seem to wander
O’er the green sea yonder,
Those ships, as still
They are onward going,
With white sails flowing,
And among those ships
My eye can mark
My own dear bark:
By two oars guided
(All unprovided
With sails) it slips.
The storm-wind raves;
And the old ships—see!
With wings spread free,
Over the waves
They scatter and flee!
The sea I will hail
With obeisance deep:
“Thou base one, hark!
Thou must not fail
My little bark
From harm to keep!”
For lo! ’tis bearing
Most precious gear,
And brave and daring
The arms that steer
Within the dark
My little bark.

Involuntarily the thought occurred to me that I had heard the same voice the night before. I reflected for a
moment, and when I looked up at the roof again there was no one to be seen. Suddenly she darted past me,
another song on her lips, and, snapping her fingers, she ran to the old woman. A quarrel arouse between them. The
old woman grew angry, and the girl laughed loudly. And then I saw my Undine running and skipping again. She
came up to where I was, stopped, and gazed fixedly into my face as if surprised at my presence. Then she turned
away and went quietly towards the harbor.
But this was not all. The whole day she kept hovering around my lodging, singing and skipping without a
moment’s interruption. Strange creature! There was not the slightest sign of insanity in her face. On the contrary,
her eyes, which were continually resting upon me, were bright and piercing; they seemed to be endowed with
magnetic power, and each time they looked at me they appeared to be expecting a question. But I had only to open
my lips to speak, and away she would run, with a sly smile.
Never before had I seen a woman like her. She was by no means beautiful, but, as in other matters, I have my
own views on the subject of beauty. There was a good deal of breeding in her. Breeding in women, as in horses, is
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a great thing: a discovery, the credit of which belongs to young France. It—that is to say, breeding, not young
France—is chiefly to be detected in the walk, in the hands and feet; the nose, in particular, is of the greatest
significance. In Russia a straight nose is rarer than a small foot.
My songstress appeared to be not more than eighteen years of age. The unusual suppleness of her figure, the
way she had of inclining her head, her long light brown hair, the golden sheen of her slightly sunburnt neck and
shoulders, and especially her straight nose—all these held me fascinated. Although in her sidelong glances I could
read a certain wildness and disdain, although in her smile there was a certain vagueness, yet—such is the force of
predilections—that straight nose of hers drove me crazy. I fancied that I had found Goethe’s Mignon—that
strange creature of his German imagination. And, indeed, there was as good deal of similarity between them—the
same rapid shifts from utmost restlessness to complete immobility, the same enigmatic speeches, the same
gambols, the same strange songs.
Towards evening I stopped her at the door and began the following conversation with her.
“Tell me, my beauty, I asked, “what were you doing on the roof today?”
“I was looking to see from what direction the wind was blowing.”
“What did you want to know that for?”
“Whence the wind blows comes happiness.”
“So? Were you invoking happiness with your song?”
“Where there is singing there is also happiness.”
“But what if your song were to bring sorrow?”
“Well, what then? Where things won’t be better, they will be worse; and from bad to good again is not far.”
“And who taught you that song?”
“Nobody taught me. It comes into my head and I sing. Whoever is to hear it, he will hear it; and whoever ought
not to hear it, he will not understand it.”
“What is you name, my songstress?”
“He who baptized me knows.”
“And who baptized you?”
“How should I know?”
“What a seductive girl you are! But look here, I have learned something about you”—she neither changed
countenance nor moved her lips, as though my discovery was of no concern to her—“I have learned that you went
to the shore last night.” And, thereupon, I gravely retailed to her all that I had seen, thinking that I would
embarrass her. Not a bit! She burst out laughing heartily.
“You have seen much, but know little. What you do know, see that you keep it under lock and key.”
“But suppose I was to take it into my head to inform the Commandant?” and here I assumed a very serious, not
to say stern, demeanor.
She gave a sudden start, began to sing, and disappeared like a bird frightened out of a thicket. My last words
were altogether out of place; I had no suspicion then how significant they were, but afterwards I had occasion to
rue them.
As soon as evening fell, I ordered the Cossack to heat the teapot, campaign fashion. I lit a candle and sat down
by the table, smoking my pipe. I was just about to finish my second glass of tea when suddenly the door creaked
and I heard behind me the sound of footsteps and the light rustle of a dress. I started and turned round.
It was she—my Undine. Softly and without saying a word she sat down opposite me and fixed her eyes upon
me. Her glance seemed wondrously tender, I know not way; it reminded me of those glances which, in hears gone
by, so despotically played with my life. She seemed to be waiting for a question, but I kept silence, filled with an
inexplicable sense of embarrassment. Mental agitation was revealed by the dull pallor which overspread her face.
Her hand, which I notice was trembling slightly, moved aimlessly about the table. At one time her breast heaved;
at another she seemed to be holding her breath. This little comedy was beginning to pall upon me, and I was about
to break the silence in a most prosaic manner (that is, by offering her a glass of tea) when suddenly spring up, she
threw her arms around my neck and pressed her moist, fiery lips upon mine. Darkness swept over my eyes; my
head began to swim. I embraced her with all the strength of youthful passion, but, like a snake, she slipped from
my arms, whispering in my ear: “Tonight, when every one is asleep, go to the shore.”
Like an arrow she sprang from the room. In the hall she upset the teapot and a candle that was standing on the
floor.
“Little devil!” cried the Cossack, who had settled himself on the straw and had contemplated warming himself
with the rest of the tea. It was only then that I recovered my senses.
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In about two hours’ time, when all had grown silent in the harbor, I awakened my Cossack.
“If I fire a pistol,” I said, “rush to the shore.”
He stared open-eyed and answered mechanically: “Very well, sir.”
I stuffed a pistol in my belt and went out. She was waiting for me at the edge of the cliff. Her attire was more
than light, and a small kerchief girded her supple waist.
“Follow me!” she said, taking me by the hand, and we began to descend.
I cannot understand how it was that I did not break my neck. Down below we turned to the right and took the
path along which I had followed the blind boy the evening before. The moon had not yet risen, and only two little
stars, like two guardian lighthouses, were twinkling in the dark blue vault of heaven. The heavy waves, with
measured and even motion, rolled one after the other, scarcely lifting the solitary boat which was moored to the
shore.
“Let us get into the boat,” said my companion.
I hesitated. I am no lover of sentimental trips on the sea, but this was not the time to draw back. She leaped
into the boat, and I after her; I had not time to recover my wits before I observed that we were adrift.
“What is the meaning of this?” I said angrily.
“It means,” she answered, making me sit on the bench and throwing her arms around my waist, “it means that I
love you!”
Her cheek was pressed close to mine. I felt her burning breath upon my face. Suddenly something fell noisily
into the water. I clutched at my belt—my pistol was gone! Ah, now a terrible suspicion creapt into my soul, and
the blood rushed to my head! I looked round. We were about three hundred feet from the shore, and I could not
swim a stroke! I tried to thrust her away from me, but she clung like a cat to my clothes, and suddenly a violent
wrench all but threw me into the sea. The boat rocked, but I recovered my balance and a desperate struggle began.
Fury lent me strength, but I soon found that I was not match for my opponent in agility. “What do you want?” I
cried, firmly squeezing her little hands.
Her fingers crunched, but her serpent-like nature bore up against the torture and she did not utter a cry.
“You saw us,” she answered. “You will tell on us.” And, with a supernatural effort, she flung me to the side of
the bot; we both hung half overboard; her hair touched the water. The decisive moment had come. I planted my
knee against the bottom of the boat, caught her by the tresses with one hand and by the throat with the other; she
let go my clothes, and in an instant I had thrown her into the waves.
It was now rather dark; once or twice her head appeared for an instant amid the sea foam, and then I saw no
more of her.
I found half of an old oar at the bottom of the boat, and somehow or other, after lengthy efforts, I returned to
the harbor. Making my way along the shore towards my hut, I involuntarily gazed in the direction of the spot
where, on the previous night, the blind boy had awaited the nocturnal mariner. The moon was already rolling
through the sky, and it seemed to me that somebody in white was sitting on the shore. Spurred by curiosity I crept
up and crouched in the grass on the top of the cliff. By putting my head out a little, I was able to get a good view
of everything that was happening down below: I was not very much astonished, but almost rejoiced, when I
recognized my water nymph. She was wringing the seafoam from her long hair. Her wet garment outlined her
supple figure and her high bosom.
Soon a boat appeared in the distance; it drew near rapidly; and, as on the night before, a man in a Tartar cap
stepped out of it, but he now had his hair cropped round in the Cossack fashion, and a large knife was sticking out
behind his leather belt.
“Yankno,” the girl said, “all is lost!”
Then their conversation continued, but so softly that I could not catch a word of it.
“But where is the blind boy?” said Yanko at last, raising his voice.
“I told him to come,” was the reply.
After a few minutes the blind boy appeared, dragging on his back a sack, which they placed in the boat.
“Listen!” said Yanko to the blind boy. “Guard that place! You know where I mean? There are valuable goods
there. Tell”—I could not catch the name—“that I can no longer work for him. Things have gone badly. He will see
me no more. It is dangerous now. I will look for work elsewhere. He will never be able to find another daredevil
like me. Tell him also that if he had paid me a little better for my labors, I would not have left him. For me there is
always a path wherever the wind blows and the sea roars.”
After a short silence Yanko continued: “She is coming with me. It is impossible for her to remain here. Tell the
old woman that it is time for her to die; she has been here a long time, and the line must be drawn somewhere. As
86

for us, she will never see us any more.”
“And I?” said the blind boy in a plaintive voice.
“What use have I for you?” was the answer.
In the meantime my Undine had sprung into the boat. She beckoned to her companion with her hand. He
placed something in the blind boy’s hand and added: “There, buy yourself some gingerbread.”
“Is this all?” said the blind boy.
“Well, here is some more.” The money fell and jingled as it struck the rock. The blind boy did not pick it up.
Yanko took his seat in the boat; the wind was blowing from the shore; they hoisted the little sail and sped
away. For a long time the white sail gleamed in the moonlight amind the dark waves. Still the blind boy remained
seated on the shore, and then I heard something which sounded like sobbing. The blind boy was, in fact, weeping,
and for a long, long time his tears flowed. … I grew heavy-hearted. For what reason had fate thrown me into the
peaceful circle of honorable smugglers” Like a stone cast into smooth water, I had disturbed their quietude—and I
barely escaped going to the bottom like a stone!
I returned to my quarters. In the hall the burnt-out candle was spluttering on a wooden platter, and my Cossack,
contrary to orders, was fast asleep, his rifle held in both hands. I left him at rest, took the candle, and entered the
hut. Alas! My money box, my saber with the silver chasing, my Dagestan dagger—the gift of a friend—all had
vanished! It was then that I guessed what articles the cursed blind boy had been dragging along. Roughly shaking
the Cossack, I woke him up and scolded him in a bad-tempered rage. But what was there to do? Would it not have
been ridiculous to complain to the authorities that I had been robbed by a blind boy and all but drowned by an
eighteen-year-old girl?
Thank heaven, an opportunity to get away presented itself in the morning, and I left Taman.
What became of the old woman and the poor blind boy I know not. Besides, what are the joys and sorrows of
mankind to me—me, a traveling officer, and one, moreover, on government business with an order for post
horses?
84.202 The District Doctor\fn{by Ivan Sergeyevich Turgenev (1818-1883)} Orel, Orel Oblast, Russia (M) 4
One day in autumn on my way back from a remote part of the country I caught cold and fell ill. Fortunately the
fever attacked me in the district town at the inn; I sent for the doctor. In half-an-hour the district doctor appeared,
a thin, dark-haired man of middle height. He prescribed me the usual sudorific, ordered a mustard plaster to be put
on, very deftly slid a five-ruble note up his sleeve, coughing dryly and looking away as he did so, and then was
getting up to go home, but somehow fell into talk and remained. I was exhausted with feverishness; I foresaw a
sleepless night, and was glad of a little chat with a pleasant companion.
Tea was served. My doctor began to converse freely. He was a sensible fellow, and expressed himself with
vigor and some humor. Queer things happen in the world: you may live a long while with some people, and be on
friendly terms with them, and never once speak openly with them from your soul; with others you scarcely have
time to get acquainted, and all at once you are pouring out to him or he to you—all your secrets, as though you
were at confession. I don’t know how I gained the confidence of my new friend—anyway, with nothing to lead up
to it, he told me a rather curious incident; and here I will report his tale for the information of the indulgent reader.
I will try to tell it in the doctor’s own words.
“You don’t happen to know,” he began in a weak and quavering voice (the common result of the use of
unmixed Berezov snuff); “you don’t happen to know the judge here, Mylov, Pavel Lukich? … You don’t know
him? … Well, it’s all the same.” (He cleared his throat and rubbed his eyes.)
“Well, you see, the thing happened, to tell you exactly without mistake, in Lent, at the very time of the thaws. I
was sitting at his house—our judge’s, you know—playing preference. Our judge is a good fellow, and found of
playing preference.
“Suddenly (the doctor made frequent use of this word, suddenly) “they tell me, ‘There’s a servant asking for
you.’ I say, ‘What does he want?’ They say, ‘He has brought a note—it must be from a patient.’ ‘Give me the
note,’ I say.
“So it is from a patient—well and good—you understand—it’s our bread and butter. … But this is how it was:
a lady, a widow, writes to me; she says,
My daughter is dying. Come, for God’s sake!
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she says,
and the horses have been sent for you!

“Well, that’s all right. But she was twenty miles from town, and it was midnight out of doors, and the roads in
such a state, my word! And as she was poor herself, one could not expect more than two silver rubles, and even
that problematic; and perhaps it might only be a matter of a roll of linen and sack of oatmeal in payment.
However, duty, you know, before everything: a fellow-creature may be dying. I hand over my cards at once to
Kalliopin, the member of the provincial commission, and return home.
“I look; a wretched little trap was standing at the steps, with peasant’s horses, fat—too fat—and their coat as
shaggy as felt; and the coachman sitting with his cap off out of respect. Well, I think to myself, ‘It’s clear, my
friend, these patients aren’t rolling in riches.’ … You smile; but I tell you, a poor man like me has to take
everything into consideration. … If the coachman sits like a prince, and doesn’t touch his cap, and even sneers at
you behind his beard, and flicks his whip—then you may bet on six rubles. But this case, I saw, had a very
different air.
“However, I think there’s no help for it; duty before everything. I snatch up the most necessary drugs, and set
off. Will you believe it? I only just managed to get there at all. The road was infernal: streams, snow,
watercourses, and the dyke had suddenly burst there—that was the worst of it! However, I arrived at last. It was a
little thatched house. There was a light in the windows; that meant they expected me.
“I was met by an old lady, very venerable in a cap. ‘Save her!’ she says; ‘she is dying.’ I say, ‘Pray don’t
distress yourself—Where is the invalid?’ ‘Come this way.’ I saw a clean little room, a lamp in the corner; on the
bed a girl of twenty, unconscious. She was in a burning heat, and breathing heavily—it was fever.
“There were two other girls, her sisters, scared and in tears. ‘Yesterday,’ they tell me, ‘she was perfectly well
and had a good appetite; this morning she complained of her head, and this evening, suddenly, you see, like this.’
“I say again: ‘Pray don’t be uneasy.’ It’s a doctor’s duty, you know—and I went up to her and bled her, told
them to put on a mustard plaster, and prescribed a mixture. Meantime I looked at her, you know—there, by God! I
had never seen such a face!—she was a beauty, in a word! I felt quite shaken by pity. Such lovely features; such
eyes!
“But, thank God! She became easier; she fell into a perspiration, seemed to come to her senses, looked around,
smiled, and passed her hand over her face. … Her sisters bent over her. They ask, ‘How are you?’ ‘All right,’ she
says, and turns away. I look at her; she had fallen asleep. ‘Well,’ I say, ‘now the patient should be left alone.’ So
we all went out on tiptoe; only a maid remained, in case she was wanted.
“In the parlor there was a samovar standing on the table, and a bottle of rum; in our profession one can’t get on
without it. They gave me tea; asked me to stop the night. … I consented: where could I go, indeed, at that time of
night? The old lady kept groaning. ‘What is it?’ I say; ‘she will live; don’t worry yourself; you had better take a
little rest yourself; it is about two o’clock.’ ‘But will you send to wake me if anything happens?’ ‘Yes, yes.’ The
old lady went away, and the girls too went to their own room; they made up a bed for me in the parlor.
“Well, I went to bed—but I could not get to sleep, for a wonder! For in reality I was very tired. I could not get my
patient out of my head. At last I could not put up with it any longer; I got up suddenly; I think to myself, ‘I will go
and see how the patient is getting on.’ Her bedroom was next to the parlor. Well, I got up, and gently opened the
door—how my heart beat! I looked in: the servant was asleep, her mouth wide open, and even snoring, the
wretch! But the patient lay with her face towards me, and her arms flung wide apart, poor girl!
“I went up to her … when suddenly she opened her eyes and stared at me! ‘Who is it? Who is it?’ I was in
confusion. ‘Don’t be alarmed, madam,’ I say; ‘I am the doctor; I have come to see how you feel.’ ‘You the
doctor?’ ‘Yes, the doctor; your mother sent for me from the town; we have bled you, madam; now pray go to
sleep, and in a day or two, please God! we will set you on your feet again.’ ‘Ah, yes, yes, doctor, don’t let me die
… please, please.’ ‘Why do you talk like that” God bless you!’ She is in a fever again, I think to myself; I felt her
pulse; yes, she was feverish.
“She looked at me, and then took me by the hand. ‘I will tell you why I don’t want to die; I will tell you. …
Now we are alone; and only, please don’t you … not to anyone … Listen …! I bent down; she moved her lips
quite to my ear; she touched my cheek with her hair—I confess my head went round—and began to whisper. … I
could make out nothing of it. … Ah, she was delirious! … She whispered and whispered, but so quickly, and as if
it were not in Russian; at last she finished, and shivering dropped her head on the pillow, and threatened me with
her finger: ‘Remember, doctor, to no one.’ I calmed her somehow, gave her something to drink, waked the
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servant, and went away.”
At this point the doctor again took snuff with exasperated energy, and for a moment seemed stupefied by its
effects.
“However,” he continued, “the next day, contrary to my expectations, the patient was no better. I thought and
thought, and suddenly decided to remain there, even though my other patients were expecting me. … And you
know one can’t afford to disregard that; one’s practice suffers if one does. But, in the first place, the patient was
really in danger; and secondly, to tell the truth, I felt strongly drawn to her. Besides, I liked the whole family.
Though they were really badly off, they were singularly, I may say, cultivated people. … Their father had been a
learned man, an author; he died, of course, in poverty, but he had managed before he died to give his children an
excellent education; he left a lot of books, too.
“Either because I looked after the invalid very carefully, or for some other reason; anyway, I can venture to say
all the household loved me as one of the family. … Meantime the roads were in a worse state than ever; all
communications, so to say, were cut off completely; even medicine cold with difficulty be got from the town. …
The sick girl was not getting better. … Day after day, and day after day … but … here. …”
(The doctor made a brief pause.)
“I declare I don’t know how to tell you.”
(He again took snuff, coughed, and swallowed a little tea.)
“I will tell you without beating about the bush. My patient … how should I say? … Well, she had fallen in love
with me … or, no, it was not that she was in love … however … really, how should one say?” (The doctor looked
down and grew red.)
“No,” he went on quickly, “in love, indeed! A man should not over-estimate himself. She was an educated girl,
clever and well-read, and I had even forgotten my Latin, one may say, completely. As to appearance” (the doctor
looked himself over with a smile) “I am nothing to boast of there either. But God Almighty did not make me a
fool; I don’t take black for white; I know a thing or two; I could see very clearly, for instance, that Aleksandra
Andreyevna—that was her name—did not feel love for me, but had a friendly, so to say, inclination—a respect or
something for me. Though she herself perhaps mistook this sentiment, anyway this was her attitude; you may
form your own judgment of it. But,” added the doctor, who had brought out all these disconnected sentences
without taking a breath, and with obvious embarrassment, “I seem to be wandering rather—you won’t understand
anything like this. … There with your leave, I will relate it all in order.”
He drank a glass of tea, and began in a calmer voice.
“Well, then. My patient kept getting worse and worse, You are not a doctor, my good sir; you cannot
understand what passes in a poor fellow’s heart, especially at first, when he begins to suspect that the disease is
getting the upper hand of him. What becomes of his belief in himself? You suddenly grow so timid; it’s
indescribable. You fancy then that you have forgotten everything you knew, and that the patient has no faith in
you, and that other people begin to notice how distracted you are, and tell you the symptoms with reluctance; that
they are looking at you suspiciously, whispering. … Ah! it’s horrid!
“There must be a remedy, you think, for this disease, if one could find it. Isn’t this it? You try—no, that’s not
it! You don’t allow the medicine the necessary time to do good. … You clutch at one thing, then at another.
Sometimes you think up a book of medical prescriptions—her it is, you think! Sometimes, by Jove, you pick one
out by chance, thinking to leave it to fate. .. But meantime a fellow creature’s dying, and another doctor would
have saved him. ‘We must have a consultation,’ you say; ‘I will not take the responsibility on myself.’ And what a
fool you look at such times!
“Well, in time you learn to bear it; it’s nothing to you. A man has died—but it’s not your fault; you treated him
by the rules. But what’s still more torture to you is to see blind faith in you, and to feel yourself that you are not
able to be of use. Well, it was just this blind faith that the whole of Aleksandra Andreyevna’s family had in me;
they had forgotten to think that their daughter was in danger. I, too, on my side assure them that it is nothing, but
meantime my heart sinks into my boots. To add to our troubles, the roads were in such a state that the coachman
was gone for whole days together to get medicine.
“And I never left the patient’s room; I could not tear myself away; I tell her amusing stories, you know, and
play cards with her. I watch by her side at night. The old mother thanks me with tears I her eyes but I think to
myself, ‘I don’t deserve your gratitude.’ I frankly confess to you—there is no object in concealing it now—I was
in love with my patient. And Aleksandra Andreyevna had grown fond of me; she would not sometimes let any one
be in her room but me. She began to talk to me, to ask me questions; where I had studied, how I lived, who are my
people, whom I go to see. I feel that she ought not to talk; but to forbid her to—to forbid her resolutely, you know
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—I could not.
“Sometimes I held my head in my hands, and asked myself, ‘What are you doing, villain?’ … And she would
take my hand and hold it, give me a long, long look, and turn away, sigh, and say, ‘How good you are!’ Her hands
were so feverish, her eyes so large and languid. … ‘Yes,’ she says, ‘you are a good, kind man; you are not like our
neighbors. … No, you are not like that. … Why did I not know you till now!’ ‘Aleksandra Andreyevna, calm
yourself,’ I say. … ‘I feel, believe me, I don’t know how I have gained .. but there, calm yourself. … All will be
right; you will be well again.’
“And meanwhile I must tell you,” continued the doctor, bending forward and raising his eyebrows, “that they
associated very little with the neighbors, because the smaller people were not on their level, and pride hindered
them from being friendly with the rich. I tell you, they were an exceptionally cultivated family, so you know it
was gratifying for me.
“She would only take her medicine from my hands … she would lift herself up, poor girl, with my aid, take it,
and gaze at me. … My heart felt as if it were bursting. And meanwhile she was growing worse and worse, worse
and worse, all the time; she will die, I think to myself; she must die. Believe me, I would sooner have gone to the
grave myself; and here were her mother and sisters watching me, looking into my eyes … and their faith in me
was wearing away. ‘Well, how is she?’ ‘Oh, all right, all right!’ All right, indeed! My mind was failing me.
“Well, I was sitting one night alone again by my patient. The maid was sitting there too, and snoring away in
full swing; I can’t find fault with the poor girl, though! She was worn out too. Aleksandra Andreyevna had felt
very unwell all the evening; she was very feverish. Until midnight she kept tossing about; at last she seemed to
fall asleep; at least, she lay still without stirring. The lamp was burning in the corner before the holy image. I sat
here, you know, with my head bent; I even dozed a little.
“Suddenly it seemed as though someone touched me in the side; I turned round. … Good God! Aleksandra
Andreyevna was gazing with intent eyes at me … her lips parted, her cheeks seemed burning. ‘What is it?’
‘Doctor, shall I die?’ ‘Merciful Heavens!’ ‘No, doctor, no; please don’t tell me I shall live … don’t say so. … If
you knew. … Listen! For God’s sake don’t conceal my real position,’ and her breath came so fast. ‘If I can know
for certain that I must die … then I will tell you all—all!’ ‘Aleksandra Andreyevna, I beg!’ ‘Listen; I have not
been asleep at all. … I have been looking at you a long while. … For God’s sake! … I believe in you; you are a
good man, an honest man; I entreat you by all that is sacred in the world—tell me the truth! If you knew how
important it is for me. … Doctor, for God’s sake tell me. … Am I in danger?”
“‘What can I tell you, Aleksandra Andreyevna pray?’ ‘For God’s sake, I beseech you!’ ‘I can’t conceal from
you,’ I say, ‘Aleksandra Andreyevna; you are certainly in danger; but God is merciful.’ ‘I shall die, I shall die.’
And it seemed as though she were pleased; her face grew so bright; I was alarmed. ‘Don’t be afraid, don’t be
afraid! I’m not frightened by death at all.’ She suddenly sat up and leaned on her elbow. ‘Now … yes, now I can
tell you that I thank you with my whole heart … that you are kind and good—that I love you!’
“I stared at her, like one possessed; it was terrible for me, you know. ‘Do you hear, I love you!’ ‘Aleksandra
Andreyevna, how have I deserved—’ ‘No, no, you don’t—you don’t understand me.’ … And suddenly she
stretched out her arms, and taking my head in her hands, she kissed it. … Believe me, I almost screamed aloud. …
I threw myself on my knees, and buried my head in the pillow.
“She did not speak; her fingers trembled in my hair; I listen; she is weeping. I began to soothe her, to assure
her. … I really don’t know what I did say to her. ‘You will wake up the girl,’ I say to her; ‘Aleksandra
Andreyevna, I thank you … believe me … calm yourself.’
“‘Enough, enough!’ she persisted, ‘never mind all of them; let them wake, then; let them come in—it does not
matter; I am dying, you see. … And what do you fear? Why are you afraid? Lift up your head. … Or, perhaps you
don’t love me; perhaps I am wrong. … In that case, forgive me.’ ‘Aleksandra Andreyevna, what are you saying!
… I love you, Aleksandra Andreyevna.’
“She looked straight into my eyes, and opened her arms wide. ‘Then take me in your arms.’ I tell you frankly, I
don’t know how it was I did not go mad that night. I feel that my patient is killing herself; I see that she is not
fully herself; I understand, too, that if she did not consider herself on the point of death she would never have
thought of me; and, indeed, say what you will, it’s hard to die at twenty without having known love; this was what
was torturing her; this was why, in despair, she caught at me—do you understand now?
“But she held me in her arms, and would not let me go. ‘Have pity on me, Aleksandra Andreyevna, and have pity
on yourself,’ I say. ‘Why,’ she says, ‘what is there to think of?’ You know I must die.’ … This she repeated
incessantly. … ‘If I knew that I should return to life, and be a proper young lady again, I should be ashamed … of
course, ashamed … but why now?’
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“‘But who has said you will die?’ ‘Oh, no, leave off! You will not deceive me; you don’t know how to lie—
look at your face.’ … ‘You shall live, Alexsandra Andreyevna; I will cure you; we will ask your mother’s blessing
… we will be united—we will be happy.’ ‘No, no, I have your word; I must die … you have promised me ... you
have told me.’
“It was cruel for me—cruel for many reasons. And see what trifling things can do sometimes; it seems nothing
at all, but it’s painful. It occurred to her to ask me, what is my name; not my surname, but my first name. I must
needs be so unlucky as to be called Trifon. Yes, indeed: Trifon Ivanich. Everyone in the house called me doctor.
However, there’s no help for it. I say, ‘Trifon, madam.’ She frowned, shook her head, and muttered something in
French—ah, something unpleasant, of course!—and then she laughed—disagreeably too.
“Well, I spent the whole night with her in this way. Before morning I went away, feeling as though I were mad.
When I went again into her room it was daytime, after morning tea. Good God! I could scarcely recognize her;
people are laid in their grave looking better than that. I swear to you, on my honor, I don’t understand—I
absolutely don’t understand—now, how I lived through that experience. Three days and nights my patient still
lingered on. And what nights! What things she said to me! And on the last night—only imagine to yourself—I was
sitting near her, and kept prying to God for one thing only: ‘Take her,’ I said, ‘quickly, and me with her.’
“Suddenly the old mother comes unexpectedly into the room. I had already the evening before told her—the
mother—there was little hope, and it would be well to send for a priest. When the sick girl saw her mother she
said: “It’s very well you have come; look at us, we love one another—we have given each other our word.’ ‘What
does she say, doctor? What does she say?’ I turned livid. ‘She is wandering,’ I say; ‘the fever.’ But she: ‘Hush,
hush; you told me something quite different just now, and have taken my ring. Why do you pretend? My mother is
good—she will forgive—she will understand—and I am dying. … I have no need to tell lies; give me your hand.’
I jumped up and ran out of the room. The old lady, of course, guessed how it was.”
“I will not, however, weary you any longer, and to me, too, of course, it’s painful to recall this. My patient
passed away the next day. God rest her soul!” the doctor added, speaking quickly and with a sigh. “Before her
death she asked her family to go out and leave me alone with her.”
“‘Forgive me,’ she said; ‘I am perhaps to blame towards you … my illness … but believe me, I have loved no one
more than you … do not forget me … keep my ring.’”
The doctor turned away; I took his hand.
“Ah!” he said, “let us talk of something else, or would you care to play preference for a small stake? It is not for
people like me to give way to exalted emotions. There’s only one thing for me to think of; how to keep the
children from crying and the wife from scolding. Since then, you know, I have had time to enter into lawful
wedlock, as they say. … Oh … I took a merchant’s daughter—seven thousand for her dowry. Her name’s Akulina;
it goes well with Trifon. She is an ill-tempered woman, I must tell you, but luckily she’s asleep all day. … Well,
shall it be preference?”
We sat down to preference for halfpenny points. Trifon Ivanich won two rubles and a half from me, and went
home late, well pleased with his success.
30.145 Excerpt from The Young Lady Of the Steppes\fn{by Avdotya Panaeva (1819/20-1893)} St. Petersburg,
Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 10
… Tired and hungry I reached the small district town of P—— and stopped outside Hotel ——, the best in the
town, according to my coachman. A servant ran out to greet me. I asked for a room and added:
“And please make sure it’s clean.”
“No need to worry, it overlooks the courtyard,” the man said, looking at me ingratiatingly.
I glanced in at this filthy yard which was crammed full of various very old carriages. There were horses, cows,
and sheep standing under an awning. There were also crowds of peasants in the yard; the noise was terrible. I
really wanted a good sleep after three nights spent in a cart, so insisted on a room overlooking the street.
“They’re all full,” the servant replied.
“But what about the room to our left, Arkhip?” a man’s voice said above us.
I could see an old man and woman, resting their bellies on cotton-covered down pillows placed on the
window-sill of a first-floor room.
“It’s taken!” Arkhip said reluctantly.
“Well, there’s number five which that merchant vacated today,” the old woman chimed in.
“The police chief’s reserved it for someone!” Arkhip shouted rudely.
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Thanks to the efforts of this old couple there was nothing left for me to do except try my luck at another inn.
“Go to the German’s, he might have something!” the old fellow said to my coachman.
“Don’t go up the street—it’s nearer if you go the other way: I’ve walked it,” the old woman added warmly.
My coachman set off and I bowed to the old couple, thanking them for their unsolicited assistance. They gave
me a very cheery bow by way of reply.
As there was a fair on in town even all the eating-houses were absolutely packed, and I was soon obliged to
return to the first inn. When they saw me, the old couple greeted me as if I was already a close acquaintance and
asked solicitously whether I’d managed to find a room.
“No!” I replied as I got out of my wagon, and turned to Arkhip, who had again run out to greet me. “I might as
well take the room overlooking the yard, there’s nothing else.”
Arkhip replied triumphantly: “That’s taken as well now.”
I was stunned to hear this.
“What a monkey you are, didn’t we tell you to hang on, that the master might come back,” the old woman said
to him sternly and, turning to me, she continued with a show of offended dignity: “The merchants have grabbed
everything, you can sleep on the street for all they care!”
This gave me no comfort at all, and I pressed Arkhip to let me have a room. He declared point-blank that there
weren’t any—unless someone was to leave before evening, and God alone knew whether anyone would! I stood
there in a quandary, not knowing what to do, when the old man suddenly shouted to Arkhip:
“Arkhip, Arkhip! Ask him to join us, we can let him have one of our rooms. Please, feel free, the room’s
absolutely fine,” he added, turning to me.
“You’re most welcome, we’re leaving tomorrow, we’ll be a bit cosy for one night, but that’s alright!” the old
woman added.
I bowed to them, but even so still stood there not knowing what was best to do. The old man resolved the
situation by telling Arkhip to get my luggage from the cart, before going in, followed by the old woman.
“What sort of people are they?” I asked Arkhip who had begun to unload my things.
“Landowners from round here!” Arkhip answered scornfully, and asked as he picked up my trunk: “Well, shall
I take it up?”
“What’s their name?”
“Zyablikov!” Arkhip replied.
“Grigorii Nikiforych and Avdotya Makarovna invite you to their rooms, your worship,” said a girl in a ticking
dress. She had her hair in plaits, and gave me a low bow as she spoke.
She was a little over 20. She had a pock-marked, plain, rather cross face: she looked askance particularly spitefully at Arkhip, who in turn looked mockingly at her.
“Yes, do come up!” I heard the old man say right above me. “And what are you gaping at, bring his trunk up
here,” he added peremptorily to his serving-girl.
This unusual solicitousness on the part of people I had only just met, as well as hunger and the .longing for rest
made me follow the angry young woman, who had already managed to exchange fairly energetic insults with
Arkhip. The corridor along which I followed her as she carried my things was as a corridor in a provincial inn
should be: dirty, smelly, and dark. As I walked along all the doors opened and curious heads poked out. I entered a
light and reasonably clean room, the main furnishings of which consisted of trunks, boxes, and bundles, while
men’s and women’s clothes were hung all over the walls. The old couple came through and again welcomed me as
their guest.
“May I introduce my wife, Avdotya Makarovna,” said the husband, while the wife, holding out her hand to be
kissed, added:
“You are most welcome to share our little corner and our simple hospitality.”
I began to apologize for being in their way.
“Now that’s enough of that! We’ll sleep in the other room, that’s ours as well,” the old fellow interrupted me,
indicating the door leading to the next room. “You could hardly sleep on the street, now could you, old chap! And
that Arkhip keeps trying to please every merchant that comes along, and there’s no room for the gentry any
more!” And the old lady patted the seat next to her on the sofa.
I sat down.
A silence followed. I took the opportunity to scrutinize my new acquaintances more closely. The old couple
looked unusually open and good-hearted. I was ready to wager that they had never known any grief their whole
lives: the expression on their faces was so calm, even a little dim. Their cheeks preserved the flush of youth; they
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weren’t yet excessively stout, although their stomachs were certainly well developed—all of these things were
good signs. They both had fair hair. The old man, probably because of his age, was wearing a grayish-black
nankeen. He had a white scarf round his short, plump neck. His wife’s clothes were also far from luxurious: a dark
cotton housecoat, with a shortish bodice and puff sleeves. Under the bodice she was wearing a white muslin
kerchief. A tulle cap with a ruche, but no bows completed this simple, clean outfit. Grigorii Nikiforych broke the
silence by asking:
“Where have you come from?”
“From K—— region.”
“From your own estate?”
“Yes.”
“Are you married?” Avdotya Makarovna asked.
“No, I’m not.”
“Are you in government service?”
“Yes, I am.”
“Are your parents still alive?” the old lady asked as she turned to me once more.”
“They died a while ago.”
Avdotya shook her head sympathetically. “May we know your name?” the old fellow asked.
I told them what it was: they repeated it a couple of times, as if they were memorizing a lesson.
“And how old are you, dear Nikolai Nikolaevich?” the old lady asked me.
“And how many serfs do you have?” asked Zyablikov, as soon as I had satisfied his wife’s curiosity.
“Do you have any brothers or sisters?” Avdotya Makarovna said.
“I have no close relatives!” I answered, getting a bit annoyed with these rather tiresome old people; but they
didn’t seem even to suspect that their curiosity might be tedious, and continued to interrogate me.
“And are your peasants mortgaged?” Mrs. Zyablikova asked me.
“No,” I answered with a smile.
“That’s very good! Ah, how difficult it is to manage afterwards!” Avdotya Makarovna said sadly, from which I
deduced that their peasants were mortgaged.
“And what crops do you grow?” Zyablikov asked, not giving me a moment’s rest.
“And do you have much livestock?” Avdotya Makarovna cut across her husband.
“I don’t really know,” I answered.
The old couple started and looked at me with surprise, as if I’d said something awful to them.
“I’m not a very good landlord, I don’t spend much time in the country and I have a bailiff looking after things
for me,” I added, trying to justify myself.
“A German, I’ll bet!” Zyablikov observed sarcastically, and his wife went on with horror in her voice: “But
how is it possible not to know the state of your own affairs?”
Throughout this conversation the cross maid in the ticking dress was running from one room to the next,
rummaging in the trunks and bundles, and taking starched skirts down from the walls. The noise these skirts made
told me that I was about to make another new acquaintance.
When a young woman walked in I realized the significance of the old couple’s tedious cross-examination and
their unusual hospitality. She was introduced in the following terms:
“This is our daughter, Feklusha!”
Feklusha reddened, curtsied, and scurried away to sit in a corner.
They began to get things ready for tea; the old lady and her husband began to fuss around the table on which a
clean cloth was placed. While they were doing this I had a quick look at the newcomer.
Feklusha was no more than 16 or 17; I didn’t like her at first sight; perhaps her gaily colored, wool dress, its
cut and styling was the cause; I thought she looked just like her mother must have done when she was young: the
same blue eyes, the same fair hair, although, of course, with a gold rather than gray tinge; the same healthy
complexion, full shoulders, and artless look. But when she came over to the table and I had the chance to have a
closer look, all resemblance to her parents vanished. Her turquoise eyes were so intelligent, lively, and sparkling
that they seemed almost to flash. Her golden locks were so naturally and elegantly curled that they could not
possibly adorn a stupid face. Her features were very dainty, her little mouth so fresh looking that you couldn’t
possibly look at it with indifference.
But what finally captivated me was her small hands, the shape of which could have served as the model for the
most exigent demands of regularity and beauty. The deep tan of her face and hands made it clear that Feklusha
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was not one of those country young ladies who spend their entire lives indoors, fearing the sun and fresh air, as
terrible threats to feminine beauty. I was also very taken with Feklusha’s lack of ceremony; she took her tea in the
presence of a man she did not know with a hearty appetite, not seeming to be bothered about the impression this
might make on him. When she had finished her tea she kissed her mother and returned to her corner.
The old couple were very hospitable and as I hadn’t drunk decent tea for ages, their warm-heartedness was
well rewarded. But we’d hardly finished tea when Zyablikov said to his wife that it was time to get things ready
for supper. Avdotya Makarovna left the room, followed by Feklusha.
Grigorii Nikiforych had drunk a great deal of tea and sat in his chair exhausted, breathing heavily. The semidarkness in the room and my host’s silence made me feel sleepy; I was even beginning to nod off, when I
suddenly started, roused by the unusually melodic strains of an instrument I didn’t recognize. Seeing that I was
listening to it the old man said quietly:
“My Feklusha plays the guitar really well. I love listening to her of an evening. Come here, don’t be shy, our
guest will make allowances—you did teach yourself, after all,” he added, in a loud voice.
Feklusha immediately obeyed her father’s summons, and came in carrying her guitar.
I have often been forced to listen to piano playing, but I had never before seen a guitar in the hands of a
woman. Feklusha settled herself by the window and, quite unaffectedly, began playing Russian songs. I would
never have guessed that the guitar, an instrument everyone despises, could manage such difficult passages. I was
delighted by her skill; I no longer felt at all sleepy and I moved my chair nearer to her. She started singing when
her father told her to. Her voice was not all that full, but it was pure, true and so soft that I liked it better than any
woman’s voice that I had ever heard. I didn’t take my eyes off her. She was either so engrossed in her singing, or
knew very well how good she was—but she was not in the slightest embarrassed by my praise or my surprise. As
for me, my nerves were too frayed by all those sleepless nights; moreover, even before that, I had spent several
weeks secluded in the countryside with only my bailiff and village elder for company, and this is perhaps why
Feklusha made such a powerful impression on me. Just then I thought her a virtual musical genius, while her face
seemed remarkably beautiful. I became so engrossed in listening to her that I didn’t notice the bustle in the room
and it was only when lights were brought in that I saw that my bed had been made up and the table laid.
“That’s enough now, Feklusha. Help our guest to some food,” Feklusha was told by her mother.
Feklusha stopped at once, put her guitar on the window-sill and started supper.
I wasn’t at all hungry, and so didn’t eat anything: the old couple couldn’t believe that anyone could go to sleep
on an empty stomach. I very much wanted to explain to them that it was easy to lose your appetite and sleepiness
when you looked at their Feklusha’s flashing eyes: I didn’t say so, however. In my conversation with this young
lady of the steppes I did not notice a single rehearsed, hackneyed phrase. If she didn’t understand anything I said,
she just looked at me quizzically and this look of hers filled me with delight. Much to my displeasure, supper
finished very quickly, at least it seemed that way to me, only the old couple, having said their prayers and had my
thanks, said with regret:
“What can we do, old chap, you don’t seem to have liked what we had to offer—you’ve eaten so little! Don’t
be too hard on us, you are most welcome.”
I thanked them again, and excused myself by saying I was rather tired.
“It’s time we went our separate ways; Feklusha, enough now!” the old man said to his daughter.
But she stayed where she was on the window-sill, picked up her guitar and began to tune it, as though inviting
me to stay put as well.
I could see that Feklusha didn’t like her father telling her what to do, and was going to ask the old couple to let
me listen a bit more to their virtuoso, when Arkhip suddenly came in to tell us that the next-door room was now
vacant. My hosts, however, were against my moving straightaway. They said that they would move so as not to
disturb their weary guest by his having to move his belongings. Their attentiveness was touching; a bed for me
was already made up on the sofa. I had to give in to them.
“When are you planning to leave?” the old lady asked as she wished me good-night. “We’ll be off while it’s
still cool.”
“And where are you going, if I may enquire?” Grigorii Nikiforych asked.
“To Utkino, about fifty versts from here, I think.”
“Utkino, Utkino!” the old couple repeated joyfully,while their daughter suddenly stopped playing, although,
when I glanced at her, she hurriedly started strumming chords again.
“Good Lord! But we know Ivan Andreich very well! Such a good, kind man!” Zyablikov said, while the old
lady added sadly:
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“He often used to visit us, and stay for days at a time! We were very fond of him: tell him that Feklusha misses
him.”
Feklusha struck up some spirited Ukrainian song, as if she wanted to drown out what her mother was saying.
“Tell him that we've been racking our brains to understand what black cat has come between us,” Zyablikov
said in a melancholy voice.
“Yes, yes,” Avdotya Makarovna echoed his words with a heavy sigh, “he didn’t use to object to our simple
hospitality; he used to be always playing guitar with Feklusha; but suddenly there’s no sign of him, for no
apparent reason. At first we thought he was ill, and so sent to find out; then we heard that he’s quite well, and is
always out and about. It’ll soon be a month since we’ve clapped eyes on him, as if—”
“What of it, Avdotya Makarovna, everyone is free to see whoever they please!” Zyablikov stopped her with
some annoyance.
“True enough, but I still say that it’s not right for a gentleman, and a neighbor to boot, to behave like that. Well,
what have we done to offend him?” said the old lady, getting quite worked up.
Feklusha walked quickly over to her mother, tugged her sleeve and whispered in her ear.
“Right away, right away!” she replied quickly and, turning to me, tried to resume the conversation.
But Feklusha tugged her sleeve again:
“Do let’s go.”
“Well, alright!” Mrs. Zyablikova said with some annoyance. “Indeed, we’ve talked your head off. I hope you’ll
keep in touch. If you do go to Utkino, you’re most welcome to visit us: we’re only about five versts from there,”
the old chap said to me as he shook my hand.
“Do accept our invitation, don’t ignore us, old chap,” Avdotya Makarovna added.
I went to kiss her hand, so I would have the right to kiss her daughter’s as well. Without any shyness Feklusha
gave me her hand, as soft and smooth as satin, lightly touched my forehead with her lips and whispered something
to me. I was so taken aback by this that I was visibly confused and was unable to say anything in response to her
parents’ invitations. I even began to think that my imagination might have played tricks on me; but Feklusha gave
me such an. expressive look as she left that there could be no doubt. I looked for a long time at the door through
which they had all gone and was annoyed at myself for giving any importance to the little games of a young lady
of the steppes, who had no doubt played them often enough before. I admit that I didn’t like encountering such
boldness in this meek and simple girl, and I hastened to go to bed so as not to have to think any more about her.
The scurrying and noise in the corridor came to an end; I began to drift off. But a knock at the door made me
jump up in fright. My sleepiness had gone. I was all ears; someone was standing at the door, leading to the next
room. In the silence I could hear not only rustling but even somebody breathing. My blood rushed to my head, I
hurriedly got dressed and, going up to the door, I waited agitatedly for another knock. The rustling on the other
side of the door got louder, and a folded-up piece of paper was slipped into the crack. I took hold of it and, just
imagine, felt frightened. God knows what surmises crossed my mind at that moment. Why had the old couple
prevented me moving, why wasn’t the door of the next-door room, where Feklusha was, locked? I found my
cowardice amusing: I thought that there was no point in keeping on puzzling over all this, I had to do something,
and I read the note, the contents of which did not justify my expectations. This is what was written in pencil on
the scrap of paper:
For God’s sake, don’t tell Ivan Andreich anything of what mama asked you to, don’t even tell him that you've met us.

I read the note several times, went over to the door and coughed quietly, then a little louder, and then yet louder
again. There was no reply. I thought that I should perhaps be careful and stood at the door like a sentry, repeating
my cough from time to time. There was a deathly hush in the next room. I began to lose my temper and was just
about to open the door when I suddenly heard a rustle in the corridor—and jumped back on my bed. I was getting
more and more annoyed; I thought I was being made to look a fool, and began to plan my revenge; but I was
wasting my time: there was no sign of life in the other room!
“What strange people my new acquaintances are!” I thought. “Is it possible that this façade of simplicity and
cordiality hides some trick? But they’re not clever enough for that.”
I found their hospitality unnatural. What explanation could there be for their fuss and concern for me? Had
they blown all their money at the fair, and were now banking on my paying for their rooms? This proposition
seemed even more probable to me when I recalled Arkhip’s offhandedness with them, his squabbling with the
cross maidservant and the old lady’s complaints that they had been reluctant to let them have a room.
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It was nearly morning by the time I finally fell into the kind of deep sleep that is slept by people who are sound
in mind and body and who, moreover, have spent three days and nights bouncing along in a wagon. I woke up
very late and, hearing nothing in the next room, I remembered my suspicions and summoned Arkhip.
“Well, then, have they left?”
“At the crack of dawn. They told me to give you their regards.”
I told him to bring me my bill, but Arkhip said: “It’s all paid for! But if you’re feeling generous, you could tip
the servants.”
I felt ashamed of my own suspicions. In my eyes the Zyablikov family once more became attractive and
original in their simplicity.
An hour later I too was on my way to the village of Utkino, and an image of Feklusha and her good-natured
parents was constantly before me. I found it amusing that I had been so taken with a young lady of the steppes,
but at the same time I was very keen to find out from the master of Utkino what sort of people they were. The way
he had behaved towards them didn’t give me cause for alarm, because I knew my friend’s strange character all too
well … it would indeed be more accurate to say my former friend as I hadn’t seen him for several years.
Allow me to make a brief digression to introduce you to the master of Utkino. I can give you a sketch of his
appearance in a few words. When I had last seen him, six years before, he had been well-proportioned, with rosy
cheeks, blue eyes, and very thick fair hair. His character did not correspond at all to this meek exterior. He was
mistrustful, stubborn, and so pigheaded that, if he got into an argument about a subject he knew nothing about, he
would not give in to even the most convincing proof and would stubbornly cling to any nonsense once he had
uttered it. You might think that one shouldn’t talk like this about a friend. But nowadays everybody acknowledges
and portrays in all simplicity not only one’s neighbors’ defects, but even one’s own as well. Ever since he was a
boy my friend has had a penchant for fathoming the depths of the human heart. And no one has made so many
mistakes in his choice of friends, and that includes me, whom, when he had been at his misanthropic, he
acknowledged as the only man worthy of friendship. He had a reasonable fortune and wasted half of it in various
commercial transactions, in which he came to know the disastrous consequences of accepting the word of honor
of other men.
You can well imagine the effect this had on a character which was mistrustful by nature. Shunning society,
Ivan Andreich began to go in for wild philosophical speculations and, because of his pigheaded self-confidence,
he wouldn’t listen to any objections, but just kept saying the same thing:
“I am proud of the fact that I never change my opinion.”
If he were intelligent and active, then his stubbornness might have done him some good. But he was barely
educated, was not particularly intelligent, and was active only on paper. And so I had left my friend a most
desperate misanthrope and now I could well imagine what changes his isolated life in the middle of nowhere
would have brought about in him. He’d probably lost weight, become a bit of a recluse; I could imagine him
avoiding people, hardly saying a thing, wandering through the woods, bemoaning human frailty .
My coachman informed me that we’d soon be able to see Utkino. The road went through fields and was so
narrow that there wasn’t room for two carriages to pass each other. But meanwhile a racing drozhky was heading
towards us; some chap was driving it, and behind him sat a coachman who called out in a deep bass:
“Get over to the right, go on!”
My coachman looked to both sides and shouted angrily:
“Where to the right? Can’t you see, there’s a ditch! You get over to the right yourself!”And he held the wagon
back. The drozhky came right up to us, and the driver carried on shouting:
“To the right!”
“Well, what are you going to do?” I said.
“Well, I’m not going to tip your worship in the ditch! Get by!” my coachman said angrily.
Then the master himself said: “Keep left!”
The drozhky could barely squeeze past us at walking pace. I had time to examine the man who was driving a
trotter that looked about a 100 years old. He was of medium height, but his stoutness obscured this. He was
wearing a shapeless white canvas garment, rather like an overall, as well as wide trousers of the same material. He
also had on a multicolored peaked cap of rather fanciful design. His full cheeks and double chin were covered in
brown bristles, while his moustache was a yellowish ashy color. The man in the overall, no doubt fearful of
ending up in the ditch, devoted all his attention to the reins he was holding.
“The master of Utkino!” my coachman told me.
“What? It can’t be! Ivan Andreich?!” I exclaimed.
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“Yes sir, that’s him alright, sir! I didn’t recognize him at first.”
“Stop, stop!” I shouted, turning round and waving my arms at the drozhky. I don’t know why I was so pleased.
Anyway, when you’re young, friendship is so ardent and tolerant, so simple and passionate, that there’s no room
in your head for analysis. You love a man without knowing why; sometimes it’s just habit. How often have I seen
awfully crabby old men who go all soft and cheerful at the very thought of their younger days!..
When I had caught up with the drozhky and had a good look at the fat man with the red face, who was looking
quizzically at me, I became confused. If there had been even one bit that looked like my former friend: even his
feet, hanging over the edge of his drozhky, looked like hooves, they were so fat. I begged his pardon, saying that
I’d made a mistake.
“Who are you going to see?” the man in the overall asked me.
“I’m going to the village of Utkino,” I replied.
“So you want to see Ivan Andreich?” the man in the overall asked.
“Yes.”
“Allow me to ask your name. The reason I ask is that I am Ivan Andreich,” the man in the overall said, smiling
and raising his cap.
In response to this, I told him my name. A joyful cry burst from the breast of the man in the overall, and he
rushed up and hugged me. Only when I heard his voice was I finally convinced that this really was my friend.
However much a man may change as he grows older, at times of strong emotion his voice remains the same.
We kissed and, I must confess, shed a few tears: then we began to have a really good look at each other, paying
each other none too flattering conipliments, although neither of us seemed to notice this.
“Have you really got so fat, and changed so much?” I said.
“And you’ve grown so old! I almost took you for an old man, I really did: your forehead’s so lined!” my friend
replied.
“Indeed, not one of these lines comes from anything sensible. I’ve accumulated them from my idle way of
life,” I said.
“Enough of that! But you always used to pore over books.”
“I didn’t get them from reading, I can assure you.”
“Then I dare say they’re from your way of life! I remember you well. You, my friend, had the happiest of
dispositions, everyone seemed good and honest to you.”
I burst out laughing and was terribly pleased to hear that at least my friend’s opinion of other people hadn’t
changed.
“And you still think good people are wicked, do you?”
“To hell with them!—let’s forget about them. Come and join me in my drozhky, I’ll take you the rest of the
way,” my friend replied.
It took the driver a lot of time and effort to turn the horse round without overturning the drozhky. I couldn’t
help saying:
“What idiot had the bright idea of building a track like this?”
“I did,” my friend replied.
“I’m sorry! But as we’re old friends, I’ll repeat that it would have been impossible to think up anything more
stupid.”
Ivan Andreich began heatedly to demonstrate the usefulness of such a road. I was sitting behind him, and
interrupted him with an unexpected question:
“Are you married? Do you have any children?”
“What, are you mad? Who’s been telling you fibs? I’m not that daft yet!” he retorted with some passion.
“Why are you offended? You’d think I’d asked you whether you’d robbed someone. And what does all this
mean? Perhaps you’re hopelessly in love with someone, eh?”
“Stuff and nonsense!” my friend cried out so sternly that his centenarian horse jumped and quickened its pace.
And I, looking at my friend’s fleshy neck, almost guffawed with laughter at the thought that he might be in
love. But, anyway, why have we grown accustomed to thinking that only skinny people have the right to be in
love? I said gently:
“Why were you so angry when I touched on love and women?”
“You know perfectly well that I never liked to talk about that banal topic.”
“You might have changed.”
“You’re mistaken; I’m like a rock once I’ve made up my mind.”
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“Have you really become a misogynist?”
“As long as I don’t become a Seladon\fn{A note reads: The hero of L’Astrée (1628), a pastoral novel by Honoré d’Urfé
(1567-1625), who became a byword for the sentimental, languishing lover .} And why aren’t you married? I live in the sticks, I
don’t see anyone, but you’re out and about. Why aren’t you married? Eh?” my friend asked insistently.
“Because, old friend, I haven’t found the right woman yet.”
“And you won’t until you lose your wits, or, rather, as long as you don’t bump into a cunning one. As soon as
you’re married everything happens so quickly that you’ll just be amazed at your own stupidity!”
“Are there really no women who are worthy of us? Are we really such pearls among men?” I asked with a
laugh.
“Pearls? Yes, we are pearls!” he retorted passionately.
“But maybe you simply have an inflated view of yourself!”
“Not at all. What I do know is that if we become husbands we’ll have been well and truly duped.”
“And why will we necessarily be the ones to be fooled? I’m convinced that a girl, if she’s at all intelligent and
decent, once she’s married to a good man won’t start deceiving him, unless he himself drives her to it.”
“What am I doing quarrelling with you! I remember now your idealistic view of women. I must admit that I
thought you would have been cuckolded long ago!”
We arrived at his house and this cut short our conversation; he took me into his house. It’s really not worth
describing his rooms and the furniture. I could see great disorder everywhere; and the layers of dust on everything
spoke volumes about my friend’s low standards. He bustled about, cursed the servants, muttered under his breath
and at the same time questioned me about St. Petersburg and our mutual friends. It wasn’t long before lunch was
served and what it lacked in quality it made up for in quantity. Ivan Andreich was displeased with every single
dish, although he ate all of them heartily. After lunch he lit his pipe and took me out into his garden in which there
was absolutely nothing out of the ordinary, except perhaps the masses of marigolds. But however indifferent his
garden and flowers were, this did not stop my friend from boasting of his wide-ranging expertise in botany.
A rug was spread out for us in the shade of some trees and we stretched out. The view from this spot was
splendid; the garden and house were on high ground which commanded a view for miles around. From here
fields, gullies, woods, and hamlets could be seen clearly, shimmering in the bright midday sun. I admired the view
and said:
“It must be really very pleasant living in the country, I could just fancy moving here from St. Petersburg.”
“And I want to leave the countryside,” he observed.
“I thought you had grown to love rural life.”
“What is there to love? I don’t live here for pleasure. There’s estate management, so much trouble and
unpleasantness! Do you imagine that we don’t have our fair share of nasty people here, the same as in the towns?
People are really just the same everywhere: self-interest is their guiding star wherever you are.”
“You’re as bitter about people as before, if not more so, especially where women are concerned.”
“Well, let’s not bother about them. I have resolved, my friend, never to get married, so it’s all the same to me,
to hell with that lot, those furies.”
He said this so sadly and so decisively that I looked very closely at my friend’s face. Although it was red and
fat, it was still sad. He sat for a few minutes in silence and then pressed his face into a pillow. I didn’t bother him
or try to talk any more. Five minutes later my friend was breathing very peacefully. I followed his example, put a
hankie over my face and fell into a sweet sleep.
Gargantuan snoring woke me up: next to me, having removed the kerchief from his face, my friend was lying
on his back and snoring at various pitches. A lad of about 12, wearing a long, gray, home-made frock-coat was
sitting at his head, with his legs crossed a la turque. He was holding a birch branch, the leaves of which were
resting on the face and chest of the sleeping Ivan Andreich, because the boy, his head on his own chest, was
quietly imitating his master’s snoring.
I picked up a blade of grass and tickled the lad’s ear. He scratched his ear, opened his eyes, and began hastily
to flap the branch over his master’s face. He, presumably because he was used to all this palaver, didn’t move a
muscle.
“How did you get here?” I asked the lad, who looked fairly devious.
“I’m supposed to sit behind them bushes every day after lunch, and when the master pleases to fall asleep I
have to fan his face,’ he replied quietly.
“But how do you know when he’s fallen asleep?”
“He always starts snoring away. That’s when I sits down.”
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“And is the Zyablikovs’ village near here?” I asked the lad, who glanced fearfully at his sleeping master and
said barely audibly:
“Five versts, you can see their house just beyond them woods.”
“And whose house is that on the left?”
“The Shchetkins’!” the lad whispered.
“Do they visit?”\fn{I.e., do they visit back and forth, as neighbors sometimes do in a friendly manner .}
The lad nodded and anxiously began to fan his master, whose snoring became jerky and menacing... My
friend’s bloodshot eyes suddenly opened; they swiveled about and he said to me with some surprise:
“You’re already awake!”
“It’s time, I think, just look, the sun’s behind the woods,” I replied, and, pointing towards the Zyablikovs’ I
asked:
“Whose roof is that, whose house?”
Ivan Andreich did not reply, but started scolding his slave because of a bump that had appeared on his hand
from a mosquito bite. He then suggested that we go indoors to drink tea, and took me to his study which, like all
the other rooms, was distinguished by its crude, home-made furniture, which was covered in dust. The desk was
so big that a whole department could easily have sat at it. There were piles of papers and plans all over it, while
the biggest mess was made by The Moscow News\fn{A note reads: The leading Russian newspaper of the day, appearing three
times per week: it began publication in 1756 and continued until 1917 .} which was scattered at random, going back almost ten
years. There was no sign of any other reading matter. I couldn’t help asking my friend as he pottered about the
desk:
“Don’t you subscribe to any other journals?”
“When am I supposed to read them?” he retorted mournfully and, tapping a pile of accounts, he added with
some self-satisfaction: “Here’s what we landowners have to read, and your eyes are smarting by the time you’ve
finished them. You have to check everything yourself if you don’t want to be robbed.”
“But some landowners find the time to read,” I said.
“Yes, but not many! They start reading, and meanwhile they’re being robbed hand over fist. No I couldn’t
stand that. If you’re going to run an estate, then you should do the job properly.”
“But that’s torture!”
“Yes indeed, but you maybe thought that I sit around doing nothing.”
“But a life like that can drive you crazy!” I exclaimed naively.
My friend took offence and started to prove to me the superiority of his modus vivendi with some skill.
“You learn about people from books, but I do it from real life, and I may say that I can get to know a chap very
well, that I rarely make a mistake, I just have to look at him. If you can see things good and true, you don’t need
books.”
This self-confidence defeated me. I saw a guitar on the sofa and asked:
“Do you play this?”
“Yes, sometimes!” he replied and, picking it up, he started to strum some chords.
The guitar looked as if it had been used a lot.
“Won’t you sing something?” I asked my friend who was humming something.
“If you’re not afraid, I will, I’ll sing something,” he replied.
“That’s fine. I’m not afraid.”
Ivan Andreich began to tune his guitar and this went on for almost a whole hour. I had lost hope of hearing
anything, but at last he cleared his throat and sighed so mightily that I prepared myself to hear an enormous voice.
But my friend, much to my surprise, began to sing quietly and rather hoarsely. I looked at him and I realized that I
had in front of me an amateur who was sure he had a pleasant voice, and knew how to use it. The higher notes
disappeared up his nose like smoke up a chimney. Just picture for yourself his solid figure in his shapeless white
garment, the guitar dancing on his full belly at every energetic note, eyebrows raised skywards, eyes shut tight,
and the veins on his neck turning blue, seemingly about to pop. I don’t know, maybe I was in too cheerful a mood,
but I found this minstrel highly amusing, and when, at the most pathetic spot his light grey eyes moistened, I
could scarcely restrain my laughter and said:
“How well you sing!”
He didn’t notice the irony and carried on singing. A fan of anything is just like the drunkard who only has to
have a drop to forget all restraint. And so my friend sang me a huge number of romances and Ukrainian songs. I
was surprised that he sang the same songs as Feklusha. But his singing was a pitiful parody of her gentle voice. As
99

a finale, he sang: ‘Oi, you uhlans,’ stomping his heels, whistling and clicking his tongue throughout.
I snatched up a page from The Moscow News and pretended to read. I now found Ivan Andreich repellent; I
could see Feklusha before my mind’s eye just then, so fresh and graceful!
The master of Utkino stood up, wandered about the room for a while, settled back on the sofa, and then began
to improvise rather aimlessly. He was in high spirits, his face was all screwed up and he was so immersed in his
improvisation that a fly ran all over his large face, and was just about to settle down for a snooze on his nose; but
he suddenly seemed to come to his senses: he put the guitar to one side on the sofa and said gloomily:
“I think you’re fed up with me.”
“You’re the host,” I replied.
“Thanks for being frank, but I really don’t know how to entertain you. I don’t play cards.”
“You’re worn out as it is, entertaining me.”
“You’re just as sharp as you used to be.”
“No, I was really struck by your talent; but who’s been giving you lessons?” Ivan Andreich was confused and
said nothing for a minute, but then said reproachfully:
“If you didn’t like it you should have said, and I would’ve stopped! That wasn’t very friendly of you!”
We changed the topic of conversation. After dinner, however, I couldn’t restrain myself and again turned the
conversation to the Zyablikovs.
“Ah, I forgot to tell you that when I was in P——. I happened to meet your neighbors.”
“Which ones—I have lots of neighbors.”
“They are very kind, straight, and original people.”
“But who are they?” my friend repeated impatiently.
“The Zyablik—” I hadn’t finished saying their name when he burst into forced laughter.
“Straight people, yes, very straight,” he repeated ironically, “ha, ha, ha, you really understand people well,
don’t you, ha, ha, ha!!”
“You surprise me; they seem so fond of you.”
“Oh, oh, oh! So you got to know them really well, I see. I suppose they made complaints about me, picked you
as peacemaker.”
“You’re saying such strange things about them that I must first of all ask you to explain: what sort of people
are they?” I asked earnestly.
“Straight, very straight. But I’d just advise you not to renew your acquaintance with them unless you’re planning to wake up one fine morning and find yourself married!”
I couldn’t help remembering the Zyablikovs’ excessive hospitality and eagerness to please.
“You haven’t fallen in love already, have you? You see, even in the steppes women can be tricksters. And they
put on this show of being so uncomplicated, just to entice you!”
“Surely Feklusha isn't a deceiver?” I exclaimed with some annoyance, which delighted my friend; he rubbed
his hands and said:
“She seems to have managed to catch you hook, line, and sinker, even though you are a real old ladies’ man!”
“Don’t call me that. I’ve never even had aspirations in that direction. I’m asking you in all seriousness: tell me,
what went on between you and the Zyablikovs?”
And, forgetting all about Feklusha’s request, I recounted to him in detail everything about my acquaintance
with them and even showed him her note. Ivan Andreich got so annoyed that I even began to feel sorry for him. I
thought he must be in love with Feklusha and that my honesty was out of place. I finally got it straight from his
abrupt communications that the artless old couple had all but married him off, and that Feklusha was the most
cunning coquette, only interested in catching a potential husband.
“You know how cautious I am and what a good judge of people I am too, but they simply bewitched me with
their lack of guile. Luckily my neighbor Shchetkin came to see me and told me their story.”
“And what sort of story is that?” I asked inquisitively.
“It was the sort of story that made me not go near them from that day to this.”
“Perhaps it’s just malicious gossip,” I observed.
“Gossip! It’s a shame you didn’t ask any peasant in P—— about the Zyablikovs, everyone knows their story.
And these seemingly guileless old people will stop at nothing to trap a husband. And that daughter of theirs is
cleverer than her sister, she won’t be made a fool of! It’s not enough that they’ve taught her to lure men, they bewitch them as well. They cook up various herbs. I’ll tell you, you won’t meet people like them in the capital. They
send their daughter off to cook something, as if in honor of their guest, and then they serve up this concoction.”
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“But tell me, why should Feklusha have to cast spells with herbs? She’s attractive enough as it is.” Ivan
Andreich shrugged his shoulders and said:
“You must understand that none of their neighbors wants anything to do with them. That’s why they try to
catch newcomers, to get them in their clutches before the newcomer learns their story.”
“Surely you don’t believe in witchcraft?” I said with a laugh, and for a moment it seemed to me impossible
that Feklusha and her parents could be capable of such things.
Ivan Andreich, who was warming more and more to his theme, began to tell me about his first meeting with
Feklusha. They had met by the river; she had invited him home; he had been charmed by their sincere cordiality
for quite a while; but then he began to be suspicious of the old couple’s blind faith in him; when he had learned
from Shchetkin of the events that had occurred in their family, then … then he had understood everything!
The facts were so transparent that I sat with bowed head and resolved not to visit the Zyablikovs after all, and
all the more so as I liked Feklusha a great deal.
When I went to my room I found the lad in the long frock-coat asleep on the floor, waiting for me. I woke him
up and told him to go off and get some sleep, but first asked him:
“Do you have a horse?”
“Course I have.”
“Then make sure it’s saddled up first thing tomorrow morning and wake me.”
“Yes sir, I’ll tell uncle Prokhor not to send her to fetch water tomorrow.”
“So you’re trying to fob me off with the water-carrier, are you?” I asked with a laugh.
“The others won’t do. There’s plenty of stallions in the stables, but nobody can ride ’em. You should see ’em!”
“But why don’t you try to saddle them?”
“Dunno, the master dunna want it. They’re hardly ever taken out of the stables even, and when they are let out,
it’s terrifying, they’re up on their hind legs, kickin’ like mad.”
I wondered at my friend’s management skills, wrapped myself up in a blanket, and extinguished my candle.
But the mosquitos set up such a racket in the room that there was no hope of sleeping. I lit the candle again. I only
dozed off towards morning, bitten to death and covered in blood. But I did not have sweet dreams. I dreamed of
Feklusha who spiked my drink, and then I seemed to get married to her. I was covered in sweat when I woke up;
the lad was standing by my bed, repeating over and over:
“The horse is ready … the horse is ready.”
I got dressed and went out to the porch. …
84.206 The Peasant Marey\fn{by Fyodor Mikhailovich Dostoevsky (1821-1881)} Moscow, Russia (M) 2
It was Easter Monday. The air was warm, the sky blue, the sun high, “warm” and bright, but I was plunged in
gloom. I wandered aimlessly behind the barracks in the prison yard,\fn{ Dostoevsky served a four year term at hard labor
(1850-1854) in Omsk prison, Siberia, for revolutionary activities; indeed, the military court which tried the case had originally sentenced
him to death, but the public prosecutor immediately reduced this to eight years hard labor, and the emperor himself reduced this further to
four years} looked at the palings of the strong prison fence, counting them mechanically, though I did not

particularly want to count them, but doing it more out of habit than anything else. It was the second day of
“holidays” in prison. The convicts were not taken out to work, lots of them were drunk, cursing and quarrelling
broke out every minute in different corners of the prison. Disgusting, coarse songs; groups of convicts playing
cards under the bunks; several convicts who had run amok and had been dealt with summarily by their own
comrades, were lying half dead on the bunks, covered with sheepskins, until they should recover consciousness;
the knives that had already been drawn several times—all this had so harrowing an effect on me during the two
days of holidays that it made me ill.
I could never bear without disgust the wild orgies of the common people, and here in this place this was
specially true. On such days even the officials never looked into the prison, carried out no searches, did not look
for drinks, realizing that once a year even these outcasts had to be given a chance of enjoying themselves and that
otherwise things would be much worse.
At last blind fury blazed up in my heart. I met the Pole, M—ski,\fn{ O. Miretski, who was serving a prison sentence with
Dostoevsky, who served in a Siberian prison between January 23, 1850 and March 2, 1854, for revolutionary activities } one of the
political prisoners. He gave me a black look, with flashing eyes and trembling lips.
“Je hais ces brigands!” he hissed at me in an undertone and walked past me.
I went back to the barracks, although I had rushed out of them like a madman only a quarter of an hour before,
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when six strong peasants had hurled themselves on the drunken Tartar Gazin in an attempt to quieten him and had
begun beating him. They beat him senselessly—a camel might have been killed by such blows. But they knew
that it was not easy to kill this Hercules, and they beat him therefore without any qualms. Now, on my return, I
noticed Gazin lying unconscious and without any sign of life on a bunk in a corner at the other end of the
barracks; he lay covered with a sheepskin, and they all passed by him in silence, knowing very well that if the
man was unlucky he might die from a beating like that.
I made my way to my place opposite the window with the iron bars and lay on my back with my eyes closed
and my hands behind my head. I liked to lie like that: no one would bother a sleeping man, and meanwhile one
could dream and think. But I found it difficult to dream: my heart was beating uneasily and M—ski’s words were
still echoing in my ears:
“Je hais ces brigands!”
However, why dwell on these scenes; I sometimes even now dream of those times at night, and none of my
dreams is more agonizing. Perhaps it will be noticed that to this day I have hardly ever spoken in print of my life
in prison; The House of the Dead I wrote fifteen years ago in the person of a fictitious character who was
supposed to have killed his wife. I may add, incidentally, just as an interesting detail, that many people have
thought and have been maintaining ever since the publication of that book of mine, that I was sent to Siberia for
the murder of my wife.
*
By and by I did forget my surroundings and became imperceptibly lost in memories. During the four years of
my imprisonment I was continually recalling my past and seemed in my memories to live my former life all over
again. These memories cropped up by themselves; I seldom evoked them consciously. I would begin from some
point, some imperceptible feature, which then grew little by little into a complete picture, into some clear-cut and
vivid impression. I used to analyze those impressions, adding new touches to an event that had happened long
ago, and, above all, correcting it, correcting it incessantly, and that constituted my chief amusement.
This time I for some reason suddenly remembered one fleeting instant in my early childhood when I was only
nine years old—an instant that I seemed to have completely forgotten; but at that time I was particularly fond of
memories of my early childhood. I remembered an August day in our village; a dry, bright day, though rather cold
and windy; summer was drawing to a close, and we should soon have to leave for Moscow and again have to
spend all winter over the boring French lessons, and I was so sorry to leave the country. I walked past the
threshing floors and, going down a ravine, climbed up into the dense thicket of bushes which stretched from the
other side of the ravine to the wood.
I got amongst the bushes, and I could near not very far away, about thirty years perhaps, a peasant plowing by
himself on a clearing. I knew he was plowing up the steep slope of a hill. The horse must have found it very hard
going, for from time to time I heard the peasant’s call from a distance:
“Gee up! Gee up!”
I knew almost all our peasants, but I did not know which of them was plowing now, nor did it really matter to
me who it was because I was occupied with my own affairs—I too was busy, breaking off a switch from a hazel
tree to strike frogs with; hazel twigs are very lovely, but they are also very brittle, much more brittle than birch
twigs. I was also interested in beetles and other insects, and I was collecting them; some of them were very
beautiful. I also liked the small quick red and yellow lizards with black spots, but I was afraid of snakes.
However, there were many fewer snakes than lizards. There were not many mushrooms there; to get mushrooms
one had to go to the birch wood, and I was about to go there. And there was nothing in the world I loved so much
as the wood with its mushrooms and wild berries, its beetles and its birds, its hedgehogs and squirrels, and its
damp smell of rotted leaves. And even as I write this I can smell the fragrance of our birch wood: these
impressions remain with you for your whole life. Suddenly amid the dead silence I heard clearly and distinctly the
shout,
“Wolf! Wolf!” I uttered a shriek and, panic-stricken, screamed at the top of my voice and rushed out to the
clearing straight to the plowing peasant.
It was our peasant Marey.\fn{ As opposed to anybody else’s peasant. These people were bound to the land and sold with it. They
were largely at the mercy of their owners, and they seem on the whole to have been treated with manifest indifference by the great majority
of the landed gentry—landed autocrats, one should say, because of the essentially feudal nature of the serf/landlord relationship in Russia,
as opposed to that of England—and as a class they themselves tended to be conservative in their outlook and undemanding in their
attitudes. An uncontaminated water supply; the practical rights of freedom of association, marriage, etc.; a steady supply of fresh air and
vegetables: most were content with this. At the time this story takes place, the great majority of them were functionally illiterate—which is
to say that they could neither read nor write—and the farming methods they practiced had hardly changed for centuries. They are not to be

102

confused with the urban proletariat—the Russian industrial workers, in whose squalid living conditions and dead-end lives the propaganda
of the Communists as well as the sincere sentiments of romantic idealism found naturally-listening ears; and, indeed, from whom, in the
last analysis, the revolution that toppled the Romanov dynasty sprang } I do not know if there is such a name, but everybody

called him Marey. He was a peasant of about fifty, thick-set and over medium height, with a large, grizzled, dark
brown beard. I knew him, but till that day I had scarcely ever spoken to him.
When he heard my cry, he even stopped his old mare, and when, unable to stop myself I clutched at his
wooden plow with one hand and at his sleeve with the other, he saw how terrified I was.
“There’s a wolf there!” I cried, breathless. He threw up his head and looked round involuntarily, for a moment
almost believing me.
“Where’s the wolf?”
“Someone shouted—shouted just now ‘Wolf! Wolf!’” I stammered.
“There, there! There are no wolves hereabouts,” he murmured, trying to calm me. “You’ve been dreaming,
sonny. Who ever heard of wolves in these parts?”
But I was trembling all over and I was still clutching at his smock,\fn{ A long, billowy garment, with copious sleeves,
such as one often sees in the woodcuts of 15 th century German masters} and I suppose I must have been very pale. He looked
at me with a worried smile, evidently anxious and troubled about me.
“Dear, dear, how frightened you are,” he said, shaking his head. “Don’t be frightened, sonny. Oh, you poor
thing, you! There, there.” He stretched out his hand and suddenly stroked my cheek.
“There now! Christ be with you, cross yourself, there’s a good lad!”
But I did not cross myself; the corners of my mouth were still twitching, and that seemed to strike him
particularly. He quietly stretched out his thick finger with its black nail, smeared with earth, and gently touched
my trembling lips.
“Dear, oh dear,” he smiled at me with a slow motherly sort of smile, “Lord, how frightened he is, the poor
lad!”
I realized at last that there was no wolf and that I had imagined the shout. “Wolf! Wolf!” the shout, though, was
very clear and distinct, but such shouts (and not only about wolves) I had imagined once or twice before, and I
knew it. (I grew out of these hallucinations a few years later.)
“Well, I’ll go now,” I said, looking up at him, questioningly and shyly.
“Run along, run along, son. I’ll be awatching you,” he said, adding, “Don’t you worry, I shan’t let the wolf get
you!” and he smiled at me with the same motherly smile.
“Well, Christ be with you. Run along, run along, sonny,” and he made the sign of the cross over me, and then
crossed himself too.
I walked away, looking back anxiously every few yards. While I was walking away, Marey stood still with his
mare and looked after me, nodding his head at me every time I looked round. As a matter of fact, I was a little
ashamed of myself for having let him see how frightened I was, but I was still very much afraid of the wolf as I
was walking away till I climbed up the steep side of the ravine and came to the first threshing barn. There my
terror left me completely, and our watchdog Volchok suddenly appeared out of nowhere and rushed at me. With
Volchok at my side I completely recovered my spirits and turned around to Marey for the last time. I could no
longer see his face clearly, but I felt that he was still nodding and smiling tenderly at me. I waved to him and he
waved back to me and started his mare.
“Gee up!” I heard his call in the distance again, and the mare pulled at the wooden plow once more.
*
All this came back to me all at once, I don’t know why, but with an amazing accuracy of detail. I suddenly
came to and sat up on my bunk and, I remember, I could still feel the gentle smile of memory on my lips. For
another minute I went on recalling that incident from my childhood.
When I returned home from Marey that day I did not tell anybody about my “adventure.” It was not much of
an adventure, anyway. And, besides, I soon forgot all about Marey. Whenever I happened to come across him now
and then, I never spoke to him either about the wolf or anything else, and now twenty years later in Siberia I
suddenly remembered this meeting so distinctly that not a single detail of it was lost, which means of course that
it must have been hidden in my mind without my knowing it, of itself and without any effort on my part, and
came back to me suddenly when it was wanted. I remembered the tender, motherly smile of that serf, the way he
made the sign of the cross over me and crossed himself, the way he nodded at me.
“Lord, how afeered he is, the poor lad!”
And particularly that thick finger of his, smeared with earth, with which he touched my twitching lips so gently
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and with such shy tenderness. No doubt, anyone would have done his best to calm a child, but something quite
different seemed to have happened during that solitary meeting; and if I had been his own son, he could not have
looked at me with eyes shining with brighter love; and who compelled him to look like that?
He was one of our serfs, a peasant who was our property, and after all I was the son of his master. No one
would have known that he had been so good to me, and no one would have rewarded him for it. Did he really love
little children as much as that? There are such people, no doubt. Our meeting took place in a secluded spot, in a
deserted field, and only God perhaps saw from above with what profound and enlightened human feeling, and
with what delicate, almost womanly, tenderness the heart of a coarse, savagely ignorant Russian serf was filled, a
serf who at the time neither expected nor dreamt of his emancipation.
Tell me, was not this what Konstantin Asakov perhaps meant when he spoke of the high degree of culture of
our people?
And so when I got off the bunk and looked round, I suddenly felt, I remember, that I could look at these
unhappy creatures with quite different eyes, and that suddenly by some miracle all hatred and anger had vanished
from my heart.
I walked round the prison peering into the faces I came across. That rascal of a peasant with his shaven head
and branded face, yelling his hoarse drunken song at the top of his voice—why, he, too, may be the same sort of
peasant as Marey: I cannot possibly look into his heart, can I?
That evening I again met M—ski. Poor man! He could have no memories about Marey or peasants like him
and he could have no other opinion of these people except, “Je hais ces brigands!” yes, it was much harder for
those Poles than for us!
30.137 On The Way: A Sketch\fn{by Nadezhda Khvoshchinskaya aka V. Krestovskii (1824-1889)} Ryazan Province, Russia
(F) 8
I happened to leave the country at the very time that others were arriving: at the beginning of May. True, I had
spent only three months there, after an absence of many years; my affairs were again taking me away, and for a
long time, perhaps forever. The long journey would have its inevitable discomforts, but the weather was so
wonderful that one didn’t mind the delays which gave you an extra hour, or even a whole day to enjoy the spring.
I traveled along little tracks, through meadows, where the water still lay from the spring thaw; these virgin
lakes glinted in the sun for miles around, and beneath their waters you could see the brilliant greenery, which still
had that tender yellow hue, which even the most luxuriant colors of summer would not surpass. There is a strange,
incomparable charm in the first days of spring, in the shyness with which Nature begins her work, as if not yet
fully aware of her own strength. Spring is graceful, like childhood, but childhood has no past, while this air, still
full of the cold, is full of memories: something lived here before, something is coming back to life now … I don’t
know what happens in one’s heart, but when, from under the dark red leaves of new nettles and the grey leaves
which fell last autumn by the old blackened stump, there peeks out the little flower of a pale beech, or of the lungwort, I feel as happy as if I had run into a friend that I’d not seen for ages, but who remains the same as before.
I traveled happily, but with no great hope of joy: at my age, when one’s life has already taken shape, and goes
along in its own groove, there are no expectations, at least none which agitate the heart: you know what awaits
you, what you will do, and you’re in no rush; when necessity forces you to hurry, then you hurry against your
will, as if working to orders, and, anyway, there’ll always be another job to do. And so I did not mind the little
tracks I had to pass along to reach more convenient roads. Tracks with little gullies, full of water, with rattling
bridges, with dykes made of brushwood and straw, with spreading willow bushes along the sides; hamlets on low
rises, where you could see black wattle fencing, and new pine house-frames shone in the sun; windmills with
broken sails; loose horses and emaciated cows on grass-plots which they had already managed to trample down;
winter crops, with birds running through them; ploughed fields where you could hear blows ringing against flint
as the ploughman sharpened his ploughshare; villages where, after many twists and turns around barns and storerooms, you’d finally reach your resting-place for the night; the creaking of gates at twilight; moist stars in a moist
sky; the splash of water at the well where horses were being watered; the ringing of little bells, dull and uneven,
different from those you’ve grown bored with on the way; children’s voices, as they awake to see who’s come, the
banging of doors which gradually fades away and, at last, complete silence, amid which the cricket chirrups its
song, bringing deep, sound sleep. Several days in a row like this and you get bored, or you grow accustomed to it.
Fortunately, my nature is not the type that gets used to things quickly, but, indeed, soon grows reconciled with
monotony, when it has liked something at least in that monotony.
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My friend and neighbor in the country had asked me to call in on my way at the district town of V, where a
case in which he was involved had been going on for about ten years, and he was now thoroughly fed up with it.
He asked me to go and see a particular official, give him the relevant papers, discuss the matter and write down all
the details.
I willingly took on this errand as I had long wanted to see this neglected, remote little town: all my childhood
memories were there, because this was where I had grown up. Its narrow streets, its old churches, its not quite
straight houses, and quite crooked fences were often before my eyes, even when I was looking at magnificent
houses, streets lit by gas, all the wonders of modern construction. I can see this little town now: on top of its steep,
sandy hill, with its three or four bell-towers, with their skilfully executed frescoes in verdigris and a brick-red
color, with the gray roofs of its houses, amidst which the iron roofs of the government buildings sparkle: a town
almost completely devoid of greenery apart from a little copse which runs down the hill from the stone walls of
the monastery; a town without any water: there were wells only down below and even then, as far as I remember,
everyone found that the water was no good for anything, and so, every evening and early every morning, wagon
trains loaded with barrels set off to fetch water, going more than two versts to a spring with an outlandish name,
carried over, people claimed, right from the period of the Tatar yoke.\fn{ A note reads: The period of Russia’s subordination
to invaders from the east (Mongols, Tatars, and others), which lasted from before 1240 until it was definitively overthrown around 1480 .}
The town boasted of the fact that it was very old, that this sandy hill had served as a place of fortifications,
although there remained not a trace of actual fortifications; it also boasted of its veche\fn{A note reads: A popular
assembly in medieval Russia.} bell—an iron board with holes, which still hung by the monastery fence; however, there
were no other ancient monuments to be found, nor anybody who collected them. Once they did dig foundations
under the salt shops, and found several skulls and bones, but no burial vault or tombs; the bones were reinterred in
the cemetery: I remember that even I, a young boy, stood with a lighted candle, when they sang the requiem over
this new but belated grave, but it occurred to no one to try to discover whether these were simply the bones of
peaceful citizens, or those of brave defenders of the town, who had fallen under its walls during sieges or assaults
of rather doubtful veracity. The town had no chronicler; in more recent times it had no historian. Even towns have
their own destiny!
I loved this town because of my childhood: it had passed there happily and freely. My father was preoccupied
with his work and my mother spoiled me. Perhaps no one has ever enjoyed such unrestricted freedom as I did; I
know that no one has ever been loved as much as I was. We lived in a small stone house on the square in front of
the cathedral; its jolly bells would wake me early in the morning and made me really happy during Holy Week,
when they used to ring all day long. I would sit in the window, and watch them lighting the candles, which then
twinkled in the gathering dusk; I saw the glass tracery doors being opened; I could hear the loud singing of the
choristers, of the merchants and artisans who would gather to sing on holy days. I remember their bustle and a
certain solemnity when they were preparing something new, which required sheet music; I remember the rapture I
felt listening to the rich bass of the copper-smith, the envy I felt towards the little boys who hid behind the sheets
of the old books of music. I don’t know what I wouldn’t have given then for the happiness of singing with them.
When the ladies came out of church and made fun of our singers, I was genuinely upset and was only comforted
when I looked at the emotion on the face of the old maths teacher, even though he was a great torment to me
during the actual singing, as he sang along in his tinkling voice, and always out of tune.
This teacher was not, however, my teacher; I didn’t go to school and studied at home fairly unsystematically. I
read a lot, but not my school-books which I only looked at in the mornings; I had at my disposal a little bookcase,
which I sat next to on the floor, and took down and read from it more or less at random; sometimes I took books
out to sit under the wooden awning in the middle of our yard. We had no garden and there were almost no gardens
in the whole town; people said that it was impossible to cultivate them in such a sandy and exposed place. The
street and the main road with their dusty willows—that was all there was in the way of places to walk for those
inhabitants who might want to breathe fresh air; and this is why the small square outside our house livened up in
the evenings.
There was a really patriarchal simplicity about the way life was conducted; women visited their neighbors, and
just stood under their windows, and these visits sometimes lasted the whole evening, and they would tell each
other what was going on in loud voices; girls stepped out with cushions of bobbins to finish weaving their lesson
of the day, which they were unable to finish in darkened rooms; government officials would go for strolls,
sometimes taking along with them some gray-haired merchant, and no one was surprised that I played on our
pavement, planting flowers I had picked in its dust, and then watering them copiously so they would take root.
Every evening without fail one particular scene was repeated in this square. A crane which belonged to my
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father, a bird which was respected in our family partly because it featured in our coat of arms—this crane would
go round all the windows and have its dinner on the pavement, and then would stand on one leg in the middle of
the square and fall asleep. At this same time, having completed his business for the day, the 80-year-old sacristan
would come out of the cathedral, and, although his path did not take him past the crane, the old man could not
resist the temptation of stealing up to the bird and teasing it with his stick. What feeling attracted him, what
cunning thought incited him, what he imagined he saw in the guise of this bird, is difficult to know, but the look
he gave the bird was full of mockery and indignation, reproach and triumph. For a moment this scene had a kind
of fantastic character; this altered when the bird awoke and, squawking and hopping, it pursued its enemy with
wings spread, until this enemy disappeared down an alleyway, accompanied by the spectators’ laughter.
Driving across the square once more, I expected that I would still hear this laughter, would see the running bird
too, as well as the old man in his soutane, his gray pigtail tied with a white ribbon; I expected that I would see
myself, a happy, carefree child. Many years have passed since then.
When I finally got settled in a stifling room in the two-storey hotel that had gone up during those years, when I
began to look out of its windows at the houses which had survived from the past, at our old house with its Italian
window, in which my father once hung some glass bottles on a display board, for illuminations which became
legendary in the town, when this whole town, with its lights, and the familiar lamps of the cathedral flickered
before me, while the pale sky turned cold and was lit up with stars, memories began to flood thick and fast. All the
faces passed before me as if alive, all the little details came to mind with such clarity, as if it was all just
yesterday, and stirred my soul with a strange longing. I felt sorrow for the first charm of these sensations, for
something endless and fresh, for a life, not yet full, but precisely because of this, full of hope; sorrow for what I
didn’t know, for something that used to be, was now passed and would never return … these indefinable regrets
which we laugh at in rational moments, but without which no one has lived.
I promised myself that I would have a look at everything that remained here from the past; I even hoped that
everything had survived; I thought that I would seek out all my old friends, and have a really good natter about
old times; I hoped that everyone was still alive, that everyone would be here, that they hadn’t forgotten me. I
could recall our mayor, who had taken on the job from his father, who (so it happened) had had it from his father;
whole generations of good and honest people. In my time the mayor’s family had formed a small colony, living at
the bottom of the hill, where the sons-in-law and married sons built and acquired homes deliberately as close as
possible to the house of the head of the family. In winter the means of communication with this house was rather
original—I don’t know who had thought of it: guests, so as not to have the trouble of walking down the icy road,
often simply slid down it on toboggans, and the noise of these toboggans hitting the porch carried to the drawingroom, where the company was playing boston or mushka\fn{A note reads: Popular card games.} and announced the
arrival of a guest.
The company was always jolly, the small rooms always full, with plenty of children; there were several girls,
pretty and affectionate; they sometimes held dances, and we children, although we didn’t take part, were none the
less in raptures. I can remember all this family, including the grandmother, a jolly old lady, always in the same
ancient and jolly armchair, busy embroidering a scene from the Bible. Now people would be surprised at these
pictures for their rarity value; then we were surprised by the old lady’s eyesight. An air of reverential respect
surrounded her. She would always make the sign of the cross over me when she said goodbye to me. The fine
limes I had seen as I had crossed the suburban cemetery were probably growing over her.
I was a little afraid of the mayor himself, despite the fact that this old man was affectionate and kind to
everybody, but in my eyes his office and duties were so enormous that I imagined this man to be in some way
above other mortals; even when he was talking about the weather I expected to hear some great truth. I spread this
respect generally, although not to the same degree, to all the serious gentlemen of our town, perhaps because their
talk was always about duties and business, matters I could not understand. The things they sometimes found to
laugh at were even less comprehensible to me.
I remember that we had a regiment stationed here, and drill took place on this very same square. I would sit in
our window and be thrilled. The ladies of the town were no less thrilled. I can still see their lovely white dresses
with pink belts; one of my mother’s friends had a belt embroidered with beads. It never even occurred to me that
the fashions of that time were ugly. I just remember that I was not always best pleased when she came to see us
during drill: she took my place in the window.
The mayor had a garden on the side of the hill, full of gooseberries and raspberries, of which his little
granddaughters and I were very well aware. We were left there for the whole day on holy days, when guests used
to gather at the mayor’s house. Our young mothers, wearing their finery and in high spirits would sit on little turf
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sofas, under the clipped acacias which I really liked. But there would be walks which I liked even more: this was
in the ravine behind our house, which was all overgrown with grass, where I ran around, while my nanny, busy
with her spindle and the tow which hung from her belt, lost from view not only me, but the flock of chickens
which had been entrusted to her. I knew all the knolls, all the stones, all the bushes, flowers, and grasses of my
ravine; I had my own estate there, my plantations of wild plants. Perhaps this is why I still love them so much.
The ravine was for me a separate world, spacious and free, where I could give complete freedom to my childish
fantasy.
The best thing in my childhood was my dreams.I would never finish if I were to recount everything I remembered, but among my memories one stood out more brightly than all the others, and all the others centred on it.
I recalled a friend from my childhood, a 6-year-old, black- eyed little girl, with swarthily pink cheeks, little
white shoulders, over which spread her long, wavy hair, with little arms, which affectionately embraced me and
which were held out trustingly to me, for help or protection: I was older than her. Nadenka was the daughter of the
old maths teacher; her mother was dead, and, like me, she had no brothers or sisters. A relative, who lived in her
father’s house, just made sure that her clothes and hair looked nice, because otherwise she would be criticized for
not showing the little girl enough attention, but beyond that she didn’t care what she got up to. One fine spring
day she landed at our house, like a little bird. My mother was delighted by this pretty creature. Nadenka talked so
sweetly, laughed so merrily, invented such interesting games that I wept bitterly when they came to fetch her in
the evening. She was surprised at my tears—“But what if they tell you not to come here any more?” I asked—we
parted in despair. This meeting is memorable for me, as my first encounter with love.
The very next day I was wandering near the teacher’s house and was looking in all the windows; the teacher
(as I knew) had gone off to his class. Nadenka was sitting sadly at a terrible thick stocking; looking at the way she
was working I was afraid that she would prick her little hands all over with these heavy knitting-needles. I stepped
closer; she told me that, as a punishment, they had set her to this work, which she would never master, that she
had sworn never to learn how to knit stockings. We talked about the previous day and were certain that there was
no one more unhappy than us in all the world; at last I made up my mind and suggested that I lift Nadenka out of
the window onto the pavement; she gave me her hands, and a minute later we were running to my house, and my
mother took it upon herself to sort the matter out for us, and went off herself to thank the teacher’s sister for
“releasing” Nadenka to us.
From that day we were inseparable. She brought her little basket of dolls to our house and, at her aunt’s
command, her terrible needles and the knitting; but the knitting was soon all undone: we needed the wool for the
rigging of our ship, which we had made from the basket, and we were now preparing for a long voyage. The idea
for this voyage had come to Nadenka, when we had been sitting together on the floor by the bookcase, reading a
description of Sicily; for a long time after that we talked of nothing else, dreamed of only this. Our games were
forgotten, we would snuggle up into the corner, telling stories, thinking things up; it would get dark in the room.
Nadenka talked of how we would take our leave of our families, how we would stand embracing on the deck of
our ship; she was calm, although I was sad; but when she said that the shore would gradually disappear, disappear
from view, and finally be completely gone, and all around us would be only the sky and the waves, she suddenly
stopped, covered her little face with her hands and I could hear that she had started to cry. Since then I could never
read or hear stories about farewells before a long voyage without remembering my little friend.
Now the years have done their work, and I think about her, having separated myself from her, forgetting my
own impressions; I am already analyzing my Nadenka’s character, her feelings and impulses; I have grown up
myself and matured, but she is still the same child for me; my life and ideas have moved forward, but her existence stopped for me at the period I got to know her … perhaps because there was almost no way in which she
needed to change. In all things she had her own inner idea, her own conviction, which she thought herself obliged
to follow, and now I understand why she was so indifferent to the small misfortunes of childhood, so decisive and
firm, although people called her firmness stubbornness. Often after being told off, or even punished, she would
tell me what she had suffered for, and prove to me that she was right. She was thrilled by any bagatelle she was
given, but without any regret she would give it straightaway to others if they wanted it. People tested her cruelly
in this regard, which was always agonizing for me. Where did her indifference come from: was it that she was
able in an instant to have enough of looking at a thing which delighted her, or did she value others’ pleasure more
than her own? Her aunt said that she did this out of pride. I could understand this accusation. It upset Nadenka,
but she never wanted to explain it to me.
Her memory was enormous, incredible, the like of which I have never since encountered, either in children or
adults. She knew all my lessons just from listening to me tell them to my mother; to learn dozens of pages of
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poetry by heart she only had to read them through a couple of times; but this was not the usual child’s rotelearning: as she got them by heart she would choose the best with amazing understanding and taste; a sense of the
beautiful was so strong in her that the inspired lines she was reading caused her to turn pale. This sensibility and
the recall of everything she had read gave a particular nuance to her inner life; and so all her inventions, even the
games, had a meaning which was sometimes touching, sometimes serious, always artistic, because Nadenka’s
every thought was graceful, as was her every movement.
Like any children who grow up without supervision we were superstitious; we listened as much as we could to
the tales my old nanny told, read as much as we could of this ilk from my bookcase; there we got our hands on
several old mystical works which had once been all the rage. In them we read bits from a number of stories and
they made a big impact on us, which was added to by the pictures attached. These were fantastical personifications of the virtues and vices, discoveries from the other world, the mysterious images of another life. We found
The Lives of the Saints, read them and prayed a great deal, we read The Apocalypse, without understanding any of
it, and began to be frightened of things we couldn’t see. In broad daylight, in the middle of our games, we were
gripped by fear; in the twilight we thought we could see terrible shadows; the depths of the night sky frightened
us more than the darkness of a room.
“Don’t you expect them all to fall down here and now?” Nadenka asked as she looked at the stars. “We are so
sinful. Oh, may God spare us that!”
We, mere children, began to live with the constant thought of horror.
I happened to fall ill, and in my delirium, I babbled on about the legends of Cologne Cathedral and the sights
seen in the Colosseum—enough to excite the imagination even of an adult. When I recovered I found that the
bookcase was now locked, and Nadenka told me that my mother had told her off about our reading. I wasn’t told
off myself about anything, probably because they were afraid of reminding me of my frightful dreams. Anyway,
they no longer alarmed me, although I could remember them. The prohibition on reading didn’t bother me,
although Nadenka was very upset by it.
The illness brought about a moral turning-point for me: it brought back my carefreeness and merriness; my
dreaminess had passed; the desire to study and learn which had formerly made me forget my games had also
passed; I began to be idle and even deserve to be punished, which had never happened before; I became an
ordinary child for my age. Nadenka remained the same as before; she just became quieter and a little sadder, or so
it seemed to me. I didn’t like this change, and I allowed myself to laugh at Nadenka, and began to demand that
she be merrier. Now I can understand her patience, which was the result of a completely formed character,
patience which allowed her to submit herself to all my wishes, even my caprices, without letting me see that she
had grown bored with the ceaseless games and frivolity. She didn’t complain, didn’t tell me off, didn’t judge me,
although—and I fully understand this now—she would have been justified if she had. She was always gentle and
kind; she even had the patience to hide her tiredness; her ideas for giving me pleasure were inexhaustible. When I
finally began to feel ashamed of taking advantage of her goodness and tractability, and I repented and thanked her,
although I was just as ready to do the same again, she said that that was the way things had to be, that it was no
effort for her to give in to me, and, consequently, there was no merit in it either; and even if it had been an effort,
she loved me so much that she would always try to do everything she could to please me.
She didn’t have any exclusive attachments, she loved everything equally; her soul, which was full of love,
endowed everything in nature with a soul and with love. She admired everything, but not so much its outer
appearance as its inner life, which she assumed everything had. By her lights everything that was beautiful lived
and experienced things more intensely; the fruits on the trees smiled on her, looked at her; each of them had its
own special expression; when a flower opened it spoke its own word to her; she believed that it felt pain when it
was picked; eternally kind and gentle she caressed ugly animals, tended the grass and the most ordinary wild
flowers, assuring me that they would sense it if she loved them less, that they would be upset. I loved to listen
when she talked of all the wonders she imagined; even more than that, I loved to look at her when she sat quietly,
deep in thought, looking into the clouds, when the evening sun turned the ends of her wavy hair gold, and a
rainbow was reflected in her eyes. At times like these my little friend seemed to me to be from another world, and
my heart sank, although at the same time I felt that I was perfectly happy.
This time passed. This irretrievable childhood time, with its strange dreams, with its belief in the supernatural,
with the charm it sees in every speck of dust, with its tender impressionableness, which made us delighted at
everything and fear for everything—all this passed and was replaced … perhaps, by something better. Looking
now at the sleeping town, I noticed only that I was reminiscing, regretting things, but was not reliving them. My
soul did not have the strength to be reborn, and to feel the same things even for a moment, to stir as before; it
108

wept on the threshold of the temple of the past, but could not enter it.
Little by little, experience and analysis, the two great destructive forces, the two sad boons of the present,
resumed their power over my soul, which had been stirred by ghosts from my cradle. My own feelings had been
examined and explained; the feelings and affairs of others had been recalled in sharper focus, and subjected to
assessment. What had passed between that old life and the present, all that had been seen and discovered in the
interval, helped me to complete the examination, to understand the characters, and to draw conclusions. My
conclusion was to doubt the past: were things really as they had once seemed?
No longer a child who took everything at face value, I half understood the relationships between those who
flashed before my eyes, those who showed me affection, who patiently showed pleasure or wonderment at my
antics: in reality, did these kind people deserve to be called good people? I remember that they used to quarrel
over trifles as much as over important matters: they deceived each other very adroitly, spread scandal fairly
brazenly, got out of difficulties very cunningly; they did harm to one another as much as their power or possibility
would allow, when there was a need to; they did not betray their own family, but, if needs must, they did betray
their friends … this gave rise to all sorts of talk, and few were spared; there were reconciliations too, cobbled
together somehow or other, at which others quarreled in their turn. I can remember several incidents, several dark
episodes, which I heard about afterwards.
All this, seen from afar across a gap of many years, depressed my spirits. From the second that these people
appeared to my adult mind in a different light, some feeling, perhaps not a very nice feeling, made me angrily
reject the recollection that these people had been kind to me as a child. A forgotten corner of the earth had seemed
to be waiting for the day and the hour when I would see it again close up, and it would lose all the enchantment
that distance had lent it. I would have liked to convince myself that this corner had changed as I had changed over
the years; but memory, the very agent that had brought it all back to life, was now becoming its destroyer. No, the
reality was that it had always been the same, even then: its inhabitants were just as petty, its pleasures just as
empty, its life just as uninteresting, their malice as evil as it is everywhere else; no worse than others, but no better
either—and I would so have liked to have been able to retain something that was better than elsewhere, even if it
were far away and long ago!
Unfortunately, yet another unpleasant feeling came to me. As we grow more sensible, and regret it, we are also
upset by a kind of false shame that we hadn’t become more sensible earlier, as if in giving youth its due of
impressionableness, fine impulses, disregard for shortcomings, we behaved incautiously, imprudently, not in
keeping with our true worth. These are strange contradictions, strange feelings, which arouse a new irritation with
ourselves: why do we have them!..
Nadenka!
She would now be 24. We went our separate ways when we were still children, we hadn’t met since, and we
knew nothing further about each other. Please God, she wouldn’t be like other young ladies, who, late in the
evening, by the light of a burned-down candle, having nothing better to do and not thinking or feeling anything,
looked at themselves in their mirrors, without even noticing that, if they looked out their windows, they would see
the spring sky, full of stars, those very same stars, in which their childish selves saw living worlds, burning with
love? And in the morning at this window they place their embroidery-frame, on which they have wasted a whole
year embroidering some unusual bird, crowned with impossible flowers. Oh! I remember a charming white dove
with a black ring round its neck, which she had once trained to come and land on her shoulder. Sitting by the
window, Nadenka the young lady now waits for the ring of spurs on the pavement, for some desperate dandy to
pass by, singing through his teeth, only to show the most utter disregard for the eyes that are following him. But
this disregard won’t upset the young lady: she will send an exclamation after the fop, one of those exclamations
which only the idle mind of a woman, a woman’s empty heart is capable of thinking up. She will still be thrilled at
this brief encounter and will start calculating whether the brilliant beau will return by the same route; thanks to
the assistance of various trustees she already knows where he lives, whom he sees, what his habits are; what if he
pauses at the window of some friend of hers? The friend is henceforth an enemy. This friend has a hat from the
district town; she’ll be given a coat fringed with satin for her dowry.
Oh Nadenka!
Perhaps she is already married. She is proud of her husband’s rank and buys clothes without counting the cost,
not because she is young and beautiful, but because she has understood and adopted the rule concerning the
husband’s duty to dress his wife, “if she is already his.” This rule was born in the air of the district town, air which
the newcomer finds hard to breathe, but which is nice and easy for the inhabitants. There a woman’s egoism does
not need to be concealed and doesn’t scare anyone if openly displayed. She has her friends, but in her circle
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friendship is not based on an evaluation of a person’s merit, but on a calculation of how and to what extent this
person might be useful. Nadenka’s friends are ladies who talk a lot. In loud voices they tell her other people’s
secrets and entrust their own to her, and she will betray these too in her own turn.
Is this really you, my little Nadenka, you dear creature who never used to defend yourself against accusations
so as not to show the others how wrong they were, by so doing; a proud child, who was most of all afraid of being
guilty in your own eyes; a true friend who, having done everything to stop a friend doing something, but without
success, always took part in this action, so as to share the punishment as well? If the outer side of the petty life
you lived through in those years repelled me, then the inner aspect frightened me.
Were you ever in love, Nadenka? Whose feelings complemented your own? Whose mind completed the
development of your childish mind? Your soul was worthy of love; it was created for it. But whom could Fate
have brought here? Who would have even begun to seek out this perfect woman in such surroundings? And when
the time for love came, was this woman still perfection?.
People praise solitude, uniformity, and the quiet life in vain, when they say that these things allow ability to
develop more freely, feelings to be retained intact. Solitude, uniformity, quiet of this kind come at a high price
and, anyway, are rarely encountered. An utterly solitary, eremitic existence does elevate the soul; incarceration
does develop the powers of thought; a village where there is no need to bother about material concerns softens the
heart and preserves its freshness, but where in reality are you going to find all this? A life of farming and all its
trivial concerns; scant opportunities for reading, and then things you haven’t picked; a society you have to make
your peace with willy-nilly, because it cannot be escaped; the echoes of a life that is fuller than yours which reach
you from time to time, and become more incomprehensible each time, because that other life is moving further
away and you are growing stale in yours—none of this contributes to our intellectual development, and, at the
same time, none of it allows our minds to be fully immersed in their own workings. This kind of solitude only
teaches us to shun everything that lies outside our immediate purview; this kind of uniformity reduces our actions,
our wishes, even our thoughts to the level of habit; this sort of quiet stupefies us.
We are occupied only with ourselves, only with what affects us personally, and so we only develop our own
petty vanity. Who can determine how far this development can go? After several years like this, we turn into
nobodies, but imagine ourselves to be very lofty, and we are satisfied. Of course, this too is a boon; but to whom
will it bring happiness?
*
The things I had to do the next day had their usual effect: they produced fatigue and boredom, and finally
turned my ideal little town into a dull provincial one. The gentleman whom I had to see in connection with my
friend’s business lived in the house that used to belong to the mayor and I set off to see him. The road down the
hill had been widened by rock-falls which no fortifications could stop because in spring the streams of melted
snow swept them away. These rock-falls, and perhaps time as well, had destroyed several of the buildings I used
to know, but I walked along no longer looking for memories. I was hardly surprised at all by the change in the
long, low house which I knew too well, and onto which had been stuck an awkward mezzanine, to which in turn
had been added an entrance with an awning made of boards, carved like a fringe; all this had been painted in
ochre, and touched up, although it didn’t look any better for it. There was a bell by the entrance.
Inside I found the old feeling of lack of space, although I hadn’t noticed it before, together with all the latest
pretensions, which were impossible not to notice. The lady of the house received me while I waited for my host.
She clearly wasn’t expecting guests because she apologized several times for the mess in the house, as well as the
imperfections of her own appearance. When she learned that I was just staying a few hours on my way through,
she expressed great regret about how short a time that was and very courteously tried to persuade me to stay
longer. When I told her my name, she claimed that she remembered me well.
“Have you really forgotten me?” she repeated, laughing out loud; it seemed to me that she was jolly by nature.
“Try to remember, have a good think!”
My memory refused to oblige; I was only afraid that this might be Nadenka. In fact, she was one of the
mayor’s granddaughters. In a few minutes, on the grounds that we were old acquaintances, and perhaps because
she didn’t very often have the chance to talk, I had learned the whole story of her marriage, of her family; much of
this was passed on to me “in confidence,” because she was afraid that she “would get it” if people found out what
she was saying. She seemed not to remember the past, or was unwilling to, and got mixed up, as if she were
ashamed of something or despised something. From what she said about the present I was able to conclude that
she was dissatisfied with many people, those close to her, as well as more distant people, but this did not darken
her outlook on life, which she accepted easily and very determinedly. There was only one thought that I was
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interested in, but it was hard for me to articulate it: to ask her whether she knew Nadenka and what had become of
her. I was almost afraid as I waited for her answer.
“Nadenka?” my hostess repeated. “Why have you remembered her! She was married, died recently. Her father
was an old man, in poor health. It’s a good thing that he managed to get her fixed up before he died, or else she
would’ve grown up spoiled, with no proper education, and a very strange personality. She always avoided company; I remember that all of us, the ladies, officers we knew, would go off somewhere for a picnic, but you couldn’t
get her to go for love nor money: she’d wander around the ravines, reading. We were frankly amazed when she
got married to a local landowner, with a decent fortune—and such a jolly chap, excellent hunting on his grounds.
How on earth he came to fancy her …”
“She was very pretty,” I remarked.
“Indeed! Pretty indeed! Well she certainly didn’t improve as she got older. And after she got married she lived
here in the town, she didn’t have anyone round to visit, well not properly, didn’t get pally with anyone. People
said she was proud; I, frankly would say she was a bit mad, a bit knocked off; she was certainly quiet. All she’d
talk about … people used to say she was well read!. Well, yes and no. Her husband soon got fed up; and his family too, in spades. Judge for yourself, she knew nothing about housekeeping, nor about anything else. Her husband
had his mother and four sisters living with them; she, you see, said that she didn’t want to go against what they
said. Of course, there was no point her trying to get involved, because she had nothing of her own, but what sort
of obedience is that really? There’s no good in just holding your tongue, is there now? She had a baby, a little boy.
She loved him like mad; gave him lessons after her own fashion. Just imagine, she got a three-year-old learn-ing
his letters! Her husband’s sisters said that she told this child such unusual things … she was just driving him a bit
mad too. It’s a good thing that her mother-in-law got involved and took the boy away from her, otherwise she
would have driven him really mad.”
I listened. A strange pain came over my heart. I pictured Nadenka, but no longer as a child, not in this gaudy
drawing-room, where it was dull, noisy, and unwelcoming, not in a crowded world which allowed her no space. I
pictured Nadenka as a mother. She was holding a small creature, to which she had given life, and was now
striving to pass on to it her very soul. Nadenka, did you not laugh with him? He was not merely an amusement for
you, a toy; you didn’t dress him up, boast about him; you saw in him a soul which God had entrusted to you; you
taught him to love and to believe. You expected that this creature alone in the whole world would love you as you
wanted to be loved.
How good it is that you died!
I probably wasn’t amiable enough with my acquaintance because she stopped predicting delays at the station
for me and no longer invited me to spend the rest of the day with them once my business with her husband had
been completed.
I went back to the hotel and was getting ready to leave when I was told that some lady wanted to see me. She
was a gray-haired old woman with careful manners, a sad look, and a voice which she tried to make as sweet and
sad as possible. I can’t stand voices like that. The lady was wearing a cap and shawl and had a five-year-old boy
in tow, who was terribly sunburnt, in a double-breasted shirt with braiding, a huge muslin collar, and a buckle on
his broad, patent-leather belt. The child hid behind his grandmother’s chair, from where she tried to lure him in
vain, so that he might join her in her petition.
Her petition was that I should teach her how to submit papers for his placement in some establishment. I
couldn’t get to the bottom of why she thought that I would know about this better than anyone else. The old
woman kept on saying the same thing over and over, that I was going to the capital, and asked for my patronage.
The boy looked out sullenly, and scratched at the furniture with some nail that he’d picked up off the floor. I
observed that it was rather early days to be trying to make these arrangements. The old woman became tearful,
beat her breast and exclaimed that “of course, the child was still young, but who, other than her, would care about
him? She’d had the child on her hands two years already; his father had entrusted him; she was a mother, but …”
They were Nadenka’s mother-in-law and son. Going on about how tormented and frightened the boy had been
until, finally, she “had got involved and taken him away,” the grandmother kept stroking his short, sun-bleached
hair. I looked him in the eyes, expecting to see Nadenka—and the child turned away mistrustfully, as if
frightened. I felt so weighed down that I couldn’t even call him over to caress him.
Towards evening I left the town.
84.208 Death And The Soldier\fn{by Alexander Afanasief (1826-1881)} Boguchar, Voronezh Oblast, Russia (M) 4
111

There was once a soldier who served for twenty-five years on end, and never got his discharge—never.
He began to turn things over in his mind and wonder at fate.
“What’s the meaning of this?” said he. “I’ve served God and the great Tsar for twenty-five years; I’ve never
been brought up for punishment—I’ve got a clean sheet—and yet they don’t give me my discharge. I think I’ll
just run off as far as my legs will carry me.”
He thought and thought, and at last he ran away. He journeyed a whole day, and the next, and on the third day he
met the Lord.
And the Lord asked him:
“Where are you going—on service?”
“O Lord, I’ve served truly and faithfully for twenty-five years and I see they’re not give me my discharge—
and so now I’m running away as far as I can go.”
“Oh, well, since you’ve served twenty-five years faithfully and truly, you may step up to Paradise and enter the
kingdom of heaven.”
So the soldier comes into heaven, sees there ineffable bliss, and thinks to himself, “Ah, that’s the way to live!”
But as soon as he began to move about and to walk in the heavenly places, he went u to the holy father and asked
them:
“Isn’t there anyone here who sells tobacco?”
“What sort of tobacco do you expect to find here? You’re not in the army now! This is Paradise—the kingdom
of heaven.”
The soldier was silent.
He walked on and walked on, all about the heavenly places, and once more approached the holy fathers and
asked:
“Isn’t there any place round about here where they sell wine?”
“Oh, you, you think you’re still in the army! How could there be any wine here?”
“But how can it possibly be heaven—with no tobacco and no wine?” said the soldier, and he left Paradise
straightway, and went out.
He walked and he walked about on earth, and at last he ran up against the Lord and said: “What sort of place was
that Paradise you sent me to? Why, there is neither tobacco nor wine there!”
“Well, just turn to the left,” answered the Lord, “you’ll find everything there.”
So the soldier turned to the left and went along the road. An unclean spirit was running along there, and said to
him: “What are you looking for, Mr. Soldier?”
“Let’s find a place where we can sit, and then we can talk,” said the soldier.
So the soldier was taken into the hot place.
“And have you got tobacco here?” asked he of the unclean spirit.
“Oh yes, soldier.”
“And wine?”
“Yes, wine too.”
“Well, give me some of everything!” So the unclean spirits gave him a pipe and tobacco and a square bottle
half full of pepper brandy.
The soldier drank and walked about and smoked his pipe and became very joyful.
“Ah, this is really Paradise, such a Paradise!”
But after he’d walked about a little, he found so many devils crowding round him on all sides that he felt sick.
What could he do? A fanciful idea came into his mind—he would measure off a sazhen;\fn{1.890 yards.} he
made himself a yard-stick and began to measure.
Then a devil rushed up to him and said:
“What are you doing, soldier?”
“Are you blind? Can’t you see? I’m going to build a monastery.”
The devil runs off to his grandfather and says: “Just look, grandfather, the soldier wants to build a monastery
here.”
The grandfather jumped up at once and ran to the soldier.
“What are you doing there?” says he.
“Don’t you see?” answered the soldier. “I’m going to build a monastery.”
Grandfather was terribly frightened, and he at once ran straight to God.
“O Lord, what kind of soldier have you sent us here? He wants to build us a monastery.”
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“Well, what’s it to do with me? Why do you take people of that kind?”
“Take him back again, Lord, out of here!”
“But how can I take him back? He himself wanted to go there!”
“Alas!” moaned grandfather, “what can we poor things do with him?”
“You go and take the skin off one of your little devils, make a drum of it, and sound the alarm:\fn{ The call to arms.}
he’ll go out at once.”
So grandfather went back, caught one of the little devils, and took his skin and made a drum of it.
“Now just be on the watch,” he said to the devils, “and as soon as the soldier runs out from the hot place, close the
doors at once and shut them up as tight as tight, so that he can’t any way break in again.”
The grandfather went outside the gate and sounded the alarm, and the soldier, as soon as he heard the bar-a-banban of the drum, dashed out of hell at a run, as if he were crazy, and frightening all the devils as he went, and flew
out of the gate.
And as soon as he was out, slam went the gate, and they shut it up as tight as tight.
The soldier looked all around. He could see no one, and he didn’t hear the alarm any longer, so he went back
and began to knock at the door.
“Open quickly,” he yelled at the top of his voice. “If you don’t, I’ll burst the door in.”
“Oh no, you won’t, brother,” said the devils. “You can go off where you like. We’re not going to let you in
again; we’re stronger than you are.”
The soldier bowed his head and wandered off whither his eyes led him. He walked and walked until he met the
Lord.
“Where are you going, soldier?”
“I don’t know myself.”
“Well, where shall I put you? I sent you to heaven and you didn’t like it! I sent you to hell and you couldn’t
live there.”
“O Lord, let me stand at your gates as a sentry.”
“Well, stand there!”
So God stood the soldier at the gates of Paradise and commanded him:
“See that no one comes in.”
“I obey. You can’t teach an old soldier anything.”
So he stands on sentry and lets no one through.
Then Death comes along.
“Who goes there?”
“Death.”
“Where going?”
“To God.”
“What for?”
“To ask him who I’ve got to kill next.”
“You wait a minute. I’ll go and ask him.”
“Lord, Death has come. Whom do you want him to kill next?”
“Tell him for the next three years to kill only old people.”
The soldier thought to himself: “That means that my old father and mother will die, if you please—they’re old
people, you see.”
So he went back and said to Death:
“You’re to go into the forest, and for three years you are to kill the very oldest oaks there.”
Death wept and cried: “For what reason is the Lord angry with me, that he sends me to cut down the oaks?”
And he wandered away into the forests, and for three years he cut down the very oldest oak trees; and when the
time came round, he returned once more to God for his orders.
“Why do you come traipsing here again?” asks the soldier.
“I come for orders—to know whom the Lord commands me to kill.”
“Wait a minute. I’ll go and ask him.”
So the soldier goes to the Lord again and asks:
“Death has come again, Lord, and wants to know whom he shall kill.”
“Tell him to kill the young people for three years.”
The soldier thought to himself: “That means he will be killing my young brothers. So he went out and said to
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Death:
“Go back to the forests and destroy young oak trees for three years. That’s what the Lord has ordered.”
“What makes the Lord so angry with me?” wept Death; and he went off again into the forests, and for three
years he destroyed young oak trees, and as soon as the time was up, he came back to God, hardly able to drag his
feet along.
“Where are you going?” asks the soldier.
“To God—for my orders—whom he wants me to kill.”
“Wait a minute. I’ll go and ask him.”
So he went once more to God and said: “Lord, Death has come. Whom do you want him to kill?”
“Tell him for three years to kill young children.”
The soldier thought to himself: “My brothers have some little children: that means that Death will slay them.”
So he went back and said to Death. “Go back again to those same forests, and for three whole years destroy the
smallest oaks you can find.”
“Why does God torment me so?” wept Death; and he went off to the forests, and for three years he destroyed
the very tiniest of young oak trees, and so the time passed away, and he went back again to God, hardly able to
drag his legs along.
“Now, even if I have to fight that soldier, I’ll go myself to the Lord, and ask him why for nine years he has
been punishing me!”
The soldier saw Death coming, and called out to him:
“Where are you going?”
Death was silent and began to climb up the steps. But the soldier took him by the scruff of the neck and
wouldn’t let him come in.
And they made such a rumpus that the Lord heard it and came out.
“What’s all this?” he asked.
Death fell at his feet.
“Lord, why are you so angry with me? I have been suffering all these nine years, and struggling in the forests.
For three years I cut down the old oak trees; for three years I cut down the young oak trees; and for three years I
destroyed the tiniest oak saplings … I can hardly drag my feet along.”
“That’s all your doing,” said the Lord to the soldier.
“I’m sorry, Lord,” said the soldier.
“Then go away from here,” said the Lord, “and carry Death for nine years on your shoulders.”
So Death sat on the soldier’s back, and off they went together.
The soldier couldn’t help himself—he had to carry Death on his back, and he carried him and carried him until
he got tired. And he pulled out his horn snuff-box and began to snuff at it. Death saw that the soldier was smelling
at something, and said to him: “Soldier, let me smell the snuff too!”
“Well, here you are; crawl down off my back into the box, and you can smell it as much as you like.”
“Well, open the box!”
So the soldier opened his snuff-box; and as soon as Death had crawled into it, at that very minute he shut up
the box with Death inside it, and stuffed it into the top of one of his boots.
And then he returned to his old post and stood on sentry again.
When the Lord saw him, he asked: “And where’s Death?”
“He’s with me.”
“Where—with you?”
“Here he is, in the top of my boot!”
“Well, show him to me!”
“Oh no, Lord; I’m not going to show him to you, because he mustn’t come out for nine years. It’s no joke to
carry Death on your back for nine years; he’s no light weight!”
“Show him to me, and I’ll forgive you!”
So the soldier pulled the snuff-box out of the top of his boot, and as soon as he opened it, Death at once
jumped on to his shoulder.
“Come down off of that, since you hadn’t the sense to stick up there when you were put,” said the Lord.
Death came down.
“And now you can kill the soldier,” said the Lord; and he went off, God knows where.
“Well, soldier!” said Death to him. “You heard what was said. The Lord has given me orders to kill you.”
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“What about it?” said the soldier. “One’s got to die some time or other; only give me time to get ready for it.”
“All right; only give me time to get ready for it.”
So the soldier put on clean linen and dragged in a coffin.
“Are you ready?” asked Death.
“Quite ready.”
“Well, lie down in the coffin.”
So the soldier lay down in the coffin, on his stomach.
“No, not like that,” said Death.
“Well, how?” asked the soldier, and turned on to his side.
“No, not like that at all. It wouldn’t be right for you to die lying like that.”
So he turned and lay on his other side.
“Oh dear, what a person you are, truly; don’t you really know how people die? Haven’t you ever seen? Get up,
and I’ll show you.”
The soldier jumped up out of the coffin, and Death lay down in his place. Then the soldier grabbed hold of the
coffin-lid, put it quickly on top of the coffin and fastened it on with iron hoops. In a moment he had lifted it on to
his shoulder and carried it down to the river.
He carried it down to the river, and then returned to his former post and stood on sentry.
The Lord saw him and asked him: “And where’s Death?”
“Oh, I’ve put him into the river.”
The Lord looked in that direction, and saw, far away, Death swimming in the water.
And the Lord helped him out on to dry land.
“Why didn’t you kill the soldier?” he asked.
“He’s so artful, one can’t do anything with him.”
“Don’t you have any more talk with him; just go and kill him at once!”
Some say that Death then went and killed the soldier, but others think he tricked Death again, and that he lived
for a long while still in the world and only just lately died.
84.212 The Death Of Iván Ilýich\fn{by Leo Nickolaevich Tolstoy (1828-1910)} Yasnaya Polyana, Tula, Tula Oblast,
Russia (M) 26
1
Inside the great building of the Law Courts, during the interval in the hearing of the Melvinski case, the
members of the judicial council and the public prosecutor were gathered together in the private room of Ivan
Yegorovich Shebek, and the conversation turned upon the celebrated Krasovski case. Fyodor Vassilyevich hotly
maintained that the case was not in the jurisdiction of the court. Yegor Ivanovich stood up for his own view; but
from the first Pyotr Ivanovich, who had not entered into the discussion, took no interest in it, but was looking
through the newspapers which had just been brought in.
“Gentlemen!” he said, “Ivan Ilyich is dead!”
“You don’t say so!”
“Here, read it,” he said to Fyodor Vassilyevich, handing him the fresh still damp smelling paper. Within a black
margin was printed:
Praskovya Fyodorovna Golovin
with heartfelt affliction
informs friends and relatives
of the decease of her beloved husband,
member of the Court of Justice,
Ivan Ilyich Golovin,
who passed away on the 4th of February.
The funeral will take place on Thursday at one o’clock.

Ivan Ilyich was a colleague of the gentlemen present, and all liked him. It was some weeks now since he had
been taken ill; his illness had been said to be incurable. His post had been kept open for him, but it had been
thought that in case of his death Alexeyev might receive his appointment, and either Vinnikov or Shtabel would
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succeed to Alexeyev’s. So that on hearing of Ivan Illyich’s death, the first thought of each of the gentlemen in the
room was of the effect this death might have on the transfer or promotion of themselves or their friends.
“Now I am sure of getting Shtabel’s place or Vinnikov’s,” thought Fyodor Vassilyevich. “It was promised me long
ago, and the promotion means eight hundred rubles additional income, besides the grants for office expenses.”
“Now I shall have to petition for my brother-in-law to be transferred from Kaluga,” thought Pyotr Ivanovich. “My
wife will be very glad. She won’t be able to say now that I’ve never done anything for her family.”
“I thought somehow that he’d never get up from his bed again,” Pyotr Ivanovich said aloud. “I’m sorry!”
“But what was it exactly was wrong with him?”
“The doctors could not decide. That’s to say, they did decide, but differently. When I saw him last, I thought he
would get over it.”
“Well, I positively haven’t called there ever since the holidays. I’ve kept meaning to go.”
“Had he any property?”
“I think there’s something, very small, of his wife’s. But something quite trifling.”
“Yes, one will have to go and call. They live such a terribly long way off.”
“A long way from you, you mean. Everything’s a long way from your place.”
“There, he can never forgive me for living the other side of the river,” said Pyotr Ivanovich, smiling at Shebek.
And they began to talk of the great distances between different parts of the town, and went back into the court.
Besides the reflections upon the changes and promotions in the service likely to ensue from this death, the very
fact of the death of an intimate acquaintance excited in every one who heard of it, as much a fact always does, a
feeling of relief that “it is he that is dead, and not I.”
“Only think! He is dead, but here am I all right,” each one thought or felt. The more intimate acquaintances,
the so-called friends of Ivan Ilyich, could not help thinking too that now they had the exceedingly tiresome social
duties to perform of going to the funeral service and paying the widow a visit of condolence.
The most intimately acquainted with their late colleague were Fyodor Vassilyevich and Pyotr Ivanovich.
Pyotr Ivanovich had been a comrade of his at the school of jurisprudence, and considered himself under
obligations to Ivan Ilyich.
Telling his wife at dinner of the news of Ivan Ilyich’s death and his reflections as to the possibility of getting
her brother transferred into their circuit, Pyotr Ivanovich, without lying down for his usual nap, put on his frock
coat and drove to Ivan Ilyich’s.
At the entrance before Ivan Ilyich’s flat stood a carriage and two hired hacks, Downstairs in the entry near the
hatstand there was leaning against a wall a coffin lid with tassels and braiding freshly rubbed up with pipe clay.
Two ladies were taking off their cloaks. One of them he knew, the sister of Ivan Ilyich; the other was a lady he did
not know. Pyotr Ivanovich’s colleague, Shvarts, was coming down; and from the top stair, seeing who it was
coming in, he stopped and winked at him, as though to say: “Ivan Ilyich has made a mess of it; it’s a very different
matter with you and me.”
Shvart’s face, with his English whiskers and all his thin figure in his frock coat, had, as it always had, an air of
elegant solemnity; and this solemnity, always such a contrast to Shvart’s playful character, had a special piquancy
here. So though Pyotr Ivanovich.
Pyotr Ivanovich let the ladies pass on in front of him, and walked slowly up the stairs after them. Shvarts had
not come down, but was waiting at the top. Pyotr Ivanovich knew what for; he wanted obviously to settle with
him where their game of “screw” was to be that evening. The ladies went up to the widow’s room; while Shvarts,
with his lips tightly and gravely shut, and amusement in his eyes, with a twitch of his eyebrows motioned Pyotr
Ivanovich to the right, to the room where the dead man was.
Pyotr Ivanovich went in, as people always do on such occasions, in uncertainty as to what he would have to do
there. One thing he felt sure of—that crossing oneself never comes amiss on such occasions. As to whether it was
necessary to bow down while doing so, he did not feel quite sure, and so chose a middle course. On entering the
room he began crossing himself, and made a slight sort of bow. So far as the movements of his hands and head
permitted him, he glanced while doing so about the room. Two young men, one a high school boy, nephews
probably, were going out of the room, crossing themselves. An old lady was standing motionless; and a lady, with
her eyebrows queerly lifted, was saying something to her in a whisper. A deacon in a frock coat, resolute and
hearty, was reading something aloud with an expression that precluded all possibility of contradiction. A young
peasant who used to wait at table, Gerasim, walking with light footsteps in front of Pyotr Ivanovich, was
sprinkling something on the floor. Seeing this, Pyotr Ivanovich was at once aware of the faint odor of the
decomposing corpse. On his last visit to Ivan Ilyich Pyotr Ivanovich had seen this peasant in his room; he was
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performing the duties of a sicknurse, and Ivan Ilyich liked him particularly. Pyotr Ivanovich continued crossing
himself an bowing in a direction intermediate between the coffin, the deacon, and the holy pictures on the table in
the corner. Then when this action of making the sign of the cross with his hand seemed to him to have been
unduly prolonged, he stood still and began to scrutinize the dead man.
The dead man lay, as dead men always do lie, in a peculiar heavy dead way, his stiffened limbs sunk in the
cushions of the coffin, and his head bent back for ever on the pillow, and thrust up, as dead men always do, his
yellow waxen forehead with bald spots on the sunken temples, and his nose that stood out sharply and, as it were,
squeezed on the upper lip. He was much changed, even thinner since Pyotr Ivanovich had seen him, but his face
—as always with the dead—was more handsome, and, above all, more impressive than it had been when he was
alive. On the face was an expression of\fn{ The text lacks the word: of.}what had to be done having been done, and
rightly done. Besides this, there was too in that expression a reproach or reminder for the living. This reminder
seemed to Pyotr Ivanovich uncalled for, or, at least, to have nothing to do with him. He felt something unpleasant;
and so Pyotr Ivanovich once more crossed himself hurriedly, and, as it struck hi, too hurriedly, not quite in
accordance with the proprieties, turned and went to the door. Shvarts was waiting for him in the adjoining room,
standing with his legs apart and both hands behind his back playing with his top hat. A single glance at the
playful, sleek, and elegant figure of Shvarts revived Pyotr Ivanovich. He felt that he, Shvarts, was above it, and
would not give way to depressing impressions. The mere sight of him said plainly: the incident of the service over
the body of Ivan Ilyich cannot possibly constitute a sufficient ground for recognizing the business of the session
suspended—in other words, in no way can it hinder us from shuffling and cutting a pack of cards this evening,
while the footman sets four unsanctified candles on the table for us; in fact, there is no ground for supposing that
this incident could prevent us from spending the evening agreeably. He said as much indeed to Pyotr Ivanovich as
he came out, proposing that the party should meet at Fyodor Vassilyevich’s. But apparently it was Pyotr
Ivanovich’s destiny not to play “screw” that evening. Praskovya Fyodorovna, a short, fat woman who, in spite of
all efforts in a contrary direction, was steadily broader from her shoulders downwards, all in black, with lace on
her head and her eyebrows as queerly arched as those of the lady standing beside the coffin, came out of her own
apartments with some other ladies, and conducting them to the dead man’s room, said: “The service will take
place immediately; come in.”
Shvarts, making an indefinite bow, stood still, obviously neither accepting or declining this invitation.
Praskovya Fyodorovna, recognizing Pyotr Ivanovich, sighed, went right up to him, took his hand, and said, “I
know that you were a true friend of Ivan Ilyich’s …” and looked at him, expecting from him the suitable action in
response to these words. Pyotr Ivanovich knew that, just as before he had to cross himself, now what he had to do
was to press her hand, to sigh and to say, “Ah, I was indeed!” And he did so. And as he did so, he felt that the
desired result had been attained; that he was touched, and she was touched.
“Come, since it’s not begun yet, I have something I want to say to you,” said the widow. “Give me your arm.”
Pyotr Ivanovich gave her his arm, and they moved towards the inner rooms, passing Shvarts, who winked
gloomily at Pyotr Ivanovich.
“So much for our ‘screw!’ Don’t complain if we find another partner. You can make a fifth when you do get
away,” said his humorous glance.
Pyotr Ivanovich sighed still more deeply and despondently, and Praskovya Fyodorovna pressed his hand
gratefully. Going into her drawing room, which was upholstered with pink cretonne and lighted by a dismal
looking lamp, they sat down at the table, she on a sofa and Pyotr Ivanovich on a low ottoman with deranged
spring which yielded spasmodically under his weight. Praskovya Fyodorovna was about to warn him to sit on
another seat, but felt such a recommendation out of keeping with her position, and changed her mind. Sitting
down on the ottoman, Pyotr Ivanovich remembered how Ivan Ilyich had arranged this drawing room, and had
consulted him about this very pink cretonne with green leaves. Seating herself on the sofa, and pushing by the
table )the whole drawing room was crowded with furniture and things), the window caught the lace of her black
fichu in the carving of the table. Pyotr Ivanovich got up to disentangle it for her; and the ottoman, freed from his
weight, began bobbing up spasmodically under him. The widow began unhooking her lace herself, and Pyotr
Ivanovich again sat down, suppressing the mutinous ottoman springs under him. But the widow could not quite
free herself, and Pyotr Ivanovich rose again, and again the ottoman became mutinous and popped up with a
positive snap. When this was all over, she took out a clean cambric handkerchief and began weeping. Pyotr
Ivanovich had been chilled off by the incident with the lace and the struggle with the ottoman springs, and he sat
looking sullen. This awkward position was cut short by the entrance of Sokolov, Ivan Ilyich’s butler, who came in
to announce that the place in the cemetery fixed on by Praskovya Fyodorovna would cost two hundred rubles. She
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left off weeping, and with the air of a victim glancing at Pyotr Ivanovich, said in French that it was very terrible
for her. Pyotr Ivanovich made a silent gesture signifying his unhesitating conviction that it must indeed be so.
“Please, smoke.” She said in a magnanimous, and at the same time, crushed voice, and she began discussing
with Sokolov the question of the rice of the site for the grave.
Pyotr Ivanovich, lighting a cigarette, listened to her very circumstantial inquiries as to the various prices of
sites and her decision as to the one selected. Having settled on the site for the grave, she made arrangements also
about the choristers. Sokolov went away.
“I see to everything myself,” she said to Pyotr Ivanovich, moving on one side of the albums that lay on the table;
and noticing that the table was in danger from the cigarette ash, she promptly passed an ash try to Pyotr
Ivanovich, and said: “I consider it affectation to pretend that my grief prevents me from looking after practical
matters. Son the contrary, if anything could—not console me … but distract me, it is seeing after everything for
him.” She took out her handkerchief again, as though preparing to weep again; and suddenly, as though struggling
with herself, she shook herself, and began speaking calmly: “But I’ve business to talk about with you.”
Pyotr Ivanovich bowed, carefully keeping in check the springs of the ottoman, which had at once begun
quivering under him.
“The last few days his sufferings were awful.”
“Did he suffer very much?” asked Pyotr Ivanovich.
“Oh, awfully! For the last moments, hours indeed, he never left off screaming. For three days and nights in
succession he screamed incessantly. It was insufferable. I can’t understand how I bore it; one could hear it through
three closed doors. Ah, what I suffered!”
“And was he really conscious?” asked Pyotr Ivanovich.
“Yes,” she whispered, “up to the last minute. He said good-by to us a quarter of an hour before his death, and
asked Volodya to be taken away too.”
The thoughts of the sufferings of a man he had known so intimately, at first as a light-hearted boy, a schoolboy,
then grown up as a partner at whist, in spite of the unpleasant consciousness of his own and this woman’s
hypocrisy, suddenly horrified Pyotr Ivanovich. He saw again that forehead, the nose that seemed squeezing the
lip, and he felt frightened for himself. “Three days and nights of awful suffering and death. Why, that may at once,
any minute, come upon me too,” he thought, and he felt for an instant terrified. But immediately, he could not
himself have said how, there came to his support the customary reflection that this had happened to Ivan Ilyich
and not to him, and that to him this must not and could not happen; that in thinking thus he was giving way to
depression, which was not the right thing to do, as was evident from Shvarts’s expression of face. And making
these reflections, Pyotr Ivanovich felt reassured, and began with interest inquiring details about Ivan Ilyich’s end,
as though death were a mischance peculiar to Ivan Illyich, but not at all incidental to himself.
After various observations about the details of the truly awful physical sufferings endured by Ivan Ilyich (these
details Pyotr Ivanovich learned only through the effect Ivan Illyich’s agonies had had on the nerves of Praskovya
Fyodorovna), the widow apparently thought it was time to get to business.
“Ah, Pyotr Ivanovich, how hard it is, how awfully, awfully hard!” and she began to cry again.
Pyotr Ivanovich sighed, and waited for her to blow her nose. When she had done so, he said, “Indeed it is,”
and again she began to talk, and brought out what was evidently the business she wished to discuss with him; that
business consisted in the inquiry as to how on the occasion of her husband’s death she was to obtain a grant from
the government. She made a show of asking Pyotr Ivanovich’s advice about a pension. But he perceived that she
knew already to the minutest details, what he did not know himself indeed, everything that could be got out of the
government on the ground of this death; but that what she wanted to find out was, whether there were not any
means of obtaining a little more? Pyotr Ivanovich tried to imagine such means; but after pondering a little, and out
of politeness abusing the government for its stinginess, he said that he believed that it was impossible to obtain
more. The she sighed and began unmistakably looking about for an excuse for getting rid of her visitor. He
perceived this, put out his cigarette, got up, pressed her hand, and went out into the passage.
In the dining room, where was the bric-à-brac clock that Ivan Ilyich had been so delighted at buying, Pyotor
Ivanovich met the priest and several people he knew who had come to the service for the dead, and saw too Ivan
Ilyich’s daughter, a handsome young lady. She was all in black. Her very slender figure looked even slenderer
than usual. She had a gloomy, determined, almost wrathful expression. She bowed to Pyotr Ivanovich as though
he were to blame in some way. Behind the daughter, with the same offended air o his face, stood a rich young
man, whom Pyotr Ivanovich knew, too, an examining magistrate, the young lady’s fiancé, as he had heard. He
bowed dejectedly to him, and would have gone on into the dead man’s room, when from the staircase there
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appeared the figure of the son, the high school boy, extraordinarily like Ivan Ilyich. He was the little Ivan Ilyich
over again as Pyotr Ivanovich remembered him at school. His eyes were red with crying, and had that look often
seen in unclean boys of thirteen or fourteen. The boy, seeing Pyotr Ivanovich, scowled morosely and bashfully.
Pyotr Ivanovich nodded to him and went into the dead man’s room. The service for the dead began—candles,
groans, incense, tears, sobs. Pyotr Ivanovich stood frowning, staring at his feet in front of him. He did not once
glance at the dead man, and right through to the end did not once give way to depressing influences, and was one
of the first to walk out. In the hall there was no one. Gerasim, the young peasant, darted out of the dead man’s
room, tossed over with his strong hand al the fur cloaks to find Pyotr Ivanovich’s, and gave it him.
“Well, Gerasim, my boy?” said Pyotr Ivanovich, so as to say something. “A sad business, isn’t it?”
“It’s God’s will. We shall come to the same,” said Gerasim, showing his white, even, peasant teeth in a smile,
and, like a man in a rush of extra work, he briskly opened the door, called up the coachman, saw Pyotr Ivanovich
into the carriage, and darted back to the steps as though bethinking himself of what he had to do next.
Pyotr Ivanovich had a special pleasure in the fresh air after the smell of incense, of the corpse, and of carbolic
acid.
“Where to?” asked the coachman.
“It’s not too late. I’ll still go round to Fyodor Vassilyevich’s.”
And Pyotr Ivanovich drove there. And he did, in fact, find them just finishing the first rubber, so that he came
just at the right time to take a hand.
2
The previous history of Ivan Ilyich was the simplest, the most ordinary, and the most awful.
Ivan Ilyich died at the age of forty-five, a member of the Judicial Council. He was the son of an official, whose
career in Petersburg through various ministries and departments had been such as leads people into that position
in which, though it is distinctly obvious that they are unfit to perform any kind of real duty, they yet cannot,
owing to their long past service and their official rank, be dismissed; and they therefore receive a specially created
fictitious post, and by no means fictitious thousands\fn{ Of rubles.}—from six to ten—on which they go on living
trill extreme old age. Such was the privy councilor, the superfluous member of various superfluous institutions,
Ilya Efimovich Golovin.
He had three sons. Ivan Ilyich was the second son. The eldest son’s career was exactly like his father’s, only in
a different department, and he was by now close to that stage in the service in which the same sinecure would be
reached. The third son was the unsuccessful one. He had in various positions always made a mess of things, and
was not employed in the railway department. And his father and his brothers, and still more their wives, did not
merely dislike meeting him, but avoided, except in extreme necessity, recollecting his existence. His sister had
married Baron Gref, a Petersburg official of the same stamp as his father-in-law. Ivan Ilyich was le phénix de la
famille, as people said. He was not so frigid and precise as the eldest son, nor so wild as the youngest. He was the
happy mean between them—a shrewd, lively, pleasant, and well-bred man. He had been educated with is younger
brother at the school of jurisprudence. The younger brother had not finished the school course, but was expelled
when in the fifth class. Ivan Ilyich completed the course successfully. At school he was just the same as he was
later on all his life—an intelligent fellow, highly good-humored and sociable, but strict in doing what he
considered to be his duty. His duty he considered whatever was so considered by those persons who were set in
authority over him. He was not a toady as a boy, nor later on as a grownup person; but from his earliest years he
was attracted, as a fly to the light, to persons of good standing in the world, assimilated their manners and their
views of life, and established friendly relations with them. All the enthusiasms of childhood and youth passed,
leaving no great traces in him; he gave way to sensuality and to vanity, and latterly when in the higher classes at
school to liberalism, but always keeping within certain limits which were unfailingly marked out for him by his
instincts.
At school he had committed actions which had struck him beforehand as great vileness, and gave him a feeling
of loathing for himself at the very time he was committing them. But later on, perceiving that such actions were
committed also by men of good position, and were not regarded by them as base, he was able, not to regard them
as good, but to forget about them completely, and was never mortified by recollections of them.
Leaving the school of jurisprudence in the tenth class, and receiving from his father a sum of money for his
outfit, Ivan Ilyich ordered his clothes at Sharmer’s, hung on his watch chain a medallion inscribed respice finem,
said good-by to the prince who was the principal of his school, had a farewell dinner with is comrades at Donon’s,
and with all his new fashionable belongings—traveling trunk, linen, suits of clothes, shaving and toilet
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appurtenances, and traveling rug, all ordered and purchased at the very best shops—set off to take the post of
secretary on special commissions for the governor of a province, a post which had been obtained for him by his
father.
In the province Ivan Ilyich without loss of time made himself a position as easy and agreeable as his position had
been in the school of jurisprudence. He did his work, made his career, and at the same time led a life of well-bred
social gaiety. Occasionally he visited various districts on official duty, behaved with dignity both with his
superiors and his inferiors; and with exactitude and an incorruptible honesty of which he could not help feeling
proud, performed the duties with which he was entrusted, principally having to do with the dissenters. When
engaged in official work he was, in spite of his youth and taste for frivolous amusement, exceedingly reserved,
official, and even severe. But in social life he was often amusing and witty, and always good-natured, well-bred,
and bon enfant, as was said of him by his chief and his chief’s wife, with whom he was like one of the family.
In the province there was, too, a connection with one of the ladies who obtruded their chars on the stylish
young lawyer. There was a dressmaker, too, and there were drinking bouts with smart officers visiting the
neighborhood, and visits to a certain outlying street after supper; there was a rather cringing obsequiousness in his
behavior, too, with his chief, and even his chief’s wife. But all this was accomplished with such a tone of the
highest breeding, that it could not be called by harsh names; it all came under the rubric of the French saying: Il
faut que la jeunessse se passe. Everything was done with clean hands, in clean shirts, with French phrases, and,
what was of most importance, in the highest society, and consequently with the approval of people of rank.
Such was Ivan Ilyich’s career for five years, and then came a change I his official life. New methods of judicial
procedure were established; new men were wanted to carry them out. And Ivan Ilyich became such a new man.
Ivan Ilyich was offered the post of examining magistrate, and he accepted it in spite of the fact that this post was
in another province, and he would have to break off all the ties he had formed and form new ones. Ivan Ilyich’s
friends met together to see him off, had their photographs taken in a group, presented him with a silver cigarette
case, and he set off to his new post.
As an examining magistrate, Ivan Ilyich was as comme il faut, as well-bred, as adroit in keeping official duties
apart from private life, and as successful in gaining universal respect, as he had been as secretary of private
commissions. The duties of his new office were in themselves of far greater interest and attractiveness for Ivan
Ilyich. In his former post it had been pleasant to pass in his smart uniform from Sharmer’s through the crowd of
petitioners and officials waiting timorously and envying him, and to march wit his easy swagger straight into the
governor’s private room, there to sit down with him to tea and cigarettes. But the persons directly subject to his
authority were few. The only such persons were the district police superintendents and the dissenters, when he
was serving on special commissions. And he liked treating such persons affably, almost like comrades; liked to
make the feel that he, able to annihilate them, was behaving in this simple, friendly way with them. But such
people were then few in number. Now as an examining magistrate Ivan Ilyich felt that every one—every one
without exception—the most dignified, the most self-satisfied people, all were in his hands, and that he had but to
write certain words on a sheet of paper with a printed heading, and this dignified self-satisfied person would be
brought before him in the capacity of a defendant or a witness; and if he did not care to make him sit down, he
would have to stand up before him and answer his questions. Ivan Ilyich never abused this authority of his; on the
contrary, he tried to soften the expression of it. But the consciousness of this power and the possibility of
softening its effect constituted for him the chief interest and attractiveness of his new position. In the work itself,
in the preliminary inquiries, that is, Ivan Ilyich very rapidly acquired the art of setting aside every consideration
irrelevant to the official aspect of the case, and of reducing every case, however complex, to that form in which it
could in a purely external fashion be put on paper, completely excluding his personal view of the matter, and what
was of paramount importance, observing all the necessary formalities. All this work was new. And he was one of
the first men who put into practical working the reforms in judicial procedure enacted in 1864.\fn{ This law
(December 2, 1864) put an end to secret procedure, venality, dependence on the government, etc. By it Russian received an independent
court and trial by jury. The judges were irremovable; trials were held in public with oral procedure and trained advocates; and appeals to the
senate could take place only in case of irregularities in procedure .}

On settling in a new town in his position as examining magistrate, Ivan Illyich made new acquaintances,
formed new ties, took up a new line, and adopted a rather different attitude. He took up an attitude of somewhat
dignified aloofness towards the provincial authorities, while he picked out the best circle among the legal
gentlemen and wealthy gentry living in the town, and adopted a tone of slight dissatisfaction with the government,
moderate liberalism, and lofty civic virtue. With this, while making no change in the elegance of his getup, Ivan
Illyich in his new office gave up shaving, and left his beard free to grow as it liked. Ilyich’s existence in the new
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town proved to be very agreeable; the society which took the line of opposition to the governor was friendly and
good; his income was larger, and he found a source of increased enjoyment in whist, at which he began to play at
this time; and having a faculty for playing cards good-humoredly, and being rapid and exact in his calculations, he
was as a rule on the winning side.
After living two years in the new town, Ivan Ilyich met his future wife. Praskovya Fyodorovna Mikhel was the
most attractive, clever, and brilliant girl in the set in which Ivan Ilyich moved. Among other amusements and
recreations after his labors as a magistrate, Ivan Ilyich started a light, playful flirtation with Praskovya
Fyodorovna.
Ivan Ilyich when he was an assistant secretary had danced as a rule; as an examining magistrate he danced
only as an exception. He danced now as it were under protest, as though to show “that though I am serving on the
new reformed legal code, and am of the fifth class in official rank, still if it comes to a question of dancing, in that
line, too, I can do better than others.” In this spirit he danced now and then towards the end of the evening with
Praskovya Fyodorovna, and it was principally during these dances that he won the heart of Praskovya
Fyodorovna. She fell in love with him. Ivan Ilyich had no clearly defined intention of marrying; but when the girl
fell in love with him, he put the question to himself: “After all, why not get married?”
The young lady, Praskovya Fyodorovna, was of good family, nice-looking. There was a little bit of property.
Ivan Ilyich might have reckoned on a more brilliant match, but this was a good match. Ivan Ilyich had his salary;
she, he hoped, would have as much of her own. It was a good family; she was a sweet, pretty, and perfectly
comme il faut young woman. To say that Ivan Ilyich got married because he fell in love with his wife and found in
her sympathy with is views of life, would be as untrue as to say that he got married because the people of his
world approved of the match. Ivan Ilyich was influenced by both considerations; he was doing what was
agreeable to himself in securing such a wife, and at the same time doing what persons of higher standing looked
upon as the correct thing.
And Ivan Ilyich got married.
The process itself of getting married and the early period of married life, with the conjugal caresses, the new
furniture, the new crockery, the new house linen, all up to the time of his wife’s pregnancy, went off very well; so
that Ivan Ilyich had already begun to think that so far from marriage breaking up that kind of frivolous, agreeable,
light-hearted life, always decorous and always approved by society, which he regarded as the normal life, it would
even increase its agreeableness. But at that point, in the early months of his wife’s pregnancy, there came in a new
element, unexpected, unpleasant, tiresome and unseemly, which could never have been anticipated, and from
which there was no escape.
His wife, without any kind of reason, it seemed to Ivan Ilyich, de gaité de cœur, as he expressed it, began to
disturb the agreeableness and decorum of their life. She began without any sort of justification to be jealous,
exacting in her demands on his attention, squabbled over everything, and treated him to the coarsest and most
unpleasant scenes.
At first Ivan Ilyich hoped to escape from the unpleasantness of this position by taking up the same frivolous
and well-bred line that had served him well on other occasions of difficulty. He endeavored to ignore his wife’s
ill-humor, went on living light-heartedly and agreeably as before, invited friends to play cards, tried to get away
himself to the club or to his friends. But his wife began on one occasion with such energy, abusing him in such
coarse language, and so obstinately persisted in her abuse of him every time he failed in carrying out her
demands, obviously having made up her mind firmly to persist till he gave way, that is, stayed at home and was as
dull as she was, that Ivan Ilyich took alarm. He perceived that matrimony, at least with his wife, was not
invariably conducive to the pleasures and proprieties of life; but, on the contrary, often destructive of them, and
that it was therefore essential to erect some barrier to protect himself from these disturbances. And Ivan Ilyich
began to look about for such means of protecting himself. His official duties were the only thing that impressed
Praskovya Fyodorovna, and Ivan Illyich began to use his official position and the duties arising from it in his
struggle with is wife to fence off his own independent world apart.
With the birth of the baby, the attempts at nursing it, and the various unsuccessful experiments with foods, with
the illnesses, real and imaginary, of the infant and its mother, in which Ivan Ilyich was expected to sympathize,
though he never had the slightest idea about them, the need for him to fence off a world apart for himself outside
his family life became still more imperative. As his wife grew more irritable and exacting, so did Ivan Ilyich more
and more transfer the center of gravity of his life to his official work. He became fonder and fonder of official life,
and more ambitious than he had been.
Very quickly, not more than a year after his wedding, Ivan Ilyich had become aware that conjugal life, though
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providing certain comforts, was in reality a very intricate and difficult business towards which one must, if one is
to do one’s duty, that is, lead the decorous life approved by society, work out for oneself a definite line, just as in
the government service.
And such a line Ivan Ilyich did work out for himself in his married life. He expected from his home life only
those comforts—of dinner at home, of housekeeper and bed which it could give him, and, above all, that perfect
propriety in external observances required by public opinion. For the rest, he looked for good-humored
pleasantness, and if he found it he was very thankful. If he met with antagonism and querulousness, he promptly
retreated into the separate world he had shut off for himself in his official life, and there he found solace.
Ivan Ilyich was prized as a good official, and three years later he was made assistant public prosecutor. The
new duties of this position, their dignity, the possibility of bringing any one to trial and putting any one in prison,
the publicity of the speeches and the success Ivan Ilyich had in that part of his work—all this made his official
work still more attractive to him.
Children were born to him. His wife became steadily more querulous and ill-tempered, but the line Ivan Ilyich
had taken up for himself in home life put him almost out of reach of her grumbling.
After seven years of service in the same town, Ivan Ilyich was transferred to another province with the post of
public prosecutor. They moved, money was short, and his wife did not like the place they had moved to. The
salary was indeed a littler higher than before, but their expenses were larger. Besides, a couple of children died,
and home life consequently became even less agreeable for Ivan Ilyich.
For every mischance that occurred in their new lace of residence, Praskovya Fyodorovna blamed her husband.
The greater number of subjects of conversation between husband and wife, especially the education of the
children, led to questions which were associated with previous quarrels, and quarrels were ready to break out at
every instant. There remained only those rare periods of being in love which did indeed come upon them, but
never lasted long. These were the islands at which they put in for a time, but they soon set off again upon the
ocean of concealed hostility, that it was made manifest in their aloofness from one another. This aloofness might
have distressed Ivan illyich if he had believed that this ought not to be so, but by now he regarded this position as
perfectly normal, and it was indeed the goal towards which he worked in his home life. His aim was to make
himself more and more free from the unpleasant aspects of domestic life and to render them harmless and
decorous. And he attained this aim by spending less and less time with his family; and when he was forced to be
at home, he endeavored to security his tranquility by the presence of outsiders. The great thing for Ivan Ilyich was
having his office. In the official world all the interest of life was concentrated for him. And this interest absorbed
him. The sense of his own power, the consciousness of being able to ruin any one he wanted to ruin, even the
external dignity of his office, when he made his entry into the court or met subordinate officials, his success in the
eyes of his superiors and his subordinates, and, above all, his masterly handling of cases, of which he was
conscious—all this delighted him and, together with chats with his colleagues, dining out, and whist, filled his
life. So that, on the whole, Ivan Ilyich’s life still went on in the way he thought it should go—agreeably and
decorously.
So he lived for another seven years. His eldest daughter was already sixteen, another child had died, and there
was left only one other, a boy at the high school, a subject of dissension. Ivan Illyich wanted to send him to the
school of jurisprudence, while Praskovya Fyodorovna to spite him sent him to the high school. The daughter had
been educated at home, and had turned out well; the boy too did fairly well at his lessons.
3
Such was Ivan Ilyich’s life for seventeen years after his marriage. He had been by now a long while prosecutor,
and had refused several appointments offered him, looking out for a more desirable post, when there occurred an
unexpected incident which utterly destroyed his peace of mind. Ivan Ilyich had been expecting to be appointed
presiding judge in a university town, but a certain Goppe somehow stole a march on him and secured the
appointment. Ivan Ilyich took offence, began upbraiding him, and quarreled with him and with his own superiors.
A coolness was felt towards him, and on the next appointment that was made he was again passed over.
This was in the year 1880. That year was the most painful one in Ivan Ilyich’s life. During that year it became
evident on the one hand that his pay was insufficient for his expenses; on the other hand, that he had been
forgotten by every one, and that what seemed to him the most monstrous, the cruelest injustice, appeared to other
people as a quite commonplace fact. Even his father felt no obligation to assist him. He felt that every one had
deserted him, and that every one regarded his position with an income of three thousand five hundred rubles as a
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quite normal and even fortunate one. He alone, with a sense of the injustice done him, and the everlasting nagging
of his wife and the debts he had begun to accumulate, living beyond his means, knew that his position was far
from being normal.
The summer of that year, to cut down his expenses, he took a holiday and went with his wife to spend the
summer in the country at her brother’s.
In the country, with no official duties to occupy him, Ivan Ilyich was for the first time a prey not to simple
boredom, but to intolerable depression; and he made up his mind that things could not go on like that, and that it
was absolutely necessary to take some decisive steps.
After a sleepless night spent by Ivan Ilyich walking up and down the terrace, he determined to go to Petersburg
to take active steps and to get transferred to some other department, so as to revenge himself on them, the people,
that is, who had not known how to appreciate him.
Next day, in spite of all the efforts of his wife and his mother-in-law to dissuade him, he set off to Petersburg.
He went with a single object before him—to obtain a post with an income of five thousand. He was ready now to
be satisfied with a post in any department, of any tendency, with any kind of work. He must only have a post—a
post with five thousand, in the executive department, the banks, the railways, the Empress Marya’s institutions,
even in the customs duties—what was essential was five thousand, and essential it was, too, to get out of the
department in which they had failed to appreciate his value.
And, behold, this quest of Ivan Ilyich’s was crowned with wonderful, unexpected success. At Kursk there got
into the same first-class carriage F. S. Illyin, an acquaintance, who told him of a telegram just received by the
governor of Kursk, announcing a change about to take place in the ministry—Pyotr Ivanovich was to be
superseded by Ivan Semyonovich.
The proposed change, apart from its significance for Russia, had special significance for Ivan Illyich from the
fact that by bringing to the front a new person, Pyotr Petrovich, and obviously, therefore, his friend Zakhar
Ivanovich, it was in the highest degree propitious to Ivan Ilyich’s own plans. Zakhar Ivanovich was a friend and
schoolfellow of Ivan Ilyich’s.
At Moscow the news was confirmed. On arriving at Petersburg, Ivan Ilyich looked up Zakhar Ivanovich, and
received a positive promise of an appointment in his former department—that of justice.
A week later he telegraphed to his wife:
Zakhar Miller’s place.
At first report I receive appointment.
Thanks to these changes, Ivan Ilyich unexpectedly obtained, in the same department as before, an appointment
which placed him two stages higher than his former colleagues, and gave him an income of five thousand,
together with the official of three thousand five hundred for traveling expenses. All his ill-humor with his former
enemies and the whole department was forgotten, and Ivan Ilyich was completely happy.
Ivan Ilyich went back to the country more light-hearted and good-tempered than he had been for a very long
while. Praskovya Fyodorovna was in better spirits, too, and peace was patched up between them. Ivan Ilyich
described what respect every one had shown him in Petersburg; how all those who had been his enemies had been
put to shame, and were cringing now before him; how envious they were of his appointment, and still more of the
high favor in which he stood at Petersburg.
Praskovya Fyodorovna listened to this, and pretended to believe it, and did not contradict him in anything, but
confined herself to making plans for her new arrangements in the town to which they would be moving. And Ivan
Ilyich saw with delight that these plans were his plans; that they were agreed; and that his life after this disturbing
hitch in its progress was about to regain its true, normal character of light-hearted agreeableness and propriety.
Ivan Ilyich had come back to thew country for a short stay only. He had to enter upon the duties of his new
office on the 10th of September; and besides he needed some time to settle in a new place, to move all his
belongings from the other province, to purchase and order many things in addition; in short, to arrange things as
settled in his own mind, and almost exactly as settled in the heart too of Praskovya Fyodorovna.
And now when everything was so successfully arranged, and when he and his wife were agreed in their aim, and
were, besides, so little together, they got on with one another as they had not got on together since the early years
of their married life. Ivan Ilyich had thought of taking his family away with him at once: but his sister and his
brother-in-law, who had suddenly become extremely cordial and intimate with him and his family, were so
pressing in urging them to stay that he set off alone.
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Ivan Ilyich started off; and the light-hearted temper produced by his good success, and his good understanding
with is wife, one thing backing up another, did not desert him all the time. He found a charming set of apartments,
the very thing both husband and wife had dreamed of. Spacious, lofty reception rooms in the old style, a
comfortable, dignified looking study for him, rooms for his wife and daughter, a schoolroom for his son,
everything as though planned on purpose for them. Ivan Ilyich himself looked after the furnishing of them, chose
the wallpapers, bought furniture, by preference antique furniture, which had a peculiar comme-il-faut style to his
mind, and it all grew up and grew up, and really attained the ideal he had set before himself. When he had half
finished arranging the house, his arrangement surpassed his own expectations. He saw the comme-il-faut
character, elegant and free from vulgarity, that the whole would have when it was all ready. As he fell asleep he
pictured to himself the reception room as it would be. Looking at the drawing room, not yet finished, he could see
the hearth, the screen, the étagère,\fn{Whatnot, for the display of bric-á-brac.}and the little chairs dotted here and there,
the plates and dishes on the wall, and the bronzes as they would be when they were all put in their places. He was
delighted with the thought of how he would impress Praskovya and Lizanka, who had taste too in this line. They
would never expect anything like it. He was particularly successful in coming across and buying cheap old pieces
of furniture, which gave a peculiarly aristocratic air to the whole. In his letters he purposely disparaged everything
so as to surprise them. All this so absorbed him that the duties of his new office, though he was so fond of his
official work, interested him less than he had expected. During sittings of the court he had moments of inattention;
he pondered the question which sort of cornices to have on the window blinds, straight or fluted. He was so
interested in this business that he often set to work with his own hands, moved a piece of furniture, or hung up
curtains himself. One day he went up a ladder to show a workman, who did not understand, how he wanted some
hangings draped, made a false step and slipped; but, like a strong and nimble person, he clung on, and only
knocked his side against the corner of a frame. The bruised place ached, but it soon passed off. Ivan Ilyich felt all
this time particularly good-humored and well. He wrote: “I feel fifteen years younger.” He thought his house
furnishing would be finished in September, but it dragged on to the middle of October. But then the effect was
charming; not he only said so, but every one who saw it told him so too.
In reality, it was all just what is commonly seen in houses of people who are not exactly wealthy but want to
look like wealthy people, and so succeed only in being like one another—hangings, dark wood, flowers, rugs and
bronzes, everything dark and highly polished, everything that all people of a certain class have so as to be like all
people of a certain class. And in his case it was all so like that it made no impression at all; but it all seemed to
him somehow special. When he met his family at the railway station and brought them to his newly furnished
rooms, all lighted up in readiness, and a footman in a white tie opened the door into an entry decorated with
flowers, and then they walked into the drawing room and the study, uttering cries of delight, he was very happy,
conducted them everywhere, eagerly drinking in their praises, and beaming with satisfaction. The same evening,
while they talked about various things at tea, Praskovya Fyodorovna inquire about his fall, and he laughed and
showed them how he had gone flying, and how he had frightened the upholsterer.
“It’s as well I’m something of an athlete. Another man might have been killed, and I got nothing worse than a
blow here; when it’s touched it hurts, but it’s going off already; nothing but a bruise.”
And they began to live in their new abode, which, as is always the case, when they had got thoroughly settled
in they found to be short of just one room, and with their new income, which, as always, was only a little—some
five hundred rubles—too little, and everything went ver well. Things went particularly well at first, before
everything was quite finally arranged, and there was still something to do to the place—something to buy,
something to order, something to move, something to make to fit. Though there were indeed several disputes
between husband and wife, both were so well satisfied, and there was so much to do, that it all went off without
serious quarrels. When there was nothing left to arrange, it became a little dull, and something seemed to be
lacking, but by then they were making acquaintances and forming habits, and life was filled up again.
Ivan Ilyich, after spending the morning in the court, returned home to dinner, and at first he was generally in a
good humor, although this was apt to be upset a little, and precisely account of the new abode. Every spot on the
tablecloth, on the hangings, the string of a window blind broken, irritated him. He had devoted so much trouble t
the arrangement of the rooms that any disturbance of their order distressed him. But, on the whole, the life of
Ivan Ilyich ran its course as, according to his conviction, life ought to do—easily, agreeably, and decorously. He
got up at nine, drank, his coffee, read the newspaper, then put on h is official uniform, and went to the court.
There the routine of the daily work was ready mapped out for him, and he stepped into it at once. People with
petitions, inquiries in the office, the office itself, the sittings—public and preliminary. In all this the great thing
necessary was to exclude everything with the sap of life in it, which always disturbs the regular course of official
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business, not to admit any sort of relations with people except the official relations; the motive of all intercourse
had to be simply the official motive, and the intercourse itself to be only official. A man would come, for instance,
anxious for certain information. Ivan Ilyich, not being the functionary on duty, would have nothing whatever t do
with such a man. But if this man’s relation to him as a member of the court is such as can be formulated on
official stamped paper—within the limits of such a relation Ivan Ilyich would do everything, positively everything
he could, and in doing so would observe the semblance of human friendly relations, that is, the courtesies of
social life. But where the official relation ended, there everything else stopped too. This art of keeping the official
aspect of things apart from his real life, Ivan Ilyhich possessed in the highest degree; and through long practice
and natural aptitude, he had brought it to such a pitch of perfection that he even permitted himself at times, like a
skilled specialist as it were in jest, to let the human official relations mingle. He allowed himself this liberty just
because he felt he had the power at any moment if he wished it to take up the purely official line again and to drop
the human relation. This thing was not simply easy, agreeable, and decorous; in Ivan Ilyich’s hands it attained a
positively artistic character. In the intervals of business he smoked, drank tea, chatted a little about politics, a little
about public affairs, a little about cards, but most of all about appointments in the service. And tired, but feeling
like some artist who has skillfully played his part in the performance, one of the first violins in the orchestra, he
returned home. At home his daughter and her mother had been paying calls somewhere, or else some one had
been calling on them; the son had been at school, had been preparing his lessons with his teachers, and duly
learning correctly what was taught at the high school. Everything was as it should be. After dinner, if there were
no visitors, Ivan Ilyich sometimes read some book of which people were talking, and in the vening sat down to
work, that is, read official papers, compared them with the laws, sorted depositions, and put them under the laws.
This he found neither tiresome nor entertaining. It was tiresome when he might have been playing “screw;” but if
there were no “screw” going on, it was anyway better than sitting alone or with his wife. Ivan Ilich’s pleasures
were little dinners, to which he invited ladies and gentlemen of good social position, and such methods of passing
the time with them as were usual with such persons, so that his drawing room might be like all other drawing
rooms.
Once they even gave a party—a dance. And Ivan Ilyich enjoyed it, and everything was very successful, except
that it led to a violent quarrel with his wife over the tarts and sweetmeats. Praskovya Fyodorovna had her own
plan; while Ivan Ilyich insisted on getting everything from an expensive pastry cook, and ordered a great many
tarts, and the quarrel was because these tarts were left over and the pastry cook’s bill came to forty-five rubles.
The quarrel was a violent and unpleasant one, so much so that Praskovya Fyodorovna called him, “Fool,
imbecile.” And he clutched at his head, and in his anger made some allusion to a divorce. But the party itself was
enjoyable. There were all the best people, and Ivan Ilyich danced with Princess Trufonov, the sister of the one so
well known in connection with the charitable association called, “Bear my Burden.” His official pleasures lay in
the gratification of his pride; his social pleasures lay in the gratification of his vanity. But Ivan Ilyich’s most real
pleasure was the pleasure of playing “screw,” the Russian equivalent for “poker.” He admitted to himself that,
after all, after whatever unpleasant incidents there had been in his life, the pleasure which burned like a candle
before all others was sitting with good players, and not noisy partners, at “screw;” and, of course, a four-hand
game (playing with five was never a success, though one pretends to like it particularly), and with good cards, to
play a shrewd, serious game, then supper and a glass of wine. And after “screw,” especially after winning some
small stakes (winning large sums was unpleasant), Ivan Ilyich went to bed in a particularly happy frame of mind.
So they lived. They moved in the very best circle, and were visited by people of consequence and young
people.
In their views of their circle of acquaintances, the husband, the wife, and the daughter were in complete
accord; and without any expressed agreement on the subject, they all acted alike in dropping and shaking off
various friends and relations, shabby persons who swooped down upon them in their drawing room with Japanese
plates on the walls, and pressed their civilities on them. Soon these shabby persons ceased fluttering about them,
and none but the very best society was seen at the Golovins. Young men began to pay attention to Lizanka; and
Petrischev, the son of Dimitri Ivanovich Petrischev, and the sole heir of his fortune, an examining magistrate,
began to be so attentive to Lizanka, that Ivan Ilyich had raised the question with his wife whether it would not be
as well to arrange a sledge drive for them, or to get up some theatricals. So they lived. And everything went on in
this way without change, and everything was very nice.
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All were in good health. One could not use the word ill health in connection with the symptoms Ivan Ilyich
sometimes complained of, namely, a queer taste in his mouth and a sort of uncomfortable feeling on the left side
of the stomach.
But it came to pass that this uncomfortable feeling kept increasing, and became not exactly a pain, but a continual
sense of weight in his side and irritable temper. This irritable temper continually growing and growing, began at
last to mar the agreeable easiness and decorum that had reigned in the Golovin household. Quarrels between the
husband and wife became more and more frequent. Again there were only islands in the sea of contention—and
but few of these—at which the husband and wife could meet without an outbreak. And Praskovya Fydorovna said
now, not without grounds, that her husband had a trying temper. With her characteristic exaggeration, she said he
had always had this awful temper, and she had needed all her sweetness to put up with it for twenty years. It was
true that it was he now who began the quarrels. His gusts of temper always broke out just before dinner, and often
just as he was beginning to eat, at the soup. He would notice that some piece of the crockery had been chipped, or
that the food was not nice, or that his son put his elbow on the table, or his daughter’s hair was not arranged as he
liked it. And whatever it was, he laid the blame of it on Praskovya Fyodorovna. Praskovya Fydorovna had at first
retorted in the same strain, and said all sorts of horrid things to him; but on two occasions, just at the beginning of
dinner, he had flown into such a frenzy that she perceived that it was due to physical derangement, and was
brought on by taking food, and she controlled herself; she did not rely, but simply made haste to get dinner over.
Praskovya Fyodorovna took great credit to herself for this exercise of self-control. Making up her mind that her
husband had a fearful temper, and made her life miserable, she began to feel sorry for herself. And the more she
felt for herself, the more she hated her husband. She began to wish he were dead; yet could not wish it, because
then there would be no income. And this exasperated her against him even more. She considered herself
dreadfully unfortunate, precisely because even his death could not save her, and she felt irritated and concealed it,
and this hidden irritation on her side increased his irritability.
After one violent scene, in which Ivan Ilyich had been particularly unjust, and after which he had said in
explanation that he certainly was irritable, but that it was due to illness, she said that if he were ill he ought to take
steps, and insisted on his going to see a celebrated doctor.
He went. Everything was as he had expected; everything was as it always is. The waiting and the assumption
of dignity, that professional dignity he knew so well, exactly as he assumed it himself in court, and the sounding
and listening and questions that called for answers that were foregone conclusions and obviously superfluous, and
the significant air that seemed to insinuate—you only leave it all to us, and we will arrange everything, for us it is
certain and incontestable how to arrange everything, everything in one way for every man of every sort. It was all
exactly as in his court of justice. Exactly the same air as he put on in dealing with a man brought up for judgment,
the doctor put on for him.
The doctor said: “This and that proves that you have such-and-such a thing wrong inside you; but if that is not
confirmed by analysis of this and that, then we must assume this and that. If we assume this and that, then—and
so on. To Ivan Ilyich there was only one question of consequence. Was his condition dangerous or not? But the
doctor ignored that irrelevant inquiry. From the doctor’s point of view this was a side issue, not the subject under
consideration; the only real question was the balance of probabilities between a loose kidney, chronic catarrh, and
appendicitis. It was not a question of the life of Ivan Ilyich, but the question between the loose kidney and the
intestinal appendix. And this question, as it seemed to Ivan Ilyich, the doctor solved in a brilliant manner in favor
of the appendix, with the reservation that analysis of the water might give a fresh clue, and that then the aspect of
the case would be altered. All this was point for point identical with what Ivan Ilyich had himself done in brilliant
fashion a thousand times over in dealing with some man on his trial. Just as brilliantly the doctor made his
summing up, and triumphantly, gaily even, glanced over his spectacles at the prisoner in the dock. From the
doctor’s summing up Ivan Ilyich deduced the conclusion—that things looked bad, and that he, the doctor, and
most likely every one else, did not care, but that things looked bad for him. And this conclusion impressed Ivan
Ilyich morbidly, arousing in him a great feeling of pity for himself, of great anger against this doctor who could be
unconcerned about a matter of such importance.
But he said nothing of that. He got up, and, laying the fee on the table, he said, with a sigh, “We sick peole
probably often ask inconvenient questions. Tell me, is this generally a dangerous illness nor not?”
The doctor glanced severely at him with one eye through his spectacles, as though to say: “Prisoner at the bar,
if you will not keep within ther limitsd of the questions allowed you, I shall be compelled to take measures for
your removal from the precincts of the court.”
“I have told you what I thought necessary and suitable already,” said the doctor; “the analysis will show
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anything further.” And the doctor bowed him out.
Ivan Illyich went out slowly and dejectedly, got into his sledge, and drove home. All the way home he was
incessantly going over all the doctor had said, trying to translate all these complicated, obscure, scientific phrasees
into simple language, and to read in them an answer to the question, Is it bad—is it very bad, nor nothing much as
yet? And it seemed to him that the upshot of all the doctor had said was that it was very bad. Everything sdeemed
dismal to Ivan Ilyich in the streets. The sledge drivers were dismal, the houses were dismal, the people passing,
and the shops were dismal. This ache, this dull gnawing ache, that never ceased for a second, seemed, when
connected with the doctor’s obscure utterances, to have gfained a now, more serious significance. With a newe
sense of misery Ivan Ilyich kept watch on it now.
He reached home and began to tellhis wife about it. His wife listened; but in the middle of his account his
daughter came in with her hat on, ready to go out with her mother. Reluctantly she half sat down to listen to these
tedious details, but she could not stand it for long, and her mother did not hear his story to the end.
“Well, I’m very glad,” said his wife; “now you must be sure and take the medicine regularly. Give me the
prescription; I’ll send Gerasim to the chemist’s!” And she went to get ready to go out.
He had not taken breath while she was in the room, and he heaved a deep sign when she was gone.
“Well,” he siad, “may be it really is nothing as yet.”
He began to take the medicine, to carryout the doctor’s directions, which were changed after the analysis of the
water. But it was just at this point that someconfusion arose, either in the analysis or in what ought to have
followed from it. The doctor himself, of course, could not be blamed for it, but it turned out that things had not
gone as the doctor had told him. Either he had forgotten or told a lie, or was hiding something from him.
But Ivan Ilyich seill went on just as exactly carrying out the doctor’s direction, and in doing so he found
comfort at first.
From the time of his visit to the doctgor Ivan Ilyich’s principal occupation became the exact observance of the
doctor’s prescriptions as regards hygine and medicine and the careful observation of his ailment in all the
functions of his organism. Ivan Illyich’s principal interest came to be people’s ailments and people’s health. When
an ything was said in his presence about sick people, about deaths and recoveries, especially in the case of an
illness resembling his own, he listened, trying to conceal his excitement, asked quesetions, and applied what he
heard to his own trouble.
The ache did not grow less; but Ivan Ilyich made great efforts to force himself to believe that he was beter And
he succeeded in deceiving himself so long as nothing happened to disturb him. But as soon as he had a mischance,
some unpleasant words with his wife, a failure in his official work, an unlucky hand at “screw,” he was at once
acutely sensible of his illness. In former days he had borne with such mishaps, hoping soon to retrieve the
mistake, or make a struggle, to reach success later, to have a lucky hand. But now he was cast down by every
mischance and reduced to despair. He would say to himself: “Here I’m only jhust beginning to get better, and the
medicine has begun to take effect, and now this mischance or disappointment.” And he was furious agains the
mischance or the people who were causing him the disappointment and killing him, and he felt that this fury was
killing him, but could not check it. One would have thought that it should have been clear to him that this
exasperation against circumnstnaces and peoole was aggravating his disease, and that therefore he ought not to
pay attention to the unpleasant incidents. But his reasoning took quite the opposite direction. He said that he
needed peace, and was on the watch for everything that disturbed his peace, and at the slightest disturbance of it
he flew into a rage. What made his position worse was that he read medical books and consulted doctors. He got
worse so gradually that he might have deceived himself, comparing one day with another, the difference was so
slight. But when he consulted the doctors, then it seemed to him that he was getting worse, and very rapidly so
indeed. And in spite of this, he was continually consulting the doctors.
That month he called on another celebrated doctor. The second celebrity said almost the same as the first, but
put his questions differently; and the interview with this celebrity only redoubled the doubts and terrors of Ivan
Illyich. A friend of a friend of his, a very good doctor, diagnosed the disease quite differently; and in spite of the
fact that he guaranteed recovery, by his questions and his suppositions he confused Ivan Ilyich even more and
strengthened his suspicions. A homeopath gave yet another diagnosis of the complaint, and prescribed medicine,
which Ivan Ilyich took secretly for a week; but after a week of the homeopathic medicine he felt no relief, and
losing faith both in the other doctor’s treatment and in this, he fell into even deeper depression. One day a lady of
his acquaintance talked to him of the healing wrought by the holy pictures. Ivan Illyich caught himself listening
attentively and believing in the reality of the facts alleged. This incident alarmed him. “Can I have degenerated to
such a point of intellectual feebleness?” he said to himself. “Nonsense! It’s all rubbish. I must not give way to
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nervous fears, but fixing on one doctor, adhere strictly to his treatment. That’s what I will do. Now it’s settled. I
won’t think about it, but till next summer I will stick to the treatment, and then I shall see. Now I’ll put a stop to
this wavering!”
It was easy to say this, but impossible to carry it out. The pain in his side was always dragging at him, seeming
to grow more acute and ever more incessant; it seemed to him that the taste in his mouth was queerer, and there
was a loathsome smell even from his breath, and his appetite and strength kept dwindling. There was no deceiving
himself; something terrible, new, and so important that nothing more important had ever been in Ivan Ilyich’s life,
was taking place in him, and he alone knew of it. All about him did not or would not understand, and believed that
everything in the world was going on as before. This was what tortured Ivan Ilyich more than anything. Those of
his own household, most of all his wife and daughter, who were absorbed in a perfect whirl of visits, did not, he
saw, comprehend it at all, and were annoyed that he was so depressed and exacting, as though he were to blame
for it. Though they tried indeed to disguise it, he saw that he was a nuisance to them; but that his wife had taken
up a definite line of her own in regard to his illness, and stuck to it regardless of what he might say and do. This
line was expressed thus: “You know,” she would say to acquaintances, “Ivan Ilyich cannot, like all other simplehearted folks, keep to the treatment prescribed him. One day he’ll take his drops and eat what he’s ordered, and go
to bed in good time; the next day, if I don’t see to it, he’ll suddenly forget to take his medicine, eat sturgeon
(which is forbidden by the doctors), yes, and sit up at “screw” till past midnight.”
“Why, when did I do that?” Ivan Ilyich asked in vexation one day at Pyotr Ivanovich’s.
“Why, yesterday, with Shebek.”
“It makes no difference. I couldn’t sleep for pain.”
“Well, it doesn’t matter what you do it for, only you’ll never get well like that, and you make us wretched.”
Praskovya Fyodorovna’s external attitude to her husband’s illness, openly expressed to others and to himself,
was that Ivan Ilyich was to blame in the matter of his illness, and that the whole illness was another injury he was
doing to his wife. Ivan Illyich felt that the expression of this dropped from her unconsciously, but that made it no
easier for him.
In his official life, too, Ivan Ilyich noticed, or fancied he noticed, a strange attitude to him. At one time it
seemed to him that people were looking inquisitively at him, as a man who would shortly have to vacate his
position; at another time his friends would suddenly begin chaffing him in a friendly way over his nervous fears,
as though that awful and horrible, unheard-of thing that was going on within him, incessantly gnawing at him, and
irresistibly dragging him away somewhere, were the most agreeable subject for joking. Shvarts especially, with
his jocoseness, his liveliness, and his comme-il-faut tone, exasperated Ivan Illyich by reminding him of himself
ten years ago.
Friends came sometimes to play cards. They sat down to the card table; they shuffled and dealt the new cards.
Diamonds were led and followed by diamonds, the seven. His partner said, “Can’t trump,” and played the two of
diamonds. What then? Why, delightful, capital, it should have been—he had a trump hand. And suddenly Ivan
Ilyich feels that gnawing ache, that taste in his mouth, and it strikes him as something grotesque that with that he
could be glad of a trump hand.
He looks at Mikhail Mikhaylovich, his partner, how he taps on the table with his red hand, and affably and
indulgently abstains from snatching up the trick, and pushes the cards towards Ivan Ilyich so as to give him the
pleasure of taking them up, without any trouble, without even stretching out his hand. “What, does he suppose
that I’m so weak that I can’t stretch out my hand?” thinks Ivan Ilyich, and he forgets the trumps, and trumps his
partner’s cards, and plays his trump hand without making three tricks; and what’s the most awful thing of all is
that he sees how upset Mikhail Mikhaylovich is about it, while he doesn’t care a bit, and it’s awful for him to
think why he doesn’t care.
They all see that he’s in pain, and say to him, “We can stop if you’re tired. You go and lie down.” Lie down?
No, he’s not in the least tired; they will play the rubber. All are gloomy and silent. Ivan Ilyich feels that it is he
who has brought this gloom upon them, and he cannot disperse it. They have supper, and the party breaks up, and
Ivan Ilyich is left alone with the consciousness that his life is poisoned for him and poisons the life of others, and
that this poison is not losing its force, but is continually penetrating more and more deeply into his whole
existence.
And with the consciousness of this, and with the physical pain in addition, and the terror in addition to that, he
must lie in his bed, often not able to sleep for pain the greater part of the night; and I the morning he must get up
again, dress, go to the law court, speak, write, or, if he does not go out, stay at hoe for all the four-and-twenty
hours of the day and night, of which each one is a torture. And he had to live thus on the edge of the precipice
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alone, without one man who would understand and feel for him.
5
In this way one month, then a second, passed by. Just before the New Year his brother-in-law arrived in the town
on a visit to them. Ivan Ilyich was at the court when he arrived. Praskovya Fyodorovna had gone out shopping.
Coming home and going into his study, he found there his brother-in-law, a healthy, florid man, engaged in
unpacking his trunk. He raised his head, hearing Ivan Ilyich’s step, and for a second stared at him without a word.
That stare told Ivan Ilyich everything. His brother-in-law opened his mouth to utter an “Oh!” of surprise, but
checked himself. That confirmed it all.
“What! Have I changed?”
“Yes, there is a change.”
And all Ivan Ilyich’s efforts to draw him into talking of his appearance his brother-in-law met with obstinate
silence. Praskovya Fyodorovna came in; the brother-in-law went to see her. Ivan Ilyich locked his door and began
gazing at himself in the looking glass, first full face, then in profile. He took up his photograph, taken with his
wife, and compared the portrait with what he saw in the looking glass. The change was immense. Then he bared
his arm to the elbow, looked at it, pulled the sleeve down again, sat down on an ottoman and felt blacker than
night.
“I mustn’t, I mustn’t,” he said to himself, jumped up, went to the table, opened some official paper, tried to
read it, but could not. He opened the door, went into the drawing room. The door into the drawing room was
closed. He went up to it on tiptoe and listened.
“No, you’re exaggerating,” Praskovya Fyodorovna was saying.
“Exaggerating? You can’t see it. Why, he’s a dead man. Look at his eyes—there’s no light in them. But what’s
wrong with him?”
“No one can tell. Nikolayev” (that was another doctor) “said something, but I don’t know. Leshchetiski” (this
was the celebrated doctor) “said the opposite.”
Ivan Ilyich walked away, went to his own room, lay down, and fell to musing. “A kidney—a loose kidney.” He
remembered all the doctors had told him, how it had been detached, and how it was loose; and by an effort of
imagination he tried to catch that kidney and to stop it, to strengthen it. So little was needed, he fancied. “No, I’ll
go again to Pyotr Ivanovich” (this was the friend who had a friend, a doctor). He rang, ordered the horse to be put
in, and got ready to go out.
“Where are you off to, Jean?” asked his wife with a peculiarly melancholy and exceptionally kind expression.
This exceptionally kind expression exasperated him. He looked darkly at her.
“I want to see Pyotr Ivanovich.”
He went to the friend who had a friend a doctor. And with him to the doctor’s. He found him in, and had a long
conversation with him.
Reviewing the anatomical and physiological details of what, according to the doctor’s view, was taking place
within him, he understood it all. It was just one thing—a little thing wrong with the intestinal appendix. It might
call come right. Only strengthen one sluggish organ, and decrease the undue activity of another, and absorption
would take place, and all would be set right. He was a little late for dinner. He ate his dinner, talked cheerfully, but
it was a long while before he could go to his own room to work. At last he went to his study, and at once sat down
to work. He read his legal documents and did his work, but the consciousness never left him of having a matter of
importance very near to his heart which he had put off, but would look into later. When he had finished his work,
he remembered that the matter near his heart was thinking about the intestinal appendix. But he did not give
himself up to it; he went into the drawing room to tea. There were visitors; and there was talking, playing on the
piano, and singing; there was the young examining magistrate, the desirable match for the daughter. Ivan Ilyich
spent the evening, as Praskovya Fyodorovna observed, in better spirits than any of them; but he never forgot for
an instant that he had the important matter of the intestinal appendix put off for consideration later. At eleven
o’clock he said good night and went to his own room. He had slept alone since his illness in a little room
adjoining his study. He went in, undressed, and took up a novel of Zola,\fn{ Emile Zola (1840-1902), French novelist.}
but he did not read it; he fell to thinking. And I his imagination the desired recovery of the intestinal appendix had
taken place. There had been absorption, rejection, reestablishment of the regular action.
“Why, it’s all simply that,” he said to himself. “One only wants to assist nature.” He remembered the medicine,
got up, took it, lay down on his back, watching for the medicine to act beneficially and overcome the pain. “It’s
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only to take it regularly and avoid injurious influences; why, already I feel rather better, much better.” HE began
to feel his side; it was not painful to the touch. “Yes, I don’t feel it—really, much better already.” He put out the
candle and lay on his side. “The appendix is getting better, absorption.” Suddenly he felt the familiar, old, dull,
gnawing ache, persistent, quiet, in earnest. In his mouth the same familiar loathsome taste. His heart sank, and his
brain felt dim, misty. “My God, my God!” he said, “again, again, and it will never cease.” And suddenly the
whole thing rose before him in quite a different aspect. “Intestinal appendix! Kidney!” he said to himself. “It’s not
a question of the appendix, not a question of the kidney, but of life and … death. Yes, life has been and now it’s
going, going away, and I cannot stop it. Yes. Why deceive myself? Isn’t it obvious to every one, except me, that
I’m dying, and it’s only a question of weeks, of days—at once perhaps. There was a light, and now there is
darkness. I was here, and now I’m going! Where?” A cold chill ran over him, his breath stopped. He heard nothing
but the throbbing of his heart.
“I shall be no more, then what will there be? There’ll be nothing. Where then shall I be when I’m no more?
Can this be dying? No; I don’t want to!” He jumped up, tried to light the candle; and fumbling with trembling
hands, he dropped the candle and the candlestick on the floor and fell back again on the pillow. “Why trouble? It
doesn’t matter,” he said to himself, staring with open eyes into the darkness. “Death. Yes, death. And they—all of
them—don’t understand, and don’t want to understand, and feel no pity. They are playing. “He caught through the
closed doors the faraway cadence of a voice and the accompaniment.) They don’t care, but they will die too.
Fools! Me sooner and them later; but it will be the same for them. And they are merry. The beasts!” Anger stifled
him. And he was agonizingly, insufferably miserable. “It cannot be that all men always have been doomed to this
awful horror!” He raised himself.
“There is something wrong in it; I must be calm, I must think it all over from the beginning.” And then he
began to consider. “Yes, the beginning of my illness. I knocked my side, and I was just the same, the day and the
days after; it ached a little, then more, then doctors, then depression, misery, and again doctors; and I’ve gone on
getting closer and closer the abyss. Strength growing less. Nearer and nearer. And here I am, wasting away, no
light in my eyes. I think of how to cure the appendix, but this is death. Can it be death?” Again a horror came over
him; gasping for breath, he bent over, and began feeling for the matches, and knocked his elbow against the
bedside table. It was in his way and hurt him; he fell and upset it. And in despair, breathless, he fell back on his
spine waiting for death to come that instant.
The visitors were leaving at that time. Praskovya Fyodonovna was seeing them out. She heard something fall,
and came in.
“What is it?”
“Nothing. I dropped something by accident.”
She went out, brought a candle. He was lying, breathing hard and fast, like a man who has run a mile, and
staring with fixed eyes at her.
“What is it, Jean?”
“No—nothing, I say. I dropped something.”—“Why speak? She won’t understand,” he thought.
She certainly did not understand. She picked up the candle, lighted it for him, and went out hastily. She had to
say goodbye to a departing guest. When she came back, he was lying in the same position on his back, looking
upwards.
“How are you—worse?”
“Yes.”
She shook her head, sat down.
“Do you know what, Jean? I wonder if we hadn’t better send for Leshchetiski to see you here?”
This meant calling in the celebrated doctor, regardless of expense. He smiled malignantly and said no. She sat
a moment longer, went up to him, and kissed him on the forehead.
He hated her with all the force of his soul when she was kissing him, and had to make an effort not to push her
away.
“Goodnight. Please God, you’ll sleep.”
“Yes.”
6
Ivan Ilyich saw that he was dying, and was in continual despair.
At the bottom of his heart Ivan Ilyich knew that he was dying; but so far from growing used to this idea, he
simply did not grasp it—he was utterly unable to grasp it.
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The example of the syllogism that he had learned in Kiseveter’s logic—Caius is a man, men are mortal,
therefore Caius is mortal—had seemed to him all his life correct only as regards Caius, but not at all as regards
himself. In that case it was a question of Caius, a man, an abstract man, and it was perfectly true, but he was not
Caius, and was not an abstract man; he had always been a creature quite, quite different from all others; he had
been little Vanya with a mamma and papa, and Mitya and Volodya, with playthings and a coach-man and a nurse;
afterwards with Katenka, with all the joys and griefs and ecstasies of childhood, boyhood, and youth. What did
Caius know of the smell of the leathern ball Vanya had been so fond of? Had Caius kissed his mother’s hand like
that? Caius had not heard the silk rustle of his mother’s skirts. He had not made a riot at school over the pudding.
Had Caius been in love like that? Could Caius preside over the sittings of the court?
And Caius certainly was mortal, and it was right for him to die; but for me, little Vanya, Ivan Ilyich, with all
my feelings and ideas—for me it’s a different matter. And it cannot be that I ought to die. That would be too
awful.
That was his feeling.
“If I had to die like Caius, I should have known it was so, some inner voice would have told me so. But there
was nothing of the sort in me. And I and all my friends, we felt that it was not at all the same as with Caius. And
now here it is!” he said to himself. “It can’t be! It can’t be, but it is! How is it? How’s one to understand it?” And
he could not conceive it, and tried to drive away this idea as false, incorrect, and morbid, and to supplant it by
other, correct, healthy ideas. But this idea, not as an idea merely, but as it were an actual fact, came back again
and stood confronting him.
And to replace this thought he called up other thoughts, one after another in the hope of finding support in
them. He tried to get back into former trains of thought, which in old days had screened off the thought of death.
But, strange to say, all that had in old days covered up, obliterated the sense of death, could not now produce the
same effect. Latterly, Ivan Illyich spent the greater part of his time in these efforts to restore his old trains of
thought which had shut off death. At one time he would say to himself, “I’ll put myself into my official work;
why, I used to live in it.” And he would go to the law courts, banishing every doubt. He would enter into
conversation with his colleagues, and would sit carelessly, as his old habit was, scanning the crowd below
dreamily, and with both his wasted hands he would lean on the arms of the oak armchair just as he always did;
and bending over to a colleague, pass the papers to him and whisper to him, then suddenly dropping his eyes and
sitting up straight, he would pronounce the familiar words that opened the proceedings. But suddenly in the
middle, the pain in his side, utterly regardless of the stage he had reached in his conduct of the case, began its
work. It riveted Ivan Ilyich’s attention. He drove away the thought of it, but it still did its work, and then It came
and stood confronting him and looked at him, and he felt turned to stone, and the light died away in his eyes, and
he began to ask himself again, “Can it be that It is the only truth?” And his colleagues and his subordinates saw
with surprise and distress that he, the brilliant, subtle judge, was losing the thread of his speech, was making
blunders. He shook himself, tried to regain his self-control, and got somehow to the end of the sitting, and went
home with the painful sense that his judicial labors could not as of old hide from him what he wanted to hide; that
he could not by means of his official work escape from It. And the worst of it was that It drew him to itself not for
him to do anything in particular, but simply for him to look at It straight in the face, to look at It and, doing
nothing, suffer unspeakably.
And to save himself from this, Ivan Ilyich sought amusements, other screens, and these screens he found, and for
a little while they did seem to save him; but soon again they were not so much broken down as let the light
through, as though It pierced through everything, and there was nothing that could shut It off.
Sometimes during those days he would go into the drawing room he had furnished, that drawing room where
he had fallen, for which—how bitterly ludicrous it was for him to think of it!—for the decoration of which he had
sacrificed his life, for he knew that it was that bruise that had started his illness. He went in and saw that the
polished table had been scratched by something. He looked for the cause, and found it in the bronze clasps of the
album, which had been twisted on one side. He took up the album, a costly one, which he had himself arranged
with loving care, and was vexed at the carelessness of his daughter and her friends. Here a page was torn, here the
photographs had been shifted out of their laces. He carefully put it to rights again and bent the clasp back.
Then the idea occurred to him to move all this établissement of the albums to another corner where the flowers
stood. He called the footman; or his daughter or his wife came to help him. They did not agree with him,
contradicted him; he argued, got angry. But all that was very well, since he did not think of It; It was not in sight.
But then his wife would say, as he moved something himself, “Do let the servants do it, you’ll hurt yourself
again,” and all at once It peeped through the screen; he caught a glimpse of It. He caught a glimpse of It, but still
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he hoped It would hide itself. Involuntarily though, he kept watch on his side; there it is just the same still, aching
still, and now he cannot forget it, and It is staring openly at him from behind the flowers. What’s the use of it all?
“And it’s the fact that here, at that curtain, as if it had been storming a fort, I lost my life. Is it possible? How
awful and how silly! It cannot be! It cannot be, and it is.”
He went into his own room, lay down, and was again alone with It. Face to face with It, and nothing to be done
with It. Nothing but to look at It and shiver.
7
How it came to pass during the third month of Ivan Ilyich’s illness, it would be impossible to say, for it
happened little by little, imperceptibly, but it had come to pass that his wife and his daughter and his son and their
servants and their acquaintances, and the doctors, and, most of all, he himself—all were aware that all interest in
him for other people consisted now in the question how soon he would leave his place empty, free the living from
the constraint of his presence, and be set free himself from his sufferings.
He slept less and less; they gave him opium, and began to inject morphine. But this did not relieve him. The
dull pain he experienced in the half asleep condition at first only relieved him as a change, but then it became as
bad, or even more agonizing, than the open pain. He had special things to eat prepared for him according to the
doctors’ prescriptions; but these dishes became more and more distasteful, more and more revolting to him.
Special arrangements, too, had to be made for his other physical needs, and this was a continual misery to him.
Misery from his uncleanliness, the unseemliness, and the stench, from the feeling of another person having to
assist in it.
But just from this most unpleasant side of his illness there came comfort to Ivan Ilyich. There always came
into his room on these occasions to clear up for him the peasant who waited on table, Gerasim.
Gerasim was a clean, fresh, young peasant, who had grown stout and hearty on the good fare in town. Always
cheerful and bright. At first the sight of this lad, always cleanly dressed in the Russian style, engaged in this
revolting task, embarrassed Ivan Ilyich.
One day, getting up from the night stool, too weak to replace his clothes, he dropped on to a soft low chair and
looked with horror at his bare, powerless thighs, with the muscles so sharply standing out on them.
Then there came in with light, strong steps Gerasim, in his thick boots, diffusing a pleasant smell of tar from
his boots, and bringing in the freshness of the winter air. Wearing a clean hempen apron, and a clean cotton shirt,
with his sleeves tucked up on his strong, bare young arms, without looking at Ivan Ilyich, obviously trying to
check the radiant happiness in his face so as not to hurt the sick man, he went up to the night stool.
“Gerasim,” said Ivan Ilyich faintly.
Gerasim started, clearly afraid that he had done something amiss, and with a rapid movement turned towards the
sick man his fresh, good-natured, simple young face, just beginning to be downy with the first growth of beard.
“Yes, your honor.”
“I’m afraid this is very disagreeable for you. You must excuse me. I can’t help it.”
“Why, upon my word, sir!” And Gerasim’s eyes beamed, and he showed his white young teeth in a smile.
“What’s a little trouble? It’s a case of illness with you, sir.”
And with his deft, strong arms he performed his habitual task, and went out, stepping lightly. And five minutes
later, treading just as lightly, he came back.
Ivan Ilyich was still sitting in the same way in the armchair.
“Gerasim,” he said, when the latter had replaced the night stool all sweet and clean, “please help me; come
her.” Gerasim went up to him. “Lift me up. It’s difficult for me alone, and I’ve sent Dimitri\fn{ Apparently his
manservant.} away.”
Gerasim when up to him; as lightly as he stepped he put his strong arms round him, deftly and gently lifted and
supported him, with the other hand pulled up his trousers, and would have set him down again. But Ivan Ilyich
asked him to carry him to the sofa. Gerasim, without effort, carefully not squeezing him, led him, almost carrying
him, to the sofa, and settled him there.
“Thank you; how neatly and well … you do everything.”
“Gerasim smiled again, and would have gone away. But Ivan Ilyich felt his presence such a comfort that he
was reluctant to let him go.
“Oh, move that chair near me, please. No, that one, under my legs. I feel easier when my legs are higher.”
Gerasim picked up the chair, and without letting it knock, set it gently down on the ground just at the right place,
and lifted Ivan Ilyich’s legs on to it. It seemed to Ivan Ilyich that he was easier just at the moment when Gerasim
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lifted his legs higher.
“I’m better when my legs are higher,” said Ivan Ilyich. “Put that cushion under me.”
Gerasim did so. Again he lifted his legs to put the cushion under them. Again it seemed to Ivan Ilyich that he
was easier at that moment when Gerasim held his legs raised. When he laid them down again, he felt worse.
“Gerasim,” he said to him, “Are you busy just now?”
“Not at all, sir,” said Gerasim, who had learned among the town-bred servants how to speak to gentlefolks.
“What have you left to do?”
“Why, what I have to do? I’ve done everything, there’s only the wood to chop for tomorrow.”
“Then hold my legs up like that—can you?”
“To be sure, I can.” Gerasim lifted the legs up. And it seemed to Ivan Ilyich that in that position he did not feel
the pain at all.
“But how about the wood?”
“Don’t you trouble about that, sir. We shall have time enough.”
Ivan Ilyich made Gerasim sit and hold his legs, and began to talk to him. And, strange to say, he fancied he felt
better while Gerasim had hold of his legs.
From that time forward Ivan Ilyich would sometimes call Gerasim, and get him to hold his legs on his
shoulders, and he liked talking with him. Gerasim did this easily, readily, simply, and with a good nature that
touched Ivan Ilyich. Health, strength, and heartiness in all other people were offensive to Ivan Ilyich; but the
strength and heartiness of Gerasim did not mortify him, but soothed him.
Ivan Ilyich’s great misery was due to the deception that for some reason or other every one kept up with him—
that he was simply ill, and not dying, and that he need only keep quiet and follow the doctor’s orders, and then
some great change for the better would be the result. He knew that whatever they might do, there would be no
result except more agonizing sufferings and death. And he was made miserable by this lie, made miserable at their
refusing to acknowledge what they all knew and he knew, by their persisting in lying over him about his awful
position, and in forcing him too to take part in this lie. Lying, lying, this lying carried on over him on the eve of
his death, and destined to bring that terrible, solemn act of his death down to the level of all their visits, curtains,
sturgeons for dinner … was as horrible agony for Ivan Ilyich. And, strange to say, many times when they had been
going through the regular performance over him, he had been within a hair’s-breadth of screaming at them:
“Cease your lying! You know, and I know, that I’m dying; so do, at least, give over lying!” But he had never had
the spirit to do this. The terrible, awful act of his dying was, he saw, by all those about him, brought down to the
level of a casual, unpleasant, and to some extend indecorous, incident (somewhat as they would behave with a
person who should enter a drawing room smelling unpleasant). It was brought down to this level by that very
decorum to which he had been enslaved all his life. He saw that no one felt for hi, because no one would even
grasp his position. Gerasim was the only person who recognized the position, and felt sorry for him. And that was
why Ivan Ilyich was only at ease with Gerasim. He felt comforted when Gerasim sometimes supported his legs
for whole nights at a stretch, and would not go away to bed, saying, “Don’t you worry yourself, Ivan Illyich, I’ll
get sleep enough yet,” or when suddenly dropping into the familiar peasant forms of speech, he added: “If thou
weren’t sick, but as ’tis, ’twould be strange if I didn’t wait on thee.” Gerasim alone did not lie; everything showed
clearly that he alone understood what it meant, and saw no necessity to disguise it, and simply felt sorry for his
sick, wasting master. He even said this once straight out, when Ivan Ilyich was sending him away.
“We shall all die. So what’s a little trouble?” he said, meaning by this to express that he did not complain of the
trouble just because he was taking this trouble for a dying man, and he hoped that for him too some one would be
willing to take the same trouble when his time came.
Apart from this deception, or in consequence of it, what made the greatest misery for Ivan Ilyich was that no
one felt for him as he would have liked them to feel for him. At certain moments, after prolonged suffering, Ivan
Ilyich, ashamed as he would have been to own it, longed more than anything for some one to feel sorry for him, as
for a sick child. He longed to be petted, kissed, and wept over, as children are petted and comforted. He knew that
he was an important member of the law courts, that he had a beard turning gray, and that therefore it was
impossible. But still he longed for it. And in his relations with Gerasim there was something approaching to that.
And that was why being with Gerasim was a comfort to him. Ivan Ilyich longs to weep, longs to be petted and
wept over, and then there comes in a colleague, Shebek; and instead of weeping and being petted, Ivan Ilyich puts
on his serious, severe, earnest face, and from mere inertia gives his views on the effect of the last decision in the
Court of Appeal, and obstinately insists upon them. This falsity around him and within him did more than
anything to poison Ivan Ilyich’s last days.
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It was morning. All that made it morning for Ivan Ilyich was that Gerasim had gone away, and Pyotr the
footman had come in; he had put out the candles, opened one of the curtains, and begun surreptitiously setting the
room to rights. Whether it were morning or evening, Friday or Sunday, it all made no difference; it was always
just the same thing. Gnawing, agonizing pain never ceasing for an instant; the hopeless sense of life always
ebbing away, but still not yet gone; always swooping down on him that fearful, hated death, which was the only
reality, and always the same falsity. What were days, or weeks, or hours of the day to him?”
“Will you have tea, sir?”
“He wants things done in their regular order. In the morning the family should have tea,” he thought, and only
said—
“No.”
“Would you care to move on to the sofa?”
“He wants to make the room tidy, and I’m in his way, I’m uncleanness, disorder,” he thought, and only said—
“No, leave me alone.”
The servant still moved busily about his work. Ivan Ilyich stretched out his hand. Pyotr went up to offer his
services.
“What can I get you?”
“My watch.”
Pyotr got out the watch, which lay just under his hand, and gave it to him.
“Half-past eight. Are they up?”
“Not yet, sir. Vladimir Ivanovich” (that was his son) “has gone to the high school, and Praskovya Fyodorovna
gave orders that she was to be waked if you asked for her. Shall I send word?”
“No, no need. Should I try some tea?” he thought.
“Yes, tea … bring it.”
Pyotr was on his way out. Ivan Ilyich felt frightened of being left alone. “How keep him? Oh, the medicine.
Pyotr, give me my medicine. Oh well, may be, medicine may still be some good.” He took the spoon, drank it.
“No, it does no good. It’s all rubbish, deception,” he decided, as soon as he tasted the familiar, mawkish, hopeless
taste. “No, I can’t believe it now. But the pain, why this pain; if it would only cease for a minute.” And he
groaned. Pyotr turned round. “No, go on. Bring the tea.”
Pyotr went away. Ivan Ilyich, left alone, moaned, not so much from the pain, awful s it was, as from misery.
Always the same thing again and again, all these endless days and nights. If it would only be quicker. Quicker to
what? Death, darkness. No, no. Anything better than death!
When Pyotr came in with the tea on a tray, Ivan Ilyich stared for some time absent-mindedly at him, not
grasping who he was and what he wanted. Pyotr was disconcerted by this stare. And when he showed he was
disconcerted, Ivan Ilyich came to himself.
“Oh yes,” he said, “tea, good, set it down. Only help me to wash and put on a clean shirt.”
And Ivan Ilyich began his washing. He washed his hands slowly, and then his face, cleaned his teeth, combed
his hair, and looked in the looking glass. He felt frightened at what he saw, especially at the way his hair clung
limply to his pale forehead. When his shirt was being changed, he knew he would be still more terrified if he
glanced at his body, and he avoided looking at himself. But at last it was all over. He put on his dressing gown,
covered himself with a rug, and sat in the armchair to drink his tea. For one moment he felt refreshed; but as soon
as he began to drink the tea, again there was the same taste, the same pain. He forced himself to finish it, and lay
down, stretched out his legs. He lay down and dismissed Pyotr.
Always the same. A gleam of hope flashes for a moment, then again the sea of despair roars about him again,
and always pain, always pain, always heartache, and always the same thing. Alone it is awfully dreary; he longs to
call some one, but he knows beforehand that with others present it will be worse. “Morphine again—only to
forget again. I’ll tell him, the doctor, that he must think of something else. It can’t go on; it can’t go on like this.”
One hour, two hours pass like this. Then there is a ring at the front door. The doctor, perhaps. Yes, it is the
doctor, fresh, hearty, fat, and cheerful, wearing that expression that seems to say, “You there are in a panic about
something, but we’ll soon set things right for you.” The doctor is aware that this expression is hardly fitting here,
but he has put it on once and for all, and can’t take it off, like a man who has put on a frock coat to pay a round of
calls.
In a hearty, reassuring manner the doctor rubs his hands.
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I’m cold. It’s a sharp frost. Just let me warm myself,” he says with an expression, as though it’s only a matter
of waiting a little till he’s warm, and as soon as he’s warm he’ll set everything to rights.
“Well, now, how are you?”
Ivan Ilyich feels that the doctor would like to say, “How’s the little trouble?” but that he feels that he can’t talk
like that, and says, “How did you pass the night?”
Ivan Ilyich looks at the doctor with an expression that asks—
“Is it possible you’re never ashamed of lying?”
But the doctor does not care to understand this look.
And Ivan Ilyich says—
“It’s always just as awful. The pain never leaves me, never ceases. If only there were something!”
“Ah, you’re all like that, all sick people say that. Come, now I do believe I’m thawed; even Praskovya
Fyodorovna, who’s so particular, could find no fault with my temperature. Well, now I can say good morning.”
And the doctor shakes hands.
And dropping his former levity, the doctor, with a serious face, proceeds to examine the patient, feeling his
pulse, to take his temperature, and then the tapings and soundings begin
Ivan Ilyich knows positively and indubitably that it’s all nonsense and empty deception; but when the doctor,
kneeling down, stretches over him, putting his ear first higher, then lower, and goes through various gymnastic
evolutions over him with a serious face, Ivan Ilyich is affected by this, as he used sometimes to be affected by the
speeches of the lawyers in court, though he was perfectly well aware that they were telling lies all the while and
why they were telling lies.
The doctor, kneeling on the sofa, was still sounding him, when there was the rustle of Praskovya Fyodorovna’s
silk dress in the doorway, and she was heard scolding Pyotr for not having let her know that the doctor had come.
She come in, kisses her husband, and at once begins to explain that she had been up a long while, and that it
was only through a misunderstanding that she was not there when the doctor came.
Ivan Ilyich looks at her, scans her all over, and sets down against her her whiteness and plumpness, and the
cleanness of her hands and neck, and the glossiness of her hair, and the gleam full of life in her eyes. With all the
force of his soul he hates her. And when she touches him it makes him suffer from the thrill of hatred he feels for
her.
Her attitude to him and his illness is still the same. Just as the doctor had taken up a certain line with the patient
which he was not now able to drop, so she too had taken up a line with him—that he was not doing something he
ought to do, and was himself to blame, and she was lovingly reproaching him for his neglect, and she could not
now get out of this attitude.
“Why, you know, he won’t listen to me; he doesn’t take his medicine at the right times. And what’s worse still,
he insists on lying in a position that surely must be bad for him—with his legs in the air.”
She described how he made Gerasim hold his legs up.
The doctor smiled with kindly condescension that said, “Oh, well, it can’t be helped, these sick people do take
up such foolish fancies; but we must forgive them.”
When the examination was over, the doctor looked at his watch, and then Praskovya Fyodorovna informed
Ivan Illyich that it must, of course, be as he liked, but she had sent today for a celebrated doctor, and that he would
examine him, and have a consultation with Mikhail Danilovich (that was the name of their regular doctor).
“Don’t oppose it now, please. This I’m doing entirely for my own sake,” she said ironically, meaning it to be
understood that she was doing it all for his sake, and was only saying this to give him no right to refuse her
request. He lay silent, knitting his brows. He felt that he was hemmed in by such a tangle of falsity that it was
hard to disentangle anything from it.
Everything she did for him was entirely for her own sake, and she told him she was doing for her own sake
what she actually was doing for her own sake as something so incredible that he would take it as meaning the
opposite.
At half-past eleven the celebrated doctor came. Again came the sounding, and then grave conversation in his
presence and in the other room about the kidney and the appendix, and questions and answers, with such a air of
significance, that again, instead of the real question of life and death, which was now the only one that confronted
him, the question that came uppermost was of the kidney and the appendix, which were doing something not as
they ought to do, and were for that reason being attacked by Mikhail Danilovich and the celebrated doctor, and
forced to mend their ways.
The celebrated doctor took leave of him with a serious, but not a hopeless face. And to the timid question that
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Ivan Ilyich addressed to him while he lifted his eyes, shining with terror and hope, up towards him, Was there a
chance of recovery? He answered that he could not answer for it, but that there was a chance. The look of hope
with which Ivan Ilyich watched the doctor out was so piteous that, seeing it, Praskovya Fyodorovna positively
burst into tears, as she went out of the door to hand the celebrated doctor his fee in the next room.
The gleam of hope kindled by the doctor’s assurance did not last long. Again the same room, the same
pictures, the curtains, the wallpaper, the medicine-bottles, and ever the same, his aching suffering body. And Ivan
Ilyich began to moan; they gave him injections, and he sank into oblivion. When he waked up it was getting dark;
they brought him his dinner. He forced himself to eat some broth; and again everything the same, and again the
coming of night.
After dinner at seven o’clock, Praskovya Fyodorovna came into his room, dressed as though to go to a soirée,
with her full bosom laced in tight, and traces of powder on her face. She had in the morning mentioned to him that
they were going to the theater. Sarah Bernhardt\fn{ French actress (1844-1923).} was visiting the town, and they had a
box, which he had insisted on their taking. But now he had forgotten about it, and her smart attire was an offence
to him. but he concealed this feeling when he recollected that he had himself insisted on their taking a box and
going, because it was an aesthetic pleasure, beneficial and instructive for the children.
Praskovya Fyodorovna came in satisfied with herself, but yet with something of a guilty air. She sat down,
asked how he was, as he saw, simply for the sake of asking, and not for the sake of learning anything, knowing
indeed that there was nothing to learn, and began telling him how absolutely necessary it was; how she would not
have gone for anything, but the box had been taken, and Ellen, their daughter, and Petrishchev (the examining
lawyer, the daughter’s suitor) were going, and that it was out of the question to let them go alone. But that she
would have liked much better to stay with him. If only he would be sure to follow the doctor’s prescription while
she was away.
“Oh, and Fyodor Dmitryevich” (the suitor) “would like to come in. May he? And Liza?”
“Yes, let them come in.”
The daughter came in, in full dress, her fresh young body bear, while his body made him suffer so. But she
made a show of it; she was strong, healthy, obviously in love, and impatient of the illness, suffering, and death
that hindered her happiness.
Fyodor Dmitryevich came in too in evening dress, his hair curled à la Capoul, with his long sinewy neck
tightly fenced round by a white collar, with his vast expanse of white chest and strong thighs displayed in narrow
black trousers, with one white glove in his hand and a crush opera hat.
Behind him crept in unnoticed the little high school boy in his new uniform, poor fellow, in gloves, and with
that awful blue ring under his eyes that Ivan Ilyich knew the meaning of.
He always felt sorry for his son. And pitiable indeed was his scared face of sympathetic suffering. Except
Gerasim, Ivan Ilyich fancied that Volodya was the only one that understood and was sorry.
They all sat down; again they asked how he was. A silence followed. Liza asked her mother about the opera
glass. An altercation ensued between the mother and daughter as to who had taken it, and where it had been put. It
turned into an unpleasant squabble.
Fyodor Dmitryevich asked Ivan Ilyich whether he had seen Sarah Bernhardt? Ivan Ilyich could not at first
catch the question that was asked him, but then he said, “No, have you seen her before?”
“Yes, in Adrienne Lecouvreur.”
Praskovya Fyodorovna observed that she was particularly good in that part. The daughter made some reply. A
conversation sprang up about the art and naturalness of her acting, that conversation that is continually repeated
and always the same.
In the middle of the conversation Fyodor Dmitryevich glanced at Ivan Ilyich and relapsed into silence. The
others looked at him and became mute, too. Ivan Ilyich was staring with glittering eyes straight before him,
obviously furious with them. This had to be set right, but it could not anyhow be set right. This silence had
somehow to be broken. No one would venture on breaking it, and all began to feel alarmed that the decorous
deception was somehow breaking down, and the facts would be exposed to all. Liza was the first to pluck up
courage. She broke the silence. She tried to cover up what they were all feeling, but inadvertently she gave it
utterance.
“If we are going, though, it’s time to start,” she said, glancing at her watch, a gift from her father; and with a
scarcely perceptible meaning smile to the young man, referring to something only known to themselves, she got
up with a rustle of her skirts.
They all got up, said good-by, and went away. When they were gone, Ivan Ilyich fancied he was easier; there
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was no falsity—that had gone away with them, but the pain remained. That continual pain, that continual terror,
made nothing harder, nothing easier. It was always worse.
Again came minute after minute, hour after hour, still the same and still no end, and ever more terrible the
inevitable end.
“Yes, send Gerasim,” he said in answer to Pyotr’s question.
9
Late at night his wife came back. She came in on tiptoe, but he heard her, opened his eyes, and made haste to
close them again. She wanted to send away Gerasim and sit up with him herself instead. He opened his eyes and
said, “No, go away.”
“Are you in great pain?”
“Always the same.”
“Take some opium.”
He agreed, and drank it. She went away.”
Till three o’clock he slept a miserable sleep. It seemed to him that he and his pain were being thrust
somewhere into a narrow, deep, black sack, and they kept pushing him further and further in, and still could not
thrust him to the bottom. And this operation was awful to him, and was accompanied with agony. And he was
afraid, and yet wanted to fall into it, and struggled and yet tried to get into it. And all of a sudden he slipped and
fell and woke up. Gerasim, still the same, is sitting at the foot of the bed half dozing peacefully, patient. And he is
lying with his wasted legs clad in stockings, raised on Gerasim’s shoulders the same candle burning in the alcove,
and the same interminable pain.
“Go away, Gerasim,” he whispered.
“It’s all right, sir. I’ll stay a bit longer.”
“No, go away.”
He took his legs down, lay sideways on his arm, and he felt very sorry for himself. He only waited till Gerasim
had gone away into the next room; he could restrain himself no longer, and cried like a child. He cried at his own
helplessness, at his awful loneliness, at the cruelty of people, at the cruelty of God, at the absence of God.
“Why hats Thou done all this? What brought me to this? Why, why torture me so horribly?”
He did not expect an answer, and wept indeed that there was and could be no answer. The pain grew more
acute again, but he did not stir, did not call.
He said to himself, “Come, more then; come, strike me! But what for? What have I done to Thee? What for?”
Then he was still, ceased weeping, held his breath, and was all attention; he listened, Sa it were, not to a voice
uttering sounds, but to the voice of his soul, to the current of thoughts that rose up within him.
“What is it you want?” was the first clear idea able to be put into words that he grasped.
“What? Not to suffer, to live,” he answered.
And again he was utterly plunged into attention so intense that even the pain did not distract him.
“To live? Live how?” the voice of his soul was asking.
“Why, live as I used to live before—happily and pleasantly.”
“As you used to live before—happily and pleasantly?” queried the voice. And he began going over in his
imagination the best moments of his pleasant life. But strange to say, all these best moments of his pleasant life
seemed now not at all what they had seemed then. All—except the first memories of childhood—there, in his
childhood there had been something really pleasant in which one could have lived if it had come back. But the
creature who had this pleasant experience was no more; it was like a memory of some one else.
As soon as he reached the beginning of what had resulted I him as he was now, Ivan Ilyich, all that had seemed
joys to him then now melted away before his eyes and were transformed into something trivial, and often
disgusting.
And the further he went from childhood, the nearer to the actual present, the more worthless and uncertain
were the joys. It began with life at the school of jurisprudence. Then there had still been something genuinely
good; then there had been gaiety; then there had been friendship; then there had been hopes. But in the higher
classes these good moments were already becoming rarer. Later on, during the first period of his official life, at
the governor’s, good moments appeared; but it was all mixed, and less and less of it was good. And further on
even less was good, and the further he went the less good there was.
His marriage … as gratuitous as the disillusion of it and the smell of his wife’s breath and the sensuality, the
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hypocrisy! And that deadly official life, and anxiety about money, and so for on year, and two, and ten, and
twenty, and always the same thing. And the further he went, the more deadly it became. “As though I had been
going steadily downhill, imagining that I was going uphill. So it was in fact. In public opinion I was going uphill,
and steadily as I got up it life was ebbing away from me. … And now the work’s done, there’s only to die.
“But what is this? What for? It cannot be! It cannot be that life has been so senseless, then why die, and die in
agony? There’s something wrong.
“Can it be I have not lived as one ought?” suddenly came into his head. “But how not so, when I’ve done
everything as it should be done?” he said, and at once dismissed this only solution of all the enigma of life and
death as something utterly out of the question.
“What do you want now? To live? Live how? Live as you live at the courts when the usher booms out: ‘The
Judge is coming!’ … The judge is coming, the judge is coming,” he repeated to himself. “Here he is, the judge!
But I’m not to blame!” he shrieked in fury. “What’s it for?” And he left off crying, and turning with his face to the
wall, fell to pondering always on the same question, “What for, why all this horror?”
But however much he pondered, he could not find an answer. And whenever the idea struck him, as it often did,
that it all came of his never having lived as he ought, he thought of all the correctness of his life and dismissed the
strange idea.
10
Another fortnight had passed. Ivan Ilyich could not now get up from the sofa. He did not like lying in bed, and
lay on the sofa. And lying almost all the time facing the wall, in loneliness he suffered all the inexplicable
agonies, and in loneliness pondered always the inexplicable question, “What is it? Can it be true that it’s death?”
And an inner voice answered, “Yes, it is true.” “Why these agonies?” and a voice answered, “For no reason.”
Beyond and besides this there was nothing.
From the very beginning of his illness, ever since Ivan Ilyich first went to the doctor’s, his life had been split up
into two contradictory moods, which were continually alternating—one was despair and the anticipation of an
uncomprehended and awful death; the other was hope and an absorbed watching over the actual condition of his
body. First there was nothing confronting him but a kidney or intestine which had temporarily declined to perform
their duties, then there was nothing but unknown awful death, which there was no escaping.
These two moods had alternated from the very beginning of the illness; but the further the illness progressed, the
more doubtful and fantastic became the conception of the kidney, and the more real the sense of approaching
death.
He had but to reflect on what he had been three months before and what he was now, to reflect how steadily he
had been going downhill, for every possibility of hope to be shattered.
Of late, in the loneliness in which he found himself, lying with his face to the back of the sofa, a loneliness in the
middle of a populous town and of his numerous acquaintances and his family, a loneliness than which none more
complete could be found anywhere—not at the bottom of the sea, not deep down in the earth;—of late in this
fearful loneliness Ivan Ilyich had lived only in imagination in the past. One by one the pictures of his past rose up
before him. It always began from what was nearest in time and went back t the most remote, to childhood, and
rested there. If Ivan Ilyich thought of the stewed prunes that had been offered him for dinner that day, his mind
went back to the damp, wrinkled French plum of his childhood, of its peculiar taste and the flow of saliva when
the stone was sucked; and along with this memory of a taste there rose up a whole series of memories of that
period—his nurses, his brother, his playthings. “I mustn’t … it’s too painful,” Ivan Ilyich said to himself, and he
brought himself back to the present. The button on the back of the sofa and the creases in the morocco.
“Morocco’s dear, and doesn’t wear well; there was a quarrel over it. But her morocco was different, and different
too the quarrel when we tore father’s portfolio and were punished, and mamma bought us the tarts.” And again his
mind rested on his childhood, and again it was painful, and he tried to drive it away and think of something else.
And again at that point, together with that chain of associations, quite another chain of memories came into his
heart, of how his illness had grown up and became more acute. It was the same there, the further back the more
life there had been. There had been both more that was good in life and more of life itself. And the two began to
melt into one. “Just as the pain goes on getting worse and worse, so has my whole life gone on getting worse and
worse,” he thought. One light spot was there at the back, at the beginning of life, and then it kept getting blacker
and blacker, and going faster and faster. “In inverse ratio to the square of the distance from death,” thought Ivan
Ilyich. And the image of a stone falling downwards with increasing velocity sank into his soul. Life, a series of
increasing sufferings, falls more and more swiftly to the end, the most fearful sufferings. “I am falling.” He
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shuddered, shifted himself, would have resisted, but he knew beforehand that he could not resist; and again, with
eyes weary with gazing at it, but unable not to gaze at what was before him, he stared at the back of the sofa and
waited, waited expecting that fearful fall and shock and dissolution. “Resistance is impossible,” he said to
himself. “But if one could at least comprehend with it’s for? Even that’s impossible. It could be explained if one
were to say that I hadn’t lived as I ought. But that can’t be alleged,” he said to himself, thinking of all the
regularity, correctness, and propriety of his life. “That really can’t be admitted,” he said to himself, his lips
smiling ironically as though some one could see his smile and be deceived by it. “No explanation! Agony, death.
… What for?”
11
So passed a fortnight. During that fortnight an event occurred that had been desired by Ivan Ilyich and his
wife. Petrischev made a formal proposal. This took place in the evening. Next day Praskovya Fyodorovna went
into her husband, resolving in her mind how to inform him of Fyodor Dmitreyevich’s proposal, but that night
there had been a change for the worse in Ivan Ilyich. Praskovya Fyodorovna found him on the same sofa, but in a
different position. He was lying on his face, groaning, and staring straight before him with a fixed gaze. She
began talking of remedies. He turned his stare on her. She did not finish what she had begun saying; such hatred
of her in particular was expressed in that stare.
“For Christ’s sake, let me die in peace,” he said.
She would have gone away, but at that moment the daughter came in and went up to say good morning to him.
He looked at his daughter just as at his wife, and to her inquiries how he was, he told her dryly that they would
soon all be rid of him. Both were silent, sat a little while, and went out.
“How are we to blame?” said Liza to her mother. “As though we had done it! I’m sorry for papa, but why
punish us?”
At the usual hour the doctor came. Ivan Ilyich answered, “Yes, no,” never taking his exasperated stare from
him, and towards the end he said, “Why, you know that you can do nothing, so let me be.”
“We can relieve your suffering,” said the doctor.
“Even that you can’t do; let me be.”
The doctor went into the drawing room and told Praskovya Fyodorovna that it was very serious, and that the
only resource left them was opium to relieve his sufferings, which must be terrible. The doctor said his physical
sufferings were terrible, and that was true; but even more terrible than his physical sufferings were his mental
sufferings, and in that lay his chief misery.
His moral sufferings were due to the fact that during that night, as he looked at the sleepy, good-natured,
broad-cheeked face of Gerasim, the thought had suddenly come into his head, “What if in reality all my life, my
conscious life, has been not the right thing?” The thought struck him that what he had regarded before as an utter
impossibility, that he had spent his life not as he ought, might be the truth. It struck him that those scarcely
detected impulses of struggle within him against what was considered good by persons of higher position,
scarcely detected impulses which he had dismissed, that they might be the real thing, and everything else might be
not the right thing. And his official work, and his ordering of his daily life and of his family, and these social and
official interests—all that might be not the right thing. He tried to defend it all to himself. And suddenly he felt all
the weakness of what he was defending. And it was useless to defend it.
“But if it’s so,” he said to himself, “and I am leaving life with the consciousness that I have lost all that was
given me, and there’s no correcting it, then what?” He lay on his back and began going over his whole life entirely
anew. When he saw the footman in the morning, then his wife, then his daughter, then the doctor, every movement
they made, every word they uttered, confirmed for him the terrible truth that had been revealed to him in the
night. In them he saw himself, saw all in which he had lived, and saw distinctly that it was all not the right thing;
it was a horrible, vast deception that concealed both life and death. This consciousness intensified his physical
agonies, multiplied them tenfold. He groaned and tossed from side to side and pulled at the covering over him. It
seemed to him that it was stifling him and weighing him down. And for that he hated them.
They gave him a big dose of opium; he sank into unconsciousness; but at dinner time the same thing began
again. He drove them all away, and tossed from side to side.
His wife came to him and said, “Jean, darling, do this for my sake” (for my sake?). “It can’t do harm, and it
often does good. Why, it’s nothing. And often in health people—”
He opened his eyes wide.
“What? Take the sacrament? What for? No. Besides …”
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She began to cry.
“Yes, my dear. I’ll send for our priest, he’s so nice.”
“All right, very well,” he said.
When the priest came and confessed him he was softened, felt as it were a relief from his doubts, and
consequently from his sufferings, and there came a moment of hope. He began once more thinking of the
intestinal appendix and the possibility of curing it. He took the sacrament with tears in his eyes.
When they laid him down again after the sacrament for a minute, he felt comfortable, and again the hope of
life sprang up. He began to think about the operation which had been suggested to him. “To life, I want to live,”
he said to himself. His wife came in to congratulate him; she uttered the customary words and added—
“It’s quite true, isn’t it, that you’re better?”
Without looking at her, he said, “Yes.”
Her dress, her figure, the expression of her face, the tone of her voice—all told him the same: “Not the right
thing. All that in which you lived and are living is lying, deceit, hiding life and death away from you.” And as
soon as he had formed that thought, hatred sprang up in him, and with that hatred agonizing physical sufferings,
and with these sufferings the sense of inevitable, approaching ruin. Something new was happening; there were
screwing and shooting pains, and a tightness in his breathing.
The expression of his face as he uttered that “Yes” was terrible. After uttering that “Yes,” looking her straight
in the face, he turned on to his face, with a rapidity extraordinary in his weakness, and shrieked—
“Go away, go away, let me be!”
12
From that moment there began the scream that never ceased for three days, and was so awful that through two
closed doors one could not hear it without horror. At the moment when he answered his wife he grasped that he
had fallen, that there was no return, that the end had come, quite the end, while doubt was still as unresolved, still
remained doubt.
“Oo! Oo—o! Oo!” he screamed in varying intonations. He had begun screaming. “I don’t want to!” and so had
gone on screaming the same vowel sound—oo!
All those three days, during which time did not exist for him, he was struggling in that black sack into which
he was being thrust by an unseen resistless force. He struggled as the man condemned to death struggles in the
hands of the executioner, knowing that he cannot save himself. And every moment he felt that in spite of all his
efforts to struggle against it, he was getting nearer and nearer to what terrified him. He felt that his agony was due
both to his being thrust into this black hole and still more to his not being able to get right into it. What hindered
him from getting into it was the claim that his life had been good. That justification of his life held him fast and
would not let him get forward, and it caused him more agony than all.
All at once some force struck him in the chest, in the side, and stifled his breathing more than ever; he rolled
forward into the hole, and there at the end there was some sort of light. It had happened with him, as it had
sometimes happened to him in a railway carriage, when he had thought he was going forward while he was going
back, and all of a sudden recognized his real direction.
“Yes, it has all been not the right thing,” he said to himself, “but that’s no matter.” He could, he could do the right
thing. “What is the right thing?” he asked himself, and suddenly he became quiet.
This was at the end of the third day, two hours before his death. At that very moment the schoolboy had
stealthily crept into his father’s room and gone up to his beside. The dying man was screaming and waving his
arms. His hand fell on the schoolboy'’ head. The boy snatched it, pressed it to his lips, and burst into tears.
At that very moment Ivan Ilyich had rolled into the hole, and caught sight of the light, and it was revealed to
him that his life had not been what it ought to have been, but that that could still be set right. He asked himself,
“What is the right thing?”—and became quiet, listening. Then he felt some one was kissing his hand. He opened
his eyes and glanced at his son. He felt sorry for him. His wife went up to him. He glanced at her. She was gazing
at him with open mouth, the tears unwiped streaming over her nose and cheeks, a look of despair on her face. He
felt sorry for her.
‘Yes, I’m making them miserable,” he thought. “They’re sorry, but it will be better for them when I die.” He
would have said this, but had not the strength to utter it. “Besides, why speak. I must act,” he thought. With a
glance to his wife he pointed to his son and said—
“Take away … sorry for him. … And you too …” He tried to say “forgive,” but said “forgo” … and too weak
to correct himself, shook his hand, knowing that He would understand Whose understanding mattered.
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And all at once it became clear to him that what had tortured him and would not leave him was suddenly
dropping away all at once on both sides and on ten sides and on all sides. He was sorry for them, must act so that
they might not suffer. Set them free and be free himself of those agonies. “How right and how simple!” her
thought. “And the pain?” he asked himself. “Where’s it gone? Eh, where are you, pain?”
He began to watch for it.
“Yes, here it is. Well, what of it, let the pain be.
“And death. Where is it?”
He looked for his old accustomed terror of death, and did not find it. “Where is it? What death?” There was no
terror, because death was not either.
In the place of death there was light.
“So this is it!” he suddenly exclaimed aloud.
“What joy!”
To him all this passed in a single instant, and the meaning of that instant suffered no change after. For those
present his agony lasted another two hours. There was a rattle in his throat, a twitching in his wasted body. Then
the rattle and the gasping came at longer and longer intervals.
“It is over!” someone said over him. He caught those words and repeated them in his soul.
“Death is over,” he said to himself. “It’s no more.”
He drew in a breath, stopped midway in the breath, stretched and died.
84.238 The Toupee Artist: A Story Told On A Grave In Sacred Memory Of The Blessed Day The 19 th
February, 1861\fn{by Nicolai Semenovich Leskov aka Nicolai Lyeskov (1831-1896)} Orel, Orel Oblast, Russia (M) 10
There are many people in our country who think that only painters and sculptors are “artists,” and indeed only
those who have been found worthy of that title by the Academies—no others will they admit to be artists at all.
For many Sazilov and Ovchinnikov are nothing more than silversmiths. Other people think differently:
Heine\fn{Henirich Heine (1797-1856), German poet and critic .} mentions a tailor who “was an artist” and “had ideas,” and
ladies’ dresses made by Worth are even now spoken of as “artistic creations.”
In America the domain of art is considered still wider. The celebrated American author, Bret Harte,\fn{ Francis
Brett Harte (1836-1902), American writer .} tells of an artist who was greatly renowned among them for “working on the
dead,” He imparted to the faces of the deceased various consoling expressions testifying to the more or less happy
state of their departed souls.
There were several grades of this art. I remember three: (1), calmness; (2), exalted contemplation; and (3), the
beatitude of the direct intercourse with God. The fame of the artist corresponded to the great perfection of his
work, that is to say it was immense, but unfortunately the artist himself perished, falling a victim to the coarse
mob, who set no value on the freedom of artistic creation. He was stoned to death because he had communicated
the expression of the “beatific intercourse with God” to the face of a deceased defaulting banker who had
swindled the whole town. The happy heirs of this scoundrel had hoped to show their gratitude to their late relative
by giving this order, but the artistic executor thereof paid for it with his life.
In Russia we too had a master of a similarly unusual artistic nature.
*
My younger brother had as nurse a tall, thin, but very fine old woman, who was called Lyubov Onisimovna.
She had once been an actress of the former Orel Theater belonging to Count Kamensky, and all I am about to
relate happened in Orel during the days of my childhood.
My brother is seven years younger than I am, so that when he was two years old, and in Lyubov Onisimovna’s
arms, I had just completed my ninth year and was quite able to understand the stories that were told me.
Lyubov Onisimovna was at that time not very old, but she was as white as the moon. Her features were fine
and delicate, her tall figure was erect and as wonderfully well-proportioned as a young girl’s.
My mother and aunt, looking at her, often said she must have been a beauty in her day.
She was honesty and kindness itself, and very sentimental; she loved the tragic side of life but … sometimes
drank.
She used to take us for walks in the Trinity Cemetery, where, sitting down on a common grave with an old
wooden cross, she would relate to me some story.
It was here that I heard the history of the toupee artist.
*
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He was our nurse’s colleague in the theater; the difference was only that she “acted on the stage and danced
dances,” while he was the “toupee artist,” that is, the hairdresser and maker-up, who painted and dressed the hair
of all the Count’s serf actresses. But he was no ordinary commonplace barber with a hairdresser’s comb behind
his ear and a tin pot of rouge and tallow; he was a man with ideas—in a word, an artist.
According to Lyubov Onisimovna’s words no one cold “make imagination in a face” better than he.
I am unable to say exactly at the time of which Count Kamensky these two artistic natures flourished. Three
Counts Kamensky are known, and they were all called by the old inhabitants of Orel “unparalleled tyrants.” Field
Marshal Michail Fedotovich was killed by his serfs for his cruelty in the year 1809, and he had two sons, Nikolai,
who died in 1911, and Sergei, who died in 1835.
I was a child in the forties, but can still remember a huge wooden building with imitation windows painted
with soot and ochre, surrounded by an extremely long half-ruined fence. This was the sinister residence of Count
Kamensky; and here, too, was his theater. The property was situated in such a position that it was very well seen
from the Trinity Cemetery, and, therefore, whenever Lyubov Onismovna wanted to relate something, she almost
always began with these words:
“Look yonder, dear; do you see how terrible it is?”
“Yes, it is terrible, nurse.”
“Well, and what I am going to tell you is even more terrible.”
This is one of her stories about the hairdresser Arkadie, a tender and brave young man, who was very dear to
her heart.
*
“Arkadie dressed the hair and painted the faces of the actresses only. For the men there was another
hairdresser, and if Arkadie went to the men’s side it was only on occasions when the Count himself ordered him to
paint someone in a very noble manner. The chief specialty of the touch of this artist consisted in ‘ideas,’ thanks to
which he was able to give to faces the finest and most varied expressions.
“He was sometimes sent for and told,” said Lyubov Onisimovna, ‘this face must have such or such an
expression.’ Arkadie would then step back, order the actor or actress to stand or sit before him, while he stood,
with arms folded over his breast, looking at them and thinking. And all the time he himself was more beautiful
than the handsomest among them, because though of middle height he was indescribably well-proportioned—his
little nose was thin and proud; hie eyes were kind like an angel’s—and a thick curl of his hair hung beautifully
over his eyes, so that he appeared to be looking out of a misty cloud.
“In a word, the toupee artist was handsome and ‘pleased everybody.’ Even the Count was fond of him and
distinguished him above all others. He clothed him very well, but kept him with the greatest strictness. He would
not allow Arkadie to shave or cut and dress the hair of anyone but himself, and, for that reason, always kept him
near his dressing-room, and Arkadie was not allowed to go anywhere, except to the theater.
“He was not even allowed to go to church, to confession or to Holy Communion, because the Count himself
did not believe in God, and could not bear the clergy. Once at Easter-time he had set the wolf hounds at the
Borisoglebsk priests, who had come to him with the cross.\fn{ The following note appears: The occurrence narrated above
was known to many in Orel. I heard of it from my grandmother Alferiev, and from the merchant Ivan Ivanovich Androsov, who was known
for his infallible truthfulness, and had seen the wolf-hounds baiting the priests and had only been able to save himself by “taking sin upon
his soul.” When the Count had ordered him to be fetched and had asked him: “Are you sorry for them?” Androsov had answered: “Not at
all, your Excellency, they deserved it, it will teach them not to loaf about.” For this the Count had spared him .}

The Count, according to Lyubov Onisimovna, was so horribly ugly in consequence of his constant wickedness,
that he was like all sorts of animals at the same time. But Arkadie was able to give, even to this bestial visage,
though only for a time, such an expression that, when the Count sat of an evening in his box at the theater, he
appeared more imposing that many.
But in reality what the Count, to his great vexation, chiefly lacked, was an imposing and military expression.
In order that nobody else should have the advantage of the services of such an inimitable artist as Arkadie, “all
his life he had to sit at home and never had any money given to him since he was born.” Arkadie was at that time
twenty-five years of age and Lyubov Onisimovna was nineteen. Of course they were acquainted, and it happened
with them, as it often does at their age, that they fell in love with each other. But they were only able to speak of
their love in vague hints, spoken too before all, while he was making her up.
Tête-à-tête meetings were quite impossible and could not even be thought of.
“We actresses,” said Lyubov Onisimovna, “were taken care of in the same way as wet-nurses are looked after
in the houses of illustrious personages: we were in charge of elderly women, who had children of their own, and
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if, God forbid, anything happened to one of us, those women’s children were subjected to the most dreadful
tyranny.
“The covenant of virginity could only be broken by ‘the master’ who had ordained it.”
*
Lyubov Onisimovna was at that time not only iun the full bloom of maiden beauty, but also at the most
interesting point of the development of her many-sided talents: she sang in “The Pot-Pourri Chorus,” danced the
chief dances in “The Chinese Kitchen Gardener,” and feeling a vocation for tragedy, “knew all the parts at first
sight.”
I do not know for certain in which year it was that the Tsar (I cannot say if it was the Emperor Alexander
I\fn{Reigned 1801-1825} or Nikolai I\fn{Reigned 1825-1855} happened to pass through Orel and remained the night
there, and in the evening was expected to come to Count Kamensky’s theater.
The Count invited all the notabilities of the place to come to his theater (no tickets were sold), and the
performance was to be of the best. Lyubov Onisimovna was to sing in “The Pot-Pourii Chorus” and dance in “The
Chinese Kitchen Gardener,” when suddenly during the last rehearsal some of the scenery fell down and crushed
the foot of the actress who was to act the part of the Duchess de Bourblanc.
I have never heard of nor even come across such a part, but that is just how Lyubov Onisimovna pronounced
the name.
The carpenter who had let the scenery fall was sent to the stables to be punished, and the injured actress was
carried to her closet, but there was nobody to take the part of the duchess de Bourblanc.
“Then,” said Lyubov Onisimovna, “I offered myself, because the part pleased me very much, especially where
the Duchess de Bourblanc begs forgiveness at her father’s feet, and dies with disheveled hair. I had wonderfully
long fair hair, which Arkadie dressed enchantingly.
“The Count was delighted with the girl’s unexpected offer to take the part, and having received the assurance
of the director that ‘Lyubov would not spoil the part,’ he said:
‘If she spoils it you will have to answer for it with your back. But now take her the aquamarine ear-rings from
me.’
The aquamarine ear-rings were both a flattering and a loathsome present to receive. It was the first mark of
having been chosen for the special honor of being elevated, for a short moment, to be the odalisque of the master.
Soon after that, or even sometimes at once, an order to given to Arkadie to make up the doomed girl, after the lay,
in the innocent guise of St. Cecilia; and dressed all in white, with a wreath on her head and a lily in her hand, to
symbolize innocence, she was conducted to the Count’s apartments.
“That,” said Nurse, “you cannot understand at your age—but it was the most terrible thing, especially for me,
because I was thinking of Arkadie. I began to cry. I threw the ear-rings on the table and wept. I could not even
imagine how I would be able to act in the evening.
*
In those same fatal hours Arkadie, too, was being beguiled into an equally fatal action.
The Count’s brother arrived from his estate to present himself to the Emperor. He was even uglier than the
Count. He had lived long in the country and had never put on a uniform or shaved, because “his whole face had
grown covered with furrows and protuberances.” Now on such a special occasion it was obligatory to appear in
uniform, to put one’s whole person in order, and produce the military expression that was required for full dress.
And much was required.
“People now do not understand how strict one was in those days,” said Nurse. “Formality was observed in
everything then, and there was a form for the faces of important personages as well as for the way their hair was
dressed, which was for some terribly unbecoming. If their hair was dressed in the formal way, with a high topknot and roudlets of curls, the whole face would look like a peasant’ s balalaika without strings. Important
personages were horribly afraid of this appearance. To avoid it much depended on the masterly way in which the
hair was cut, and in which they were shaved—how the space was left between the whiskers and the moustaches
and how the curls were formed, and where they were combed out—and from this—from the slightest trifle the
whole expression of the face could be changed.”
For civilians, according to Nurse, it was not so difficult, because they were not subjected to such close
scrutiny. From them only meekness was required, but from the military more was demanded—before their
superiors they had to appear meek—but before everybody else they had to look fierce and stern.
“This is just what Arkadie, with his wonderful art, knew how to impart to the Count’s ugly and insignificant
face.”
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*
The brother from the country was much uglier than the town Count, and besides, in the country, he had become
quite “shaggy” and had “let such coarseness find its way into his face” that he himself was conscious of it, but
there was nobody who could trim him because being stingy in every way he had sent his own hairdresser to
Moscow into service, and even if he had not done so the face of the younger Count was covered with pimples, so
that it was impossible to shave him without cutting him all over.
When he arrived in Orel he sent for the town barbers and said to them: “To the one who can make me look like
my brother, the Count Kamensky, I will give two gold pieces, but for him who cuts me, I have placed two pistols
here on the table. If it is well done he may take the gold and depart—but if even one little pimple is cut, or if the
whiskers are trimmed a hair’s breadth wrong—I will kill him on the spot.”
But this was only to frighten them, as the pistols were only charged with blank cartridges.
At that time there were but few barbers in Orel, and even they only went about the public baths with basins
applying cups and leeches, and possessed neither taste nor imagination. They knew it and refused to “transform”
Kamensky. “The devil take you,” they thought, “both you and your gold.”
“We can’t do what you require,” they said, “because we are unworthy to touch such a personage, nor have we
the proper razors. We have only common Russian razors, and for your Excellency’s face English razors are
wanted. It is only the Count’s Arkadie who could do it.”
The Count ordered the barbers to be kicked out, but they were pleased to have got away so easily. Then he
drove to his elder brother’s and said: “Now listen to me, brother?! I have come to ask you a great favor. Lend me
your Arkadie before evening, to trim me properly and get me into a presentable condition. It is a long time since I
shaved, and your town barbers don’t know how to do it.”
The Count answered his brother: “The town barbers are naturally not worth anything. I did not know there
were any, because even my dogs are shorn by my own hairdressers. As for your request, you are asking me for an
impossibility, for I have sworn that as long as I live Arkadie shall not dress anybody but me. Do you think I can
break my word before my own slaves?”
The other answered: “Why not? You have laid down the law, you may change it.”
The Count, our master, replied that for him such reasoning was strange. “If I began to act in that way, I should
never be able to demand anything more from my people. Arkadie has been told that such is my decree, and all
know it, and for that reason he is better kept than the others, but if he ever dare to apply his art to anybody but me
—I will have him thrashed to death and send him as a soldier.”
“One or the other,” his brother said. “Either thrash him to death or send him as a soldier. You can’t do both.”
“Very well,” answered the Count, “let it be as you wish. He shall not be thrashed to death, but almost to death,
and then he shall be sent as a soldier.”
“Is that your last word, brother?”
“Yes, that is my last word.”
“Is this the only reason?”
“Yes, the only one.”
“Well, in that case it is all right. I was beginning to think that your brother w3as worth less to you than a
village serf. You need not break your word, simply send Arkadie to me to shave my poodle. Once there it will be
my affair to see what he does.”
It was awkward for the Count to refuse this.
“Very well,” he said, “I will send him to shave the poodle.”
“Well, that’s all I want.”
He pressed the Count’s hand and drove away.
*
It was at the hour of twilight before the winter evening had set in, when they were lighting up, that the Count
summoned Arkadie and said: “Go to my brother’s house and shave his poodle.”
“Is that all I shall have to do?” asked Arkadie.
“Nothing more,” said the Count, “but return quickly to dress the hair of the actresses. Lyubov must be made up
for three different parts, and after the performance, present her to me as St. Cecilia.”
Arkadie staggered.
“What is the matter with you?” the Count asked.
“Pardon me,” Arkadie answered, “I slipped on the carpet.”
“Take care,” remarked the Count, That bodes no good!”
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But to Arkadie’s sinking heart it was all the same if the omen were good or bad.
After the order to adorn me as St. Cecilia was given, he could hear and see nothing; he took up his leather case
of implements and went out.
*
He came to the Count’s brother, who had already had candles lighted at the mirror, and again two pistols were
placed side by side, but this time there were not two but ten gold pieces laid beside them, and the pistols were not
charged with blank cartridges but with Circassian\fn{ A member of a group of peoples of the Caucasus of Caucasian race but
not of Indo-European speech.} bullets.
The Count’s brother said:
“I have no poodle, but this is what I require: make my toilet and give me the most audacious mien and you
shall have ten gold pieces, but if you cut me I will kill you.”
Arkadie stared before him, and stared at the gold, and then God only knows what happened to him—he began
to shave the Count’s brother and trim his hair. In a few moments he had transformed him in his best style, then he
slipped the gold into his pocket and said:
“Good-bye!”
“Go,” answered the Count’s brother, “but first I would like to know why you are so desperate. Why did you
decide to do it?”
Arkadie answered: “Why I decided is the profoundest secret of my soul.”
“Or perhaps you are charmed against bullets, and therefore are not afraid of pistols.”
“Pistols are trifles,” answered Arkadie, “I did not even think of them.”
“How so? Is it possible that you dared to think your Count’s word is more sacred than mine, and that I would
not have shot you if you had cut me? If you are not charmed, you would have lost your life.”
At the mention of the Count, Arkadie staggered again, and said as if half in a dream:
“I am not charmed against bullets, but God has given me sense. Before you had had time to take the pistol in
your hand to shoot me, I would have cut your throat with the razor.”
With that he rushed out of the house and returned to the theater, just in time to dress my hair. He was trembling
all over. As he arranged each curl he bent over me to blow it into its place, and always whispered the same words
in my ear: “Don’t be afraid, I will carry you off.”
*
The performance went off well, because we were all as if made of stone; inured to fear and to suffering:
whatever was in our hearts we had to act so that nothing should be noticed.
From the stage we could see the Count and his brother—they looked just alike. When they came behind the
scenes it was difficult to distinguish the one from the other. Only our Count was quite quiet, as if he had become
kind. He was always so before the greatest ferocity.
We were all stupefied and crossed ourselves: “Lord have mercy, and save us! Upon whom will his brutality fall
this time?”
We did not know as yet of Arkadie’s mad act of desperation, nor what he had done, but Arkadie himself knew
that he would not be pardoned, and he was pale when the Count’s brother glanced at him, and mumbled
something in a low voice in our Count’s ear. But I had very sharp ears, and heard what he said: “As a brother, I
give you this advice: fear him when he is shaving you with a razor!”
Our Count only smiled slightly.
I think that Arkadie heard too, because when he was making me up for the part of the Duchess in the last play
he put, as he had never done before, so much powder on me that the costumier, who was a Frenchman, began to
shake it off and said: “Trop beaucoup, trop beaucoup,” and taking a brush he flicked it away.
*
When the whole performance was over, the robe of the Duchess de Bourblanc was taken off and the dress of
St. Cecilia was put on me. This was a simple white gown without sleeves, fastened only with little bows on the
shoulders; we could not bear this costume. Well, and then Arkadie came to dress my hair in an innocent fashion,
with a thin chaplet surrounding the head, as St. Cecilia is portrayed in pictures, and he saw six men standing
outside the door of my closet. This meant that as soon as he had made me up and returned to the door, he would
be seized and taken to be tortured. And the tortures in store for us were such that it was a hundred times better to
be condemned to death. There was the strappado and the cord; the head-vices and the thumb-screws; all these and
many more. The state punishments were as nothing compared to them. Under the whole of the house there were
secret cellars in which living men were kept chained up like bears. When you had to pass near them it sometimes
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happened that you heard the sounds of chains and the groans of men in fetters. They probably desired that news of
their condition would reach the world, or that the authorities should take their part—but the authorities did not
even dare to think of intervening. People were made to suffer long in those cellars; some all their lives. One lay
thee very long and composed some lines:
Serpents will crawl on you and suck out your eyes,
Scorpions will shed poison over your face.

This verse he would repeat to himself until he had made himself quite terrified.
Others were chained up together with bears in such a way that the man was only one inch out of reach of the
bear’s claws.
But nothing of this happened to Arkadie Il’ich, because when he rushed back into my closet he seized a table
and in a moment had shattered the window—more than this I cannot remember …
When I began to regain my senses, my feet were icy cold. I moved my legs and found that I was wrapped up in
a large bear or wolf skin, and around me was complete darkness. The fast horses of the troika\fn{Any vehicle drawn
by three horses harnessed abreast.} whisked along I knew not whither. Two men were alongside of me, we wre all three
huddled together in the broad sledge in which we were sitting—one was holding me—that was Arkadie Il’ich, the
other was the driver, who hurried the horses on with all his might. The snow flew in clouds from under the horses’
hoofs, while the sledge bent over first on one side, and then on the other. If we had not been sitting in the bottom
of the sledge holding on with our hands, it would have been impossible to survive.
I heard their anxious talk, as if they expected something. I could only understand: “They’re coming! They’re
coming! Hurry up! Hurry up!” and nothing more.
As soon as Arkadie Il’ich noticed I was conscious he bent over me and said: “Lyuboshka, my little dove, they
are chasing us; are you willing to die, if we cannot get away?”
I answered that I would consent with joy.
He had hoped to reach the Turkish village, Khrushchuk, where many of our people had taken refuge from the
Count.
Suddenly we sped across the ice of a river, and then something like a dwelling appeared dimly before us, and
the dogs began to bark. The driver whipped up his horses, and turned the sledge sharply to one side, so that it
tilted over and Arkadie and I were thrown into the snow, while the driver, the sledge and the horses disappeared
from our sight.
“Don’t be afraid,” Arkadie said, “this might have been expected, because the yamshchik\fn{The driver of a troika
or any post vehicle.} who drove us does not know me, and I do not know him. He agreed to help me carry you off for
three gold pieces, but on condition of saving his own skin. Now we are in the hands of God. This is the village of
Sukhaya Orlitsa—a bold priest lives here, who marries desperate couples and had buried many of our people. We
will make him a present and he will hide us until evening, and marry us too, and in the evening the yamshchik will
come for us and we shall steal away.
*
We knocked at the door and went into the passage. The priest himself opened the door. He was old, of small
stature, and had one front tooth missing. His wife, a little old woman, began to blow up the fire. We both fell at
his feet.
“Save us, let us warm ourselves, and hide us until evening.”
The Reverend asked:
“Who are you, my dear children? Have you booty, or are you only fugitives?”
“We have taken nothing from anybody,” answered Arkadie, “We are fleeing from the brutality of Count
Kamensky, and want to go to the Turkish village, Khrushchuk, where many of our people are already living. They
will not find us there. We have got our own money, and we will give you a piece of gold for one night’s lodging,
and if you marry us three pieces of gold. Marry us if you can; if not we can be wedded in Khrushchuk.”
“No, no, why can’t I marry you?” said the priest. “I can do so. What is the good of being married in
Khrushchuk? Give me five pieces of gold altogether—I will marry you here.”
Arkadie handed him five gold pieces, and I took the aquamarine earrings out of my ears and gave them to the
priest’s wife.
The priest took the gold and said: “Oh, my dear children, it would be easy. I have bound together all sorts of
people, but it is not well that you are the Count’s. Though I am a priest, still I fear his brutality. Well, never mind
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him, what God ordains, will be! Add another piece, or half a one, and hide yourselves.”
Arkadie gave him a sixth gold piece, and then he said to his wife:
“Why are you standing there, old woman? Give the fugitive a petticoat and some sort of jacket; one is ashamed
to look at her, she is almost naked.” Then he wanted to take us to the church and hide us in the trunk among the
vestments. The priest’s wife took me behind the partition, and was just about to clothe me, when she heard a
jingling outside the door and somebody knocked.
*
Our hearts sank within us, and the Reverend Father whispered to Arkadie:
“It is evident, my dear child, you are not to be hidden in the trunk with the vestments. Get quickly under the
feather-bed.”
And he said to me:
“You, my dear child, get in here,” saying which he locked me up in the clock-case, put the key in his pocket
and then went to open the door to the new arrivals. One could hear that there were many people outside. Some
stood at the door, and two men were already looking in at the windows.
Seven men entered the room, all beaters from the Count’s hunt, with their iron balls and straps, long whips in
their hands and rope leashes in their girdles. The eighth who followed them was the Count’s steward, in a long
wolfskin coat and high fur cap.
The clock-case I was hidden in had a grating in front with a thin old muslin curtain behind it, through which I
was able to see all that was going on in the room.
The old priest lost courage, perhaps, because he thought it a bad case. He trembled at the sight of the steward,
crossed himself and cried hastily:
“Ah, my dear children. Oh, my dear children, I know; I know what you are looking for, but I am in no way in
fault towards the most serene Count, indeed I’m not in fault, in truth I’m not in fault!”
And each time he crossed himself, he pointed with his finger over his left shoulder at the clock-case in which I
was hidden.
“All is lost,” I though, when I saw this extraordinary behavior.
The steward notice this too, and said:
“We know everything. Give me the key of this clock-case.”
But the priest only crossed himself all the more.
“Indeed, my children, truly, my dear children. Pardon me, do not punish me! I have forgotten where I put the
key. Verily, I have forgotten; in truth I have forgotten!”
And all the time with the other hand he stroked his pocket.
The steward too saw his incredible action, and took the key from the pocket and opened the clock-case.
“Crawl out, my pretty falcon—now I have caught you, your mate will soon appear.”
Indeed, Arkadie had already shown himself; he had thrown off the priest’s feather-bed and stood before us.
“Yes, there is nothing more to be done,” said he. “You have won; you can take me to the torture, but she is in
no way to blame. I carried her off by force.”
Then he turned to the priest, and all he did was to spit in his face.
“My dear children,” said the priest, “do you see how my sacred office and faithfulness are outraged? Report
this to the most serene Count.”
The steward answered him: “Never mind, you need not fear, he will have to answer for all this.” And then he
ordered Arkadie and me to be led away.
We were all placed in three sledges: in the first Arkadie, with arms and legs bound fast, was seated with the
huntsmen, and I with a similar guard was driven off in the last sledge while the rest of the party were in the
middle one.
All the people we met made way for us; perhaps they thought it was a wedding.
*
We soon arrived, and when we entered the Count’s yard I lost sight of the sledge in which Arkadie had been
brought. I was taken to my former room, and questioned by one after another:
“How long had I been alone with Arkadie?”
I told every one:
“Oh, not at all!”
Then I did not escape the fate for which I had probably been destined from my birth; not with love, but with
aversion, and when I came to afterwards, in my little room, and buried my head in the pillow, to weep over my
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misfortune, I suddenly heard terrible groans under the floor.
We girls lived in the second story of a wooden building, and below there was a large lofty room, where we
learned to sing and dance. From thence every sound could be heard in our rooms. The hellish King Satan had
suggested the cruel idea that they should torture Arkadie under my room.
When I realized they were torturing him, I rushed to the door to go to him, but the door was locked. I don’t
know what I wanted to do. I fell down. On the floor the sounds were still more distinct … there was neither a
knife nor a nail at hand … there was nothing with which to end it. I took my own plait, wound it round my neck
… wound it round … tighter and tighter, till I only heard ringing in my ears and saw circles before my eyes, then
everything ceased.
When I came to myself again I felt I was in a strange place in a large light hut. There were many calves round
me—more than ten—such caressing little calves; they came up and licked me with their cool tongues—they
thought they were suckling their mother—I awoke because they tickled. I looked round and thought, “Where am
I?” Then I saw a woman come into the room, a tall, elderly woman dressed in striped blue linen with a striped
linen handkerchief on her head. She had a kind face.
The woman noticed I had come to my senses and began caressing me and told me I was still on the Count’s
estate but in the calves’ house.
“It was there,” explained Lyubov Onisimovna, pointing with her hand to the very furthest corner of the gray
half-ruined fence.
*
Her appearance in the farmyard was due to the suspicion that, perhaps, she was out of her mind. Such people,
who were regarded as cattle, were sent to the farmyard to be observed, because the cow-herds and dairy-maids,
being elderly and sedate people, it was thought, could best watch over mental cases.
The old woman in the striped linen dress whom Lyubov Onisimovna first saw on her awakening, was very
kind, and was called Drosida.
“In the evening, when she had finished her work,” Nurse continued, “she made up a bed for me of fresh oaten
straw. She spread it out so well that it was as soft as a feather-bed, and then she said: ‘My girl, I will explain
everything to you. Whatever may have happened you can tell me. I, too, am like you, and have not worn this
striped dress all my days, but have also known another life, though God forbid I should think of it now. All I say
is, don’t break your heart because you have been banished to the cattle-yard; it is better in banishment—only
avoid this terrible flagon …’”
And she took out of the kerchief she wore round her neck, and over her bosom, a small white glass phial and
showed it to me.
“What is it?” I asked.
“This is a terrible flagon,” she answered, “and the poison of forgetfulness is in it.”
“Give me the poison of forgetfulness,” I said, “I want to forget everything.”
“Don’t drink—it is vodka,” she said. “Once I lost command of myself and drank—good people gave it to me.
Now I can’t help it—I must have it. Don’t drink as long as you can help it; and don’t judge me that I take a sip—I
am in great pain. You have still a comfort in the world. The Lord has released him from tyranny!”
“He is dead!” I shrieked, clutching hold of my hair, and I saw it was not my hair—it was white.
“What does this mean?”
“Don’t be afraid, don’t be afraid,” she said, “you head had become white already when they released your neck
from the plait. He is alone and saved from all further tyranny. The Count showed him such mercy as nobody had
known before. When night comes I shall tell you all; but now I must take a sip—I must take a sip to stop this
burning—this heart-ache.”
And she sipped and sipped and at las went to sleep.
At night, when all were sleeping, Aunt Drosida again got up, went to the window in the dark, and I saw her
standing there, sipping at her flagon, and then she hid it once more and asked in a whisper:
“Does grief sleep or not?”
“Grief does not sleep,” I answered.
Then she came to my bed and told me that the Count had sent for Arkadie after his punishment and said:
“You ought to have suffered all that I had threatened, but as you were my favorite, I will now show you mercy.
Tomorrow I shall send you to be a soldier, as supernumerary, but as you were not afraid of the noble county, my
brother, with his pistols, I shall open the path of honor for you. I do not wish you to be lower than your noble
spirit deserves. I will write a letter asking that you should be sent at once to the war. You will not have to serve as
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a private soldier, but as a regimental sergeant—so show your courage. From this time you are no longer subject to
my will, but to the Tsar’s.”
“He is better off now,” said the old woman, “he need not fear anything; he has only one authority over him; he
need only fear falling in battle, and not the master’s tyranny.”
I believed her, and for three years dreamed every night of Arkadie fighting.
In this way three years passed. God was merciful to me. I was not recalled to the theater, but I remained all the
time living in the calves’ hut as Aunt Drosida’s assistant. I was very happy there, because I was sorry for this
woman, and when, at night, she had not had too much to drink, I liked to listen to her. She could remember how
the old Count had been slaughtered by our people—and his own valet was the chief instigator—as nobody could
endure his hellish cruelty any more. All this time I didn’t drink and did much work for Aunt Drosida, and with
pleasure too; the young cattle were like my children. I became so attached to the calves that when they had been
fattened up and were taken away to be slaughtered for the table, I would make the sign of the cross over them, and
for three days after could not cease crying. I was no longer of any use for the theater because my legs refused to
work properly; I began to be shaky on them. Formerly my gait was of the lightest, but now, ever since Arkadie
Il’ich had carried me off senseless in the cold, where I must have frozen them, I had no longer any strength in the
toes for dancing. I became the same sort of woman in striped linen that Drosida was.
God only knows how long I would have lived on in this melancholy way if something had not happened. One
evening, when I was sitting in my hut, just before sunset, looking out of the window at the calves, suddenly a
small stone fell into the room through the window. The stone was wrapped up in paper.
*
I looked round, to one side and to the other, and out of the window—nobody was to be seen. “Some one has
thrown it over the fence,” I thought, “and it did not go where he wanted, but has fallen into our room.” Then I
thought: “Shall I undo this paper or not? Perhaps it is better to unwrap it, because something is sure to be written
on it. And it is sure to be something that somebody requires. I may be able to find it out and keep the secret, but I
will throw the note with the stone in the same way to the person it concerns.”
I unwrapped it and began to read—I could not believe my own eyes.
*
The letter ran thus:
My Faithful Lyubu :
I have fought for the Tsar. I have shed my blood more than once, and have therefore been made an officer and
gained honorable rank. Now I have come on leave to recover from my wounds, and am staying in the inn of the
Pushkarsky suburb, with the innkeeper. Tomorrow I shall put on my decorations and crosses and appear before the
Count, with all the money I was given to continue my cure: five hundred rubles, and I shall ask to be allowed to ransom
you for myself, in the hope of being married at the altar of the Most High Creator.

“And then,” continued Lyubov Onisimovna, with suppressed emotion, “he wrote:
Whatever misery you have gone through, and whatever you have had to submit to, I will look upon as your
affliction, and not as sin, nor do I consider it as weakness, but leave it to God, and I have only feelings of respect for
you.

“It was signed:
Arkadie Il’ich

Lyubov Onisimovna burnt the letter to ashes at once, and told nobody about it, not even the old woman, but
prayed to God the whole night, not saying many words about herself, but always about him, because she said,
“Although he had written that he was now an officer with decorations and wounds, I was still unable to imagine
that the Count would behave to him any differently from before. I might even say I feared he would beat him
again.”
*
Early next morning Lyubov Onisimovna took the calves out into the sun and began feeding them out of a
trough with crusts and milk, when suddenly sounds reached her from outside, that people “in freedom” were
hurrying somewhere; they were running and talking quickly to each other.
“I could not distinguish a word of what they were saying,” she continued, “but their words seemed to pierce
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my heart like a knife. When our laborer, Filip, who was carting dung, came into the yard, I said to him:
‘Filipushka batushka\fn{Little father.} have you heard where all the people are going and what they are bout,
talking so curiously to each other?”
“‘They are going,’ he said, ‘to see the officer whose throat was cut while he slept by the innkeeper of the
Pushkarsky Inn. They say that his throat was cut quite through,’ he said, ‘and five hundred rubles were stolen
from him. The innkeeper was caught all blood,’ they say, ‘and the money was on him.’
“And as he told me this I felt my legs give way.
“It was quite true: that innkeeper had cut Arkadie Il’ich’s throat … and he was buried here … in this very
grave on which we are sitting. And there he is now beneath us … he is lying under this mound. You may have
wondered why I always come here in our walks. I don’t want to look there”—she pointed to the dark gray ruins
—“but to sit here near him and … drink a drop for the good of his soul.”
*
Here Lyubov Onisimovna paused and, considering her story finished, took the little flagon out of her pocket
and either “drank to his memory” or “took a sip,” but I asked her:
“Who buried the famous artist here?”
“The Governor, my little dove, the Governor himself came to the funeral. Yes, indeed. He was an officer! At
the funeral the deacon and the reverend father called him the “Boyard\fn{Noble.} Arkadie,” and when the coffin
was lowered into the grave the soldiers fired blank shots into the air. A year later in the market-place of Il’inka the
innkeeper was punished with the knout by the executioner. He received forty-three strokes of the knout for
Arkadie Il’ich and bore it—he remained alive, was branded, and sent to penal servitude. All our people who were
able went to see it, but the old men, who could remember how the man was punished for the cruel Count, said that
these forty-three lashes were so little because Arkadie was of the common people, and that for the Count the other
man received a hundred and one lashes. By law, you know, an even number of blows cannot be given, but it must
always be an uneven number. The executioner from Tula was fetched on purpose then, and before the work he
was given three tumblers of rum. Then he beat him so that the hundred strokes wee only for torture, and the man
remained alive, but the hundredth and first lash shattered his back-bone. When he was lifted up from the boards
he was already dying. They covered him with a mat, and took him to the prison, but he died on the way. And the
Tula executioner, they say, still continued to shout: ‘Give me another. … Let me kill all you Orel fellows!’”
“Well, and you yourself?” I asked; “did you go to the funeral?”
“Yes, I went. I went with all the others. The Count ordered that all from the theater should be taken there, to
see how one of our people could be worthy of so much honor.”
“Did you take leave of him?”
“Yes, certainly. All approached and took leave of him, and I … he was changed … so much changed. I would
not have known him … thin and very pale … they said that all the blood had run out, because his throat had been
cut at about midnight. Ah, the blood that he shed!”
She sat silent and pensive.
“And you yourself,” I asked, “what happened to you?”
She seemed to recover her senses and passed her hand over her brow.
“I can’t remember what happened at first,” she answered, “or how I went home. With all the others, of course
… somebody must have led me … and in the evening Drosida Petrovna said:
“‘Now this mustn’t be—you don’t sleep, and at the same time, you lie there as if made of stone. That’s not
right—cry—there must be relief—your heart must have relief.’
“‘I can’t, Auntie,’ I said, ‘my heart burns like a live coal, and there is no relief.’
“‘Well,’ she said, ‘then the flagon can’t be avoided.’ She filled a glass out of her bottle for me.
“‘Till now I did not allow you to have it, and dissuaded you, but now it can’t be avoided. Pour it on the coal—
take a sip.’
“‘I don’t want to,’ I said.
“‘Little fool! Who wants it at first? It is bitter—bitter. But the poison of sorrow is more bitter. The coal must be
drenched with this poison—it will be slaked for a moment—sip, sip quickly.’
“I emptied the whole flagon. It was disgusting, but I could not sleep without it, and the next night again … I
drank … and now I can’t go to sleep without it. I get my own flagon and buy vodka. You are a good boy, you will
never tell Mother about it, you must never betray poor people, because one must take care of poor people; poor
people are all sufferers. On the way home I shall go round the corner to the cram-shop and knock at the window.
We shall not go into it, but I shall give my empty flagon, and they will shove me out a new one.”
150

I was touched and promised that I would tell no one, on any account, of her flagon.
“Thank you, little dove, never tell anyone; it is necessary for me.”
I can see her, and hear her, as if she were before me even now. Every night, when all were asleep, she would
rise from her bed, so quietly that not even a bone cracked; she would listen, then creep on her long frozen legs to
the window. There she would stand for a minute looking round, listening to see if Mother were not coming from
her bedroom, then she tapped the neck of the flagon gently on her teeth, put it to her mouth and sipped … one
drop, another and another. Was it coal that was being drenched? Or Arkadie’s memory commemorated? Then she
returned to her bed, slipped under the bed-clothes, and soon she began to wheeze—gently, very gently—fu-fu, fufu, fu-fu—and fell asleep.
A more terrible and soul-harrowing commemoration of the dead, I have never seen in all my life.
84.248 Lymerivna\fn{by Maria Vilinska aka Marko Vovchok (1834-1907)} Orel, Orel Oblast, Russia (F) 3
He gazed into the water, absorbed in his own gloomy thoughts. The deep, clear water of the rivulet reflected
pale, wan, emaciated face with dark, deep-set, weary eyes, compressed into a tight, rigid line. On the opposite
shore lay the village with its gardens, orchards, streets, houses, wells, and a tall church. Situated so near the water,
the village was bright and fresh with flowers, plants and trees, which grew richer, bloomed and ripened sooner
than elsewhere. In no other village were roses so fragrant, red poppies and carnations so fascinating, lilies,
peonies, sweet-peas and black-eyed-susans so abundant. Fruit trees produced rich crops; the linden trees afforded
cool refreshing shade in the hottest summer days; birch trees looked curly and pleasant; poplars grew tall and
straight. The streets were covered with soft green grass. When two neighbors failed to visit each other for a few
days, the path between their respective homes disappeared under a velvety cover of grass. Even the straw roofs of
some houses bore grass and flowers.
But it was not the village that drew the attention of the young, wealthy, handsome Cossack Shkandybenko. He
came from a nearby village, where he owned a fine house, fertile fields, green forests and vast steppes. But in
spite of his wealth, the Cossack was not happy. His heart was crushed by pain and suffering. Thee in the beautiful
village across the brook lived a girl, the very thought of whom obsessed him. Ever since the day when, carefree
and happy, Shkandybenko came to visit his friend and saw the girl at the well, she never for a moment left his
thoughts. And now, when he asked his friend about her, his heart beat faster.
“She is a poor girl, a widow’s daughter. Her name is Lymerivna. She is not of our class,” answered the friend.
The days went on, they talked of many things, but there was just one sweet, prepossessing thought in the mind
of the young Cossack—to see Lymerivna once more. Shkandybenko went home.
But his life seemed to be entirely changed. He had lost interest in everything. His mind was preoccupied by
one image, the thought of which made his heart ache. Where was his usual pride and dignity? One day the
wealthy Cossack stood trembling under a willow tree, waiting for the girl to come for water; and when she came,
he asked her diffidently:
“Will you marry me, Lymerivna?”
“No,” answered the girl. “I will not marry you, Cossack.”
This first failure deeply hurt and embittered the Cossack. He went far away from the place where Lymerivna
lived and spent his days carousing with beautiful women, but the image of the poor, quiet girl remained with him
forever. He always seemed to hear her calm, clear voice, so dear to him; but he never could forget the answer that
so cruelly lashed and bruised his heart.
The Cossack waited a second time for the girl, full of desire and apprehension. Again he whispered to her:
“Will you marry me? I cannot live without you.”
And once again the girl refused him. The young Cossack now lost all zest for life. But his desire for Lymerivna
was too strong to resist. The once strong and proud man went to the girl a third time, begging and pleading with
her slavishly, and offering to lay his life, riches and power at her feet. And again the girl replied:
“I will not marry you, Cossack.”
It would have been less cruel had she strangled him with her white hands. How can a person live without sleep,
peace of mind, zest for life, and with a heart full of anguish and pain? For to him she had become life and
happiness, death and misfortune.
Shkandybenko attended a wedding in the village, hoping to meet Lymerivna there. She was present, sitting
among other girls, singing with them in her clear high voice. Her fresh lips smiled, her cheeks were aglow, her
eyes as bright as stars. The young, rich and handsome Cossack stood among the merry wedding guests like a
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humble orphan, unable to remove his eyes from the beautiful girl.
Lymerivna’s mother took it all in. The old woman was possessed by a mad passion for money. Her only desire
was to get rich, and she thought of gold day and night. Her face was as yellow as the gold she favored, and her
lips were as white as silver. Her house and income never satisfied her and life was fading away without riches.
When she noticed the longing look the young Cossack had fixed on her daughter, she at once divined its meaning.
She managed to get near the Cossack and engaged him in a pleasant conversation. The shrewd woman asked no
direct questions, but in a few words drew out from him all that had passed between him and her daughter. She
flattered and complimented him, and the Cossack felt a current of new hopes flowing through his heart.
In accordance with the custom of the people, he decided to send a formal proposal to Lymerivna in spite of her
repeated refusals. Lymerivna did not say a single word to him, but he left the wedding, nevertheless, full of hopes,
plans and impatience.
“Since when has Shkandybenko loved you?” asked the mother on the way home from the wedding.
“Since we first met,” answered Lymerivna.
“He is going to propose to you,” said the old woman.
“I don’t want to marry him, mother,” replied the girl.
“You don’t want to?” laughed the mother, as she repeated it again, “You don’t want to?”
It seemed to her that this was just a whim of her daughter.
“He’s been in love with you for some time now,” said the old lady a little later.
“I won’t marry him, mother,” was Lymerivna’s reply.
“You must be out of your mind,” laughed the mother.
“I can’t marry him, mother,” said the girl. “I don’t love him.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” shouted the mother. “If you refuse to marry him, I’ll bind you hand and foot and send
you to him. I’ll call down the wrath of God upon your head! Do you know how rich he is? He owns forests and
plains and fields!”
“I want nothing of his riches.”
“I remember his father,” her mother continued. “He grew rich suddenly, as if he had found a treasure. I
remember how he once had brought home a handful of gold coins … What wonderful beads his mother had! And
all this was inherited by his son.”
The old woman was restless in her sleep that night, disturbed by the tempting vision. Lymerivna sat at the
window all through the quiet moonlit night.
Until the day he sent men with his formal proposal to Lymerivna, thee was no rest for the Cossack
Shkandybenko. The men returned with gloom y faces and unsteady eyes. They told the Cossack that his proposal
was accepted, but it seemed that the mother was forcing the girl into this marriage.
“Take care, Shkandybenko,” said the oldest of the men, “Lymerivna does not seem willing to marry you; do
not bring misfortune upon your home.”
“It is true,” added the younger man; “the girl does not utter a single word. She just stood thee, pale and silent,
and ghost-like.”
The young Cossack did not answer. He stood on the threshold of his door, downcast and dejected, like a person
forever pursued by misfortune. “I shall have her after all,” he said at last, a strange smile taking shape on his lips,
and a light shining in his eyes.
Shkandybenko began preparation for his marriage. He bought an estate fit for a nobleman, spent money
lavishly on decorating the new home, and brought valuable gifts for his future bride. Lymerivna’s mother
accepted the gifts with pleasure, admired them, flattered the Cossack, entertained and showered attention upon
him. As for the girl, “I do not love you, Cossack, let me alone!” were the only words he heard from her. Neither
her mother’s pleas and threats, nor his kindness, humility, love and pain—nothing, nothing could move the girl’s
heart.
And the Cossack stood on the bank of the rivulet, contemplating the water, absorbed in torturing meditation.
He spent a night of agony, but still early the next morning he started out to see his loved one. “Today, today!”
whispered a feeble voice within him. His bruised, bleeding heart ached with anxiety and faint hope … He came
in. The old woman welcomed him as warmly as ever, calling him “her son,” and inquiring about his household
and business. Shkandybenko heard little of her talk. He sat gloomily, still hoping for a miracle, looking at the
girl’s charming face, which was so cold and unfriendly to him who loved her so fervently. The old woman, fearing
that her daughter’s insolent indifference toward the Cossack was offensive to him, shot threatening glances her
way.
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“We’re overwhelmed with the beauty of your gift,” said the mother. “Where did you get such wonderful
cloth?”
This reminded the Cossack of the gift he had brought that day. It was a string of costly beads. The mother
grabbed the beads, looked at them with admiration, praising them without end. Not a word was uttered by
Lymerivna. When her mother fastened the necklace around the girl’s neck, she shuddered, as though a snake had
touched her white skin.
The Cossack trembled as if a stray arrow had pierced his heart.
“My gift does not please you, Lymerivna,” he said with a bitter smile.
“I do not want anything,” answered the girl.
“Do not listen to her,” exclaimed the mother, alarmed, “don’t listen to her, my son. She does not understand.”
The Cossack wanted to speak, but his heart was crushed, and his head was in a daze. He left the house and
walked aimlessly until he reached the brook. The fresh, cold water drew his attention, and he stood there for a
while in meditation, longing and loving. Though spurned, hurt and in pain, he still loved her! For his love
transcended even anger, grief, offence and sorrow. It was time now, he thought, to sever all painful relations. He
was overcome with passionate love for the girl, which, despite his frustrations, urged him to return to her house. It
seemed as if he was going to a feast. When he approached the house, he heard her voice. That was like sweet
music to his ears. He stood thee enchanted by the lovely voice that he had thus far heard so seldom. He waited
until his heart had calmed down. Then he heard a conversation between mother and daughter. The old woman was
scolding the girl for her unfriendliness to such a prominent man as her betrothed. Then came Lymerivna’s usual
answer: “I do not love him, I do not want to marry him.”
If only she would say something else! Some other words, just as cruel, albeit different! These few words
haunted him day and night, searing his very soul like a brand.
The mother’s voice grew louder and more angry. She threatened to throw a curse on the girl and to disown her,
to marry her off by force if need be.
“You may force me into this marriage,” answered Lymerivna, “but my heart and soul will remain free. But,
mother, do not force me, do not bring misery into my life and his!” But the more she pleaded with her mother, the
firmer the old woman became.
The Cossack opened the door and entered.
“Where were you?” asked the mother, “we’ve been waiting for you. Please sit down, my son.”
“When is our wedding going to take place?” asked the Cossack.
“We’ve set a date for it, my son, and it shall not be changed,” answered the old woman hastily.
“It’s too far off. Why wait so long?” asked Shkandybenko.
“Everything is ready; it can be hastened,” answered the mother accommodatingly.
“Please do,” said the Cossack.
It was growing darker and darker in the house. A faint breeze, rich with the fragrance of roses, jasmines, and
various other shrubs and flowers, wafted in through the open window.
In the dark it was hard to distinguish a rose from a black-eyed susan, a bright red poppy from a pink peony. Or
make a distinction between the white hands and the white sleeves, the face of his beloved and her smooth silky
hair. She never even looked at him, nor said a word. Only when he bade her “Good night” did she answer with
another “Good night.”
But it seemed that his “Goodnight” had gone into oblivion. Since he met Lymerivna, he had known no more
goodnights. Would they ever return?
The wedding was to take place a week later. The old woman puttered about, the jingling of gold ringing in her
ears. Her heart leaped at the thought of the prospective riches, sinking only when she reminded herself of her
daughter’s departure. But she betrayed no inkling of her feelings. She remained stern in behavior to the girl,
awaiting impatiently for the time when riches would make both of them happy.
The Cossack patiently waited for the appointed day. His house looked cheerful with its shining windows and
white walls, the whole home shaded by green trees; the garden replete with flowers; the distant fields rich with
crops of rye and wheat already ripening; the wide steppe green with fresh, fragrant hay; the long expanse of clear
blue water glimmering far away in the distance.
But all this—the shining water, the golden undulating fields, the green verdure of the steppe, the flower
garden, the cheerful house with shining windows—to him all spelt impatience. He could not wait any longer.
Lymerivna also waits. Her white arms are folded on her bosom, her beautiful eyes do not watch the bustle of
preparations for her wedding, her lovely lips are locked in silence—she waits. She watches the sunrise in the
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morning and sits at the window till sunset. For a moment her eyes light up and her face grows pink with a blush.
The light in her eyes vanishes, and the color fades from her cheeks. Late at night Lymerivna sits at her window,
shrouded in darkness, until the rising moonlights her up again, revealing her white, calm face.
Saturday arrived. The groom found a house full of young girls dressed in bright clothes, with fresh flowers in
their hair. The bride sat among them, also dressed in her best, with a wreath of fresh flowers on her head. She did
not move, but looked at him searchingly. What were these large gentle eyes telling him?
Shkandybenko was in a strangely mixed mood of ecstatic happiness and deep fear—as though he were the
proud possessor of a great fortune and trembling lest he lose it. He head and saw nothing during that day.
Songs of girls, sounds of voices, music, the bright sun, Lymerivna sitting next to him her lustrous hair, the
fragrance of fresh flowers, the road home, the bright scattered stars and the moon—all these things were mixed up
chaotically in the mind of the groom. And yet transcending everything was that overwhelming feeling of
happiness and unconquerable fear.
On Sunday a noisy, jolly crowd brought the bride and groom to the church, and they were married.
Is it a dream or a reality, young Cossack? A reality indeed! He is taking his young wife to his home. They are
met by guests and servants, who wish them a happy life. The little white house with the glittering windows is
cheerful and merry, but somewhere lurks fear and melancholy.
The guests left, leaving the young pair alone.
“Dearest Lymerivna, my wife, tell me what I can do to please you,” pleaded the young Cossack.
“I want nothing. I do not love you,” answered Lymerivna.
“If you could give me just a little of your love.”
“I do not love you.”
Like a wounded animal the Cossack ran out of the room into the dark night.
Lymerivna remained alone. She looked around, at the white walls of the room, at the beautiful evening. She
stood there, pondering and listening. Suddenly she flew out of the house like a bird, aimlessly and without
destination. She passed the dewy steppe, the forest and dark fields. Whither was she running? She knew not, but
she felt it was away from captivity. The future did not mater so long as she was free from this slavery. Somewhere
in the distance she heard shouts and the galloping of horses. She turned into a narrow path and ran along its
length. Sharp thorns clung to her bare feet, and her luxuriant hair caught on the branches, but she ran on. The
voice now became louder and louder, and the horse seemed to approach nearer and nearer. The tall shadow of a
man now fell before her eyes.
It was the Cossack. “Please,” he pleaded, “do not run away.”
She looked at him for a moment, deep into his eyes, and then quietly said, “I am sorry for you, but I do not
love you.”
The Cossack composed his grief. “So shall it be,” he said simply, though his voice trembled slightly. “I give
you your freedom. I give you all my possessions. I shall go away, never to return.”
He wheeled his horse and rode off. Once he looked back and waved his hand at her. She raised hers in
acknowledgement. And that was the last they ever saw of each other.
37.202 Pros And Cons: The Thoughts And Dreams Of Madame Court Counsellor Lisitsyna\fn{by Sofya
Soboleva aka V. Samoilovich (1840-1884)} Schlüsselburg, nr. St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 23
Before I begin, I should warn my readers that I am generally considered an emancipated woman, a progressive
in fact. I ought to say a few words to try to explain how I might have come by that title. At one time of my life, I
appeared to be nothing more or less than a run-of-the-mill Russian noblewoman, the wife of Monsieur Court
Counselor Usitsyn … but, no, that is not what I should be saying. I had better begin at the beginning, and tell you
everything that happened in the right order.
I was born on the family estate belonging to my maman; with (as an old-fashioned novelist might have put it)
all the good fairies in attendance. My papa was a man of substance, and the moment of my arrival was one at
which fortune smiled on the world at large: for in those days, the fairy of propriety and order held unchallenged
sway. What marvelous times those were! Girls were not brought up at all in the way that they are now. It would
have been considered quite improper enough to have ideas in the first place; to get excited about ideas, or
perturbed by them, would have been unthinkable. Why, I myself never heard my mother give voice to a single
idea which she had not picked up when reading some novel or other; and I have more than a suspicion that even
my father’s intellectual life largely subsisted on material which he had gleaned in the course of his brief duties in
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the public service (as a young man, he had held a post as an excise officer in the section dealing with duty on
alcohol).
No, indeed, things were very different in those days. The literary magazines were full of fictions distinguished
by a most exquisite refinement, in which one might learn of the adventures experienced by noble ladies and officers of the guards, or make the acquaintance of countesses and dark, handsome young princes. It was not then at
all the thing to write of moujiks russes;\fn{Russian peasants.} the usual story would have run something like this.
Vladimir and Olga, two delightful young people living somewhere or other, are madly in love with each other. But
for some reason or other, there are obstacles to their marriage, which unravel themselves in the course of three
instalments. The fourth and final instalment concludes with their joyous nuptials, or else with one of the partners
dead as the result of some tragedy, and the other left inconsolably lamenting his (or her) demise for the rest of his
(or her) life. In order to ensure that the novel shall be properly instructive, some material from Russian history is
also woven into the story-usually in an artfully distorted form, of course, as befits a work of belles-let-tres. The
ladies occupy themselves with embroidery, the latest fashions, and with various household occupations; the
gentlemen are all engaged in the public service. The young ladies have their days taken up with fashions, as well
as their beaux in the Guards; occasionally they find time for a little playing of the pianoforte, or singing; or
perhaps they may do a little embroidery. Every self-respecting maman thinks it proper that her daughter should
wear tight stays.
Well, as I told my readers earlier, those were the days when propriety held sway, and when everything kept to
its place. The men wore their hair neatly cropped, and no duty constable dared to set foot outside his booth. Each
man kept serenely to his own business, and none of the women had anything to do with talk of emancipation, God
forbid! Why, if I had undertaken to compromise myself in that manner, my papa would have been the first to cast
me off, and then I should never have married my present husband, Monsieur Court Counselor Lisitsyn.
I spent all my childhood in the country, surrounded from my earliest days by a veritable regiment of little
Matryoshkas, Katyushkas, Varyushkas, and Dashkas. I now find it difficult to guess at the purpose of my own
existence in those days; but from the moment I could reason at all I knew very well what Katyushka, Dashka, and
the rest had been put on this earth for. My nurse, Astafevna, indoctrinated both me and them with the belief that
the entire purpose of their lives was to keep their young mistress amused; they were to make sure that she was
never bored, or tearful; they were to stop her from throwing tantrums, or trying to bite and scratch other people.
And Nanny Astafevna herself believed, the simple soul, that God had made her, too, to do her young mistress’s
every wish, and cater to her every whim. So strongly did she believe this, in fact, that she had not one possession
in the world which she accounted her own—she believed that her shoes, her clothes, her thoughts, her feelings,
the cups of tea of which she was so fond, were all the property of her masters, which they most graciously
allowed Nanny to use; even her very devotion to them was their property ...
My early upbringing took place according to a system of the most elegant simplicity. I was allowed to do
whatever I liked; and I needed no encouragement to make use of my rights in this matter, as you may well imagine. Nanny Astafevna’s sole instructions were to make sure that I stayed in one piece, and that nobody tried to
thwart me. The rest was left to nature. And nature was treated by me with no particular ceremony; in summer I
would feast on cucumbers, gooseberries, and raspberries in the garden—without, it should be said, any apparent
detriment to my health. In winter, I stayed in my nursery, with my suite of Dashkas and Katyushkas in tow, playing all kinds of silly games, and giving free rein to my temperament, which inclined in any case to boisterousness
and egotism.
My maman had no time to concern herself with me. She was still quite young in those days; her looks were
rather handsome, and she played a not inconsiderable role in local society. Our village was around twenty miles
from the chief town in the guberniya; we had a large acquaintance, who were for ever holding parties, dinners,
and balls. My mother expended untold efforts on ensuring that her toilettes would be smarter and more
fashionable than any other lady’s in the guberniya—most particularly, than those worn by the wife of the
governor himself. I can leave you to judge for yourselves the trouble which my mother had to take over her
appearance; and then there were her domestic duties, to which she had to devote some part of the day, whether she
liked it or not. Where should she have found the time to occupy herself with me? There are no more than twentyfour hours in a day, after alII However, I am quite persuaded of the fact that she loved me both warmly and
deeply; later on, indeed, she was to show me as much, to the best of her abilities. The point is, you see, that there
were quite different attitudes to many things then, not least to upbringing. If a child had no obvious bruises and
was not complaining of headaches, then he must be doing well, and praise the Lord for that! What more could one
expect for him?
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But all the same, when I reached the age of eight, my mother did come to the conclusion that I probably ought
to be given some schooling. In those days the done thing was for wealthy people to employ a foreign governess;
and so they sent away to Moscow for one, and soon a big fat Swiss woman, looking for all the world like a drum
major from the army, rolled up on our doorstep. For all her height and weight, though, she found me more than
she could deal with. Here I ought to confess that I was a wilful and boisterous young chit, who was not above
being spiteful at times. But I did have one saving grace: never, from my earliest youth, did I ever lie or attempt to
deceive anyone, no matter what the provocation. I simply did not understand the meaning of the words “lies” and
“deceit.”
Even now, when I look back over a long life, during which I have often had occasion to make the close
acquaintance of the human heart, I feel a terrible sense of oppression as I scrutinize the sad comedy of human
manners. Why is it that people strive to deceive each other, to cheat, to abase themselves before others, to act the
hypocrite? It seems high time, in this age of progress, for us all honestly to acknowledge that others are no more
stupid than we are ourselves, and to grasp that everyone whom we deceive understands perfectly well what is
going on, simply affecting to believe us either out of the weakness or out of the sweetness of their natures. I have
so firm a belief in this point that I shall only begin to credit the reality of progress once my casual acquaintances
cease cross-questioning me about my health with affected concern as soon as they see me (when all the time I
know that they have not the slightest interest in the matter), and instead show that they are prepared to come to
my aid in moments of crisis; when they stop treating me as men of the world treat a woman of the world, and
begin treating me as one human being treats another.
For all that I am Madame Court Counsellor Lisitsyna, I have a secret dream, to which I love to surrender
myself from time to time. I know that it is a dream, because if such a thing had been possible in reality, then it
would long ago have come to pass somewhere or other, at some time or other. My dream is this: I often muse on
how wonderful it would be if three bright angels were to make their homes on this earth, and protect us all with
their wings: the angels of truth, sincere fellow-feeling, and rational labor.
Excuse me, however! I run off the point. Many were the reasons which caused me to take a dislike to my fat
Swiss governess, but there were two things in particular which put me against her. I hated her for forcing me to
come to lessons at fixed hours, according to a set routine: the pattern was one repellent to my rebellious and
unbridled nature. But I hated her still more because she was a liar. She lied to my mother, assuring her that she
was perfectly satisfied with her position, whilst I knew that in the school- room, the nursery, the maids’ room, the
pantry—anywhere, in fact, where my mother was out of earshot—she would grumble incessantly, complaining
that she had never experienced anything one-half so uncivilized as what she was witnessing in the houses of les
pometchiks russes. The food was disgusting, her collars and cuffs were most sluttishly ironed, and as for the
coffee! that was brewed “d’une maniere barbare!” She told lies to my father too, saying that I was a most
industrious pupil, whilst in fact I did nothing at all. Certainly, I soon learnt to chatter away in French, but for that I
had my own good memory to thank, and also the loquacity of my governess; I did not acquire the skill by dint of
my own effort or desire.
I treated my Swiss lady rather rudely; at first she tolerated this behavior from me, since she was being paid a
good salary. But at last even she had had enough, and complained to my papa of my behavior. Though I was
absolutely to blame for what had happened, my maman and papa took my side; neither of them had any liking for
fuss and argument; and besides, both of them held that, in saying that she could not deal with the behavior of the
child in her care, my governess had simply proved that she was unworthy of her own position. Nevertheless, the
memory of my governess’s complaints rankled with me. My suite of Dashkas had been driven from my nursery;
but whenever I was allowed free time from lessons, I would rush out to play in the garden or the courtyard with
my little friends.
I gave them my word that I should see the Swiss governess dismissed; and I kept it. I began to be impossibly
rude to her, making faces, tipping her coffee over, spattering her dresses, so that in the end she herself considered
it wise to give in her notice. Nanny Astafevna also helped my cause in her own way, by constantly grumbling
about the governess to my maman.
When my Swiss lady had left, my parents talked things over amongst themselves, and then decided that I
should have an Englishwoman. My maman was persuaded that Englishwomen were steadier and more reliable
than others; in consequence, they were certain to make good governesses.
And so they sent off to Moscow for one, and in due course Miss Turling arrived. She did indeed prove very
steady: she was so earnest in her demeanor, indeed, that at first I was afraid to look her in the eyes; however, this
happy situation did not last. In a matter of three days I had thrown off my timidity; and then I began acting the
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same comedy with Miss Turling as I had with my Swiss lady. I had not the slightest wish to learn anything; whilst
lessons were in progress, I would study Miss Turling’s every move, so that I might have a better idea of how to
tease her later. The unfortunate woman was a cripple, lame in one leg. I got all her various poses by heart, then in
secret I taught my Akulkas and Dashkas to limp just as she did. Then, one fine day, when I was especially bored
with my governess—who might as well have been dumb for all that I could understand of what she said to me in
English—we staged the coup de grace.
Miss Turling’s bedroom was on the ground floor, and its windows looked out on to the inner courtyard of the
house, which had a patch of grass in the middle. We had just had luncheon, and Miss Turling had sent me out to
play, with my nanny to keep an eye on me, whilst she herself went to sit by the window in her room with her
coffee. I lined up my Dashkas and Katyushkas on the grass, counted to three, and clapped my hands. On hearing
this prearranged signal, all the little girls went running off round the grass, one after the other, limping exactly as
Miss Turling did; except that for variety’s sake half the team limped with their right legs, the other half with their
left, whilst I brought up the rear, limping with both. I can leave you to imagine the fury of Britannia’s daughter
when she saw the show that we had put on. She rushed to the drawing-room, dragged my parents to the window,
and harangued them in English at the top of her voice. As a result, I was made to go and kneel on the floor as a
punishment—for the first time in my life, I should say—whilst my nanny was commanded to administer a welldeserved thrashing to all the little Akulkas and Dashkas. The next day Miss Turling left for Moscow, in high
dudgeon.
This incident made my parents see that they would have to adopt stronger measures to make me behave. They
pondered the problem, sought advice amongst their acquaintance, and then packed me off to boarding-school.
“You are sure to be taught some obedience and respect for others there,” my father told me.
Why my parents should have assumed that a boarding-school was the equivalent of a house of correction, I do
not know. But in August that year I was indeed sent off to an institute for the daughters of the nobility, where I
was to spend the next six years. I think that I must lack inborn intelligence, for in those six years I learnt nothing
thoroughly, not even my own native language—but no, not so fast! That is a lie: there was one thing of which I
did acquire a detailed knowledge: how to make perfect low court curtsies. I cannot say that this accomplishment
was to benefit me much in my later existence, however, for in all my considerable experience of life in society, I
have never seen ladies drop curtsies of that kind. I grant you that actresses taking their curtain calls make
obeisance in very much the same way; however, regrettably, fate and my parents did not have a life on the stage.
in mind for me, and so my curtseying was all to go for nothing!
By the time that I had left my institute, my parents had taken up residence in Petersburg. My life moved in
such a whirl of gaiety that I did not have the time, the inclination, or indeed the cause to think deeply about anything. My maman had given up her dancing career for my sake, as all good mothers should; and I now took her
place in the quadrille. By day she and I would do a little shopping, or go out visiting. We soon had a very large
circle of acquaintance. My mother was determined that I should become a lady of society; our set, the people with
whom we spent all our time from noon till midnight, admired urbanity, elegance, good breeding, and wealth
above all other things. I did not have a good singing voice, but a singing teacher was engaged to give me lessons;
I had no ear for music, but another teacher was employed so that I could keep up my playing. I imagine that my
parents were able to afford all this because their peasants were conscientious in the payment of their quit-rent.
We had a distant and impoverished relative living in Petersburg; his name was Grigory Vasilevich Temryukov.
My father was acting as his patron: that is, he had made over a spare room in the house to him, and invited him to
eat one meal a day at our table. Whilst Temryukov was dining with us, my father loved to read him lectures on
morals and the ways of the world. Temryukov was an orphan, and he was as poor as Job, or at any rate a minor
official on a pension. But somehow he struggled to get by in the wide world on his own, relying on his energy,
which he had in abundance, and his talent as an artist, in which he hardly dared to be quite confident as yet. In
those days he was a young man of about 22; he was a pupil at the Academy of Arts,. and passionately in love with
all the great painters; he was shy and rather gauche in company, and his face, whilst not at all handsome, radiated
intelligence. Even in those days, his usual manner was sarcastic to the point of bitterness, but he often made his
points with subtlety and conviction. It was from Temryukov that I heard the first words of truth and justice—not
that he took upon himself the high role of the champion of truth; it was simply that he was incapable of dissembling when people voiced opinions with which he did not agree. My maman used to call him (though not to his
face, of course) an uncouth, boorish young man; and my papa would often predict that he would come to a bad
end if he did not change his ways.
My father and Temryukov would always quarrel about the same thing. My father felt that Temryukov, as a
157

Russian nobleman, should do his duty to society by performing some useful function; and to this end, he made
several attempts on Temryukov’s personal and moral integrity, by trying to do him the dubious favor of finding
him employment as a clerk in some government office. My father’s passion for philanthropy riled the young man
beyond endurance.
I do not know why, but I cannot bear the word “philanthropy.” I understand only too well, though, how bitter
the bread from our table tasted to poor Temryukov, and how his heart sank as he mounted the steps leading to our
front door. He was already in residence when I came back from the institute. At first I took a fierce dislike to him,
and it took us a long time to make friends. His mockery of my upbringing, of our whole way of life, provoked me
intensely, and we often had fierce quarrels. According to my view of the world at that time, he was a mere boy, a
dauber, next thing to a nonentity. But then something happened which made me look at him with new eyes, and
brought about a rapprochement between us.
An exhibition was in progress at the Academy. Everyone in town was going to see it, and so we went along
too. We strolled through all the rooms, glancing at the paintings as we passed; if we saw a crowd by one of them,
we would stop and look for five minutes or so—or even ten, if the crowd was a large one. On concluding our
grand tour of inspection, we went back home. We had guests that evening, and conversation naturally turned to
the exhibition. When he heard my comments about the paintings and the artists, Temryukov gave a hideous
grimace (not that my judgements were intended for his ears, of course!) At last he could stand it no longer; he
walked away and went into another room.
The next day, Temryukov and I happened to fall into talk about what he himself was up to. I had never seen
any of his work, and said that I should very much like to see some of his drawings.
“I am sure the exercise would be of great benefit to us both,” he said, with an expression of deep contempt.
“But why will you not show me your drawings?” I asked.
“Because you cannot possibly be interested in a subject of which you know nothing. Still worse, you will probably voice opinions of the kind to which you gave vent yesterday, when you were discussing those unfortunate
pictures at the exhibition.”
Like everyone else in the house, I had long grown used to hearing Temryukov talk like this; but for some
reason this sally irritated me so deeply, or to be more exact, I was so hurt by it, that I burst into tears. He flushed
deep red, and stood before me as awkwardly as a schoolboy, glancing at me from under his lids every now and
then, and twisting his pencil in his hands.
“I have offended you, I see,” he muttered at last, half-apologetically and half-forgivingly.
“Not in the least,” I replied, wiping away my tears. “I can only be offended by the opinions of those whom I
respect. But if you had any drop of kindness in you, then instead of laughing at my views on art, you would
explain to me where I am mistaken.”
“But would you listen to me?” he asked.
“Naturally I would.”
“I assure you that you would soon be bored with the whole business. In order to be able to make judgements
about art, one must have at least a nodding acquaintance with its theoretical principles, and that is something that
cannot be acquired in an hour or two.”
“If I choose, I shall find time enough,” I responded.
“Is that so?” Temryukov's expression was sceptical.
“Why do you not try? Come, try giving me some lessons on art.”
“To begin with, you must go to the Academy again tomorrow, and take me with you. Then I shall try to explain
which the good pictures in the exhibition are, and why they are good. Of course, that first lesson will be
incomplete and superficial. There are some paintings which demand to be looked at for hours on end; and then
one needs to go back the next day and look at them again, and it will still not be enough time to appreciate them.
A good painting is no mere piece of canvas decorated with inanimate figures. No, it is the creation of a living
human being; it is part of his thoughts, a piece of his life. An artist, a poet, a painter always shares his life, to a
greater or lesser extent, with his paintings. If you only knew what a pleasure it is to cherish and nurture some
secret, deeply buried idea and to represent it in living images, to convey it in such a way that another human being
exactly like oneself should stop before it and be made to meditate by it!”
It was the first time that Temryukov had ever spoken to me like this; and I was astonished to recall that until
now I had not found him handsome. He seemed so to me at this moment: his face expressed energy and willpower of a kind which it is hard to predict, and which it is still more difficult to imitate.
“Do you love the idea of glory?” I asked, when he had finished, and immediately realized that my question
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was out of place.
“Glory?” he repeated abstractedly. “I cannot say. I think that in time I may come to love it, but I am prepared to
do without it all my life if I can only be certain that I am following my true vocation, and not simply playing at
being an artist, as one might play at blind man’s buff. What others say of us is not important; it is our own
consciousness of what is right that matters.”
From that day on, we became firm friends. My maman was horrified by the idea that Temryukov should be our
cicerone at the exhibition—why, to be accompanied by a gentleman in torn gloves!—but I took care of that little
matter, and soon we were all at the exhibition again. But this time the whole occasion took on a quite different
significance; every picture now had its own meaning. How many brilliant paintings, though, now lost favor in my
eyes! Temryukov poured vitriol on painters who lavished their labors on aping rich satins and velvets; but in compensation, he made me look at the unshowy paintings of the Russian genre painters. with a new appreciation,
explaining their work with such enthusiasm, such love, and such concern for the tasks which they had set themselves that I too was infected with these emotions.
It is intriguing to recall the methods by which drawing was taught in pensions and institutes in those days. First
we were made to draw endless straight lines, then circles, and then we were set to copy the grandiosely arched
noses of classical profiles. From these we progressed to studies of heads wearing helmets. When we had sketched
a sufficient quantity of heroes and demigods in black pencil, we then moved on—quite illogically, for variety’s
sake as it seemed—to copying landscapes. When we reached the top class, we were all let loose on the boxes of
watercolours, and quantities of roses, tulips, and poppies, adorned with fluttering butterflies, bloomed under our
eager fingers. And that was the end of our induction into the fine arts. Our tutor had no time to explain or interpret
what we were doing; he hardly had time to correct even a tenth part of the copies which we made. On our parents’
name-days, we would present them with splendid bouquets of painted flowers; at examination time, whole tables
would be heaped with our dainty sketches. But if we had been told to draw an ink-well or an apple from life,
hardly one in twenty of us could have done it.
Temryukov, though, took me right back to the ABC, as it were: to the elementary rules of drawing from nature.
My maman and papa were not at all pleased with my new passion for drawing, since it took up a great deal of the
time which I had earlier spent going visiting and strolling round the shops. Still less were they delighted with the
fact that, the closer I got to Temryukov, the more serious did I become, and the more indifferent to worldly
chatter. It was not simply drawing in which Temryukov educated me. He and I often had long talks about other
subjects; without making any particular effort, he made me start to think. Although he was so young, Temryukov
had lived through a great deal of suffering; he taught me to place myself dispassionately in the position of others,
and in so doing to forgive them, not judge them. Despite the bitterness with which he spoke, he had a kind,
abundantly sympathetic heart; and our conversations gave me a lively respect for poverty. A poor man may be
forgiven much: ignorance, irritability, envy. The rich have everything—he has nothing. They amuse themselves—
he suffers. They oppress him with their superiority, and at the same time expect him to be grateful, not realizing
the extent to which human nature—their own just as much as his—resists the emotion of gratitude. Of all the evils
in our century, poverty is probably the most extreme; even disease can be tolerated more easily. There are only
two things which cannot be forgiven a poor man: idleness and apathy.
It was now three years since I had left the institute. With each year that passed, my parents reprimanded me
more and more often for my failure to observe the customs of high society. But then, one autumn day, Temryukov
caught cold; his chill took a turn for the worse, and soon he was dangerously ill. During all the three months of his
illness we did not see each other; but we exchanged letters. Then one day, the doctor told me that he was so ill that
it was doubtful whether he would live till nightfall. At this I leapt to my feet and rushed into his room. Even my
maman, that stern guardian of propriety, did not venture to stop me, though she gave me a look of consterna-tion.
Later on, in fact, she was to tell me that she had found my behavior so extraordinary that she suspected I had gone
quite mad.
Temryukov knew very well how serious his illness was: he had gone down with a galloping consumption, the
result of overwork, and of life in the damp lodgings which he had been forced to inhabit during his earlier,
nomadic existence. How hard it was for him to die now, by this too sudden and inopportune death; he was only
25, and he had just been awarded a gold medal on completing his studies at the Academy. A few hours before he
died, he said to me:
“Do not weep for me, Many times I wondered what was likely to become of us; and speaking frankly, I could
anticipate nothing but suffering, What else were we to expect? Your parents would never have agreed to your
marrying me, and I could not have borne it if you had married anyone else.”
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This declaration was so sudden, so eccentric—made there on his death-bed—that the whole scene has stayed
fixed in my mind, and often returns to me now, The dusk of the room with its lowered blinds; the flickering lamp
in one corner, whose sputtering flame faintly illumines the invalid’s pale and emaciated face. I shall never forget
Temryukov’s expression, which wordlessly narrated the whole story of his life: the memory of past sufferings, the
determination to fight without ceasing, the passionate longing for the future that promised so much, and the
inescapable despair caused by this hard fate, that had thwarted his resolute spirit—all this showed in him,
appearing not by turns, not sequentially, but at one and the same time, as though all the dying man’s spiritual
powers had been brought to a final and extraordinary pitch in his last moments. But suddenly the tension in his
face ebbed away. He turned a look of boundless love on me; and then that expression froze on his face, fixed now
forever.
He had gone, but I was still sitting by his bed and holding his cold hand in mine. It was the first time in my life
that I had witnessed the mystery of death, I studied the face of the dead man intently, Then the maid’s voice cut
through my oblivion.
“There’s no use holding his hand now, miss,” she whispered. “Can’t you see he’s dead?”
“Dead!” I repeated, putting down his hand, and trying to grasp the meaning of the word.
*
And so my one and only great love was cut off before the end of its first chapter. No; “cut off” is not really the
right way of putting it: the absurdity of circumstance caused that love to be frozen, petrified. In actual fact, I
might as well have left the matter out of my narrative, since it is of no relevance to what follows/ My readers can
scarcely be expected to concern themselves with the question of whether I was ever in love or no; nor is the
matter of whether the object of my affections be dead or alive likely to be of interest to them.
But I am a woman, after all. Could I be expected to pass over the tale of my love affair in silence, having
reached that point in my story? No; all the less so considering how much my being in love changed me. Days,
years passed; I was now not so far off 30 years old. My parents were in desperation; they were persuaded that I
should certainly remain an old maid. In truth, of course, there was no cause for desperation in that: for surely it is
far better to remain an old maid, no matter what the ridicule one may attract by doing so, than to enter a loveless
marriage? And in any case, if you once allow women to change their way of life, then old maids will no longer
seem so useless and ridiculous.
I shunned society in the first years after Temryukov’s death; the emptiness and frivolity of that life were loathsome to me. But art became ever dearer; I was moved not only by the aesthetic pleasure which it stimulates in all
of us, but also by the sense that art was the bond between me and my beloved. My maman and papa, though,
heartily disapproved of my love for art. My father fell into sulks over my behavior; every Tuesday he would open
the house to guests, and then I was forced to play the charming hostess and to entertain the company. My mother’s
reaction was different; it was clear that she felt pity for me. A woman like myself, she recognized the importance
of romantic attachments, and approved them, so long as they did not overstep the boundaries of propriety; what
she did not understand was how one could mourn a lost love all one’s life. She grieved for me so sincerely and so
inconsolably, she so constantly tried to persuade me that I must get married in order to assure my position in
society, that in the end I could endure things no more, and I gave in. Out of cowardice, I renounced my own
wishes and surrendered myself into my parents’ hands, submitting to their oppressive and suffocating love.
Little by little I was drawn back into the maelstrom of society; but how low I had now sunk morally! My state
was far worse than it had been when I left the institute; then I had been a mere doll, whose ignorance made her
behavior pardonable. But now there was nothing to excuse the triviality of my behavior, as I myself well knew;
and how I hated the society which fostered such triviality!
And then one day Monsieur Court Counselor Lisitsyn visited my parents, and made a formal and ceremonious
request for my hand in marriage and my dowry. I was informed of what had happened; my parents dwelt at length
on the many virtues of my suitor, and then reminded me that I was, after all, now 27 years old. I agonized for
some time, but in the end I gave my consent. I felt stifled in my parents’ house; I was longing for freedom,
freedom in the sense of repose, relief from harassment, but also in the sense of enhanced rights, since I firmly
believed that a married woman was allowed more freedom by society than a girl. To the duties of a married
woman I gave not one thought.
Lisitsyn was a perfectly presentable character. In company with other men, he comported himself with dignity;
he said little, but he thought rather more. He treated women with the affectionate indulgence with which one treats
children whom one, unknown to them, intends to deprive of a promised carriage-ride or trip to the theatre. In
actual fact, to this day I have only foggy notions of my husband’s character; I have never permitted myself to
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scrutinize it in detail. People tell me that he is a good man. I believe them, since belief is one of humanity’s
essential requirements.
When I married, I did not trouble myself to discover much about my husband’s profession. I knew that he was
a member of the civil service, and that he was employed in some ministry or other. I had a very good idea of the
various kinds of employment open to gentlemen in Russian society. I knew that a man who was in the army might
be an officer in the Guards, or in some other regiment; that he might be an officer in the cavalry or in the infantry.
I knew that an officer in the Navy had to spend the summer in the Baltic. I knew that engineers were supposed to
mend roads and bridges. I knew that officers in the civil service spent their time signing pieces of paper. What
precisely those pieces of paper said or meant was no concern of mine (no matter that it was my own husband who
was signing them), and so I never made any enquiries about them.
In any case, we did not live on the money which he earned from dealing with those bits of paper—it was too
insignificant a sum to support us. We lived on the income from my own estate; accordingly, I was not in the least
surprised when Lisitsyn severed all connection with his pieces of paper a year after we were married—which is to
say, he retired from the service. At his suggestion, we then moved to the country. The future that stretched before
me could not be described as brilliant, but I could make myself useful to society in many ways. I was going to
turn myself into a landowner’s wife, and organize my former playmates, the Akulkas and Dashkas of my
childhood, to sit at their embroidery frames and produce fine work; I was to sit pouring out my husband’s tea,
whilst hour by hour I grew visibly rounder and plumper; I was to bully and patronize a shoal of companions from
minor gentry families, and dress myself in breathtaking finery for every dreary ball which might be got up in the
central town of our guberniya.
At any rate, that was what Lisitsyn supposed, in his innnocence. But this was one matter on which we did not
agree. I was a patient, attentive, and obedient wife in all things save one: I had very firm and strong-minded
notions concerning my own property rights. Poor Temryukov’s history had given me a very good idea of what
poverty meant. And in any case, it was more than possible that I should some day myself have children. I was
determined that they should not grow up enduring want and hardship as Temryukov had, and that they should not
be forced into a decline by damp lodgings and sleepless nights. So I stood by my own rights, and insisted on
administering the income from my estate myself.
One day I came near to quarreling with my husband about this. He tried to convince me that a married couple
should share all they had.
“How can it be,” he said in conclusion of his argument, “that you could be prepared to entrust me with your
hand in marriage, and with your heart, and yet do not wish to share the work of managing your estate with me?
Can you really value money more than yourself?”
I remained unconvinced by this logic.
“Yes, my dear, I did entrust you with my hand and heart. But that is not at all the same thing as sharing my
money with you. The income from my estate is meant for me; it was made over to me so that it should support me
in my own lifetime, and not so that I might cede it to anyone else whatsoever. In any case, village elder Gavrila
has proved himself more than capable of dealing with our peasants; so why should you trouble your head about it?
You are a man whose life should be devoted to pleasure, not to hard labor. I want you to enjoy perfect happiness.
And in any case, am I to suppose that you only married me for my money?”
“Of course not,” Lisitsyn hastened to assure me. “I am sure that is true. If it were not, I should certainly hate
you. Can a woman really be expected to love a man who marries her for her income, and not for herself? I could
certainly not love such a man.”
“But do you really suppose that other women share your feelings?”
“I cannot say whether all of them do. But I am certain that fifty out of a hundred hold the same opinions as I.”
“So do you really suppose that a man has no right at all to be influenced to the slightest extent in his choice of
a wife by any consideration of her income?”
“No, I think he has no right at all to such considerations.”
“But do you really think that such considerations are criminal?”
“They are worse than criminal; they are base. And baseness is more offensive to women than anything; they
will avenge themselves more quickly on its account than for any other reason.”
“But what is a man to do, in your opinion, if he, let us say, loves a girl, but has not sufficient income to marry
her?”
“Then he must find himself work. After all, that is what God gave him a brain and hands for.”
“But we all do work—that is, we all have a position in the service.”
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“In that case, you must all have means as well.”
“But suppose that a man’s means are insufficient, and yet he is head over heels in love?”
“Who told you that you should spend your lives signing papers? Are we to blame for the fact that you can find
yourselves no other employment?”
“What else are we to do, then?”
“My dear, are there so few kinds of employment which are really useful and which are profitable at the same
time? You could go into trade; you could invent different kinds of machinery or build them; you could plant
market gardens. All those things would be more honorable than living on your wife’s income.”
“So you want to turn us all into market gardeners, of all things, is that it?”
“All that I know is this. If a man loves a woman and wishes to acquire sufficient income to support her, and if
he sets up a market garden—yes, even if he plants cabbages and turnips with his own hands—and if the woman
whom he loves has an ounce of heart and a drop of common sense, then she will certainly show that she is capable
of valuing and respecting her husband. But if a man marries in order to exploit his wife’s funds, and to ensure
himself a comfortable or a luxurious existence, then even the most limited woman will eventually realize that she
is worth nothing in her husband’s eyes, and nothing in the eyes of society at large.
“You can judge for yourself whether one is likely to enjoy being a nonentity. After all, women are capable of
quite as much self-love as men. Suppose, for instance, I had married a man who had my income in mind rather
than me. Should I not spend every minute thinking that I might as well be hunchbacked, foul-tempered, crippled,
soulless, heartless, or even an out-and-out idiot, for all that he cares? And are not such incessant thoughts the
worst kind of torture, the most intolerable hwniliation, that any woman might experience? It is inevitable that one
should start to detest the person who has prompted them.”
“How you do exaggerate!”
“Quite possibly. But if I exaggerate, so do women in general. As a result, marriages of convenience usually
turn out to the inconvenience of both parties.”
“I assume, therefore, that this is the conclusion of your argument: a poor man must never marry a rich girl, no
matter how much he may love her?”
“No, he certainly may. Why ever not? Such things happen every day, after all. But if he does marry her, then he
should not make any attempt to lay hands on her fortune. He must regard his wife's money as her own, and accept
that he has no right to it. If she loves her husband, then she will share with him all the things that money can buy.
But he should still make every effort to earn her love and respect.”
I said this knowing very well that, so far as Monsieur Court Counseller Lisitsyn was concerned, the only
guarantee of my rights was my money.
We spent that whole summer in the country, and in the autumn I proposed to my husband that we should spend
some time traveling abroad.. I was eager to visit other countries, to acquaint myself with other peoples, with
different manners and customs. I felt that it would be an unpardonable waste of opportunity to spend one’s whole
life closeted like a snail in its shell, when one had the means to do otherwise. My husband was by no means
unwilling to make new acquaintances, and to show himself off to new circles. I wanted to visit southern Europe;
for my husband, however, like any true Russian gentleman, Paris was his Mecca. On this occasion I did give way,
and agree that we should indeed visit Paris first. In fact, we spent the whole winter there; I could not drag my
husband away.
Once we were abroad, he developed his native Russian facility for adaptation to astonishing levels. The
Lisitsyn I knew vanished absolutely. Once in Paris, he turned himself not merely into a Frenchman, but into a
native Parisian. He rushed through life at top speed, full of fuss and excitement; he flung himself into society,
mingling in every circle, and taking as great an interest in politics as any Frenchman; he plunged into furious
debates about progress, and then dived just as enthusiastically into the frivolity of balls and parties. His fervor and
enjoyment were so great that one would have thought he had grown up on Parisian soil, and sucked in the French
national character with his mother’s milk.
I often had to suppress a laugh when I saw what was going on. If I had not dragged him out of the country, he
would have been happy enough to spend the whole winter lying on his sofa in his dressing-gown, enjoying a wellearned rest after his efforts on behalf of society, flicking carelessly through the Russian papers, or exerting
himself to have the odd game of cards with a neighbor; instead of paying court to grisettes, he would have flirted
with Russian peasant girls in their sarafans. He would not have had a moment’s interest in the Parisians who now
inspired his ready sympathy.
As for me, once I had seen all that might inspire a visitor’s curiosity in Paris, had had a taste of life in the
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capital, and had made the acquaintance of diverse representatives of the many different layers of Parisian society,
I began to find life in that everlasting fun-fair distinctly tedious. There is a brittleness in the French character
which I find uncongenial; and I cannot bear associating with people to whom I can extend no real sympathy. Most
of the French are no more than empty phrase-mongers, and I have no time for that style of life; my opinion of
such matters might be summed up in the Russian proverb: ‘A good talker is a bad doer.’
The following spring, we returned to our Lipovki estate, and spent all the next summer and all the following
winter there. I wanted to allow time for my experiences to sink in; I wanted to have space and quiet so that I could
ponder and ruminate on all I had heard and seen. As you see, Temryukov had not taught me to think in vain.
But at the beginning of the following summer, we again went off abroad, this time to Germany. The good
honest Germans were a good deal more to my taste than the French. For his part, Lisitsyn found Germany less
enjoyable than France; but he became as friendly with the Germans as his knowledge of the language allowed,
and showed himself adept in picking up their customs and attitudes. He learned to drink beer and to love music;
he was forever talking of how he would take up some serious activity so soon as we got back to Lipovki. And
indeed, no sooner had we returned, than he set up a cabinet of antiquities, and developed such a passion for
archaeology that I became quite anxious. However, I soon nipped this new enthusiasm in the bud by refusing to
give him money for his purchases. Lisitsyn assuaged his disappointment by buying a carpenter’s lathe, of which I
was glad: this at least promised to be more useful than his dabbling in archaeology.
Time went by, and soon three winters had passed since our return from Germany. At length I went off abroad
once more, but without my husband this time; he had been infected by the lassitude of landowner life, and had
become too lazy to travel. So I went off to Italy on my own, taking my small daughter with me. This was another
profitable era of my life; I could almost say that I felt happy. I was living in a country whose past is as remarkable
as its present, and whose people, for all their backwardness, always inspire affection and sympathy—indeed, it
may even be that it is their very backwardness which prompts the traveler’s sympathy. And in Italy one lives
surrounded by a landscape which would be sufficient in itself to ensure the happiness of anyone who loves nature.
On my return to Russia, I found many changes. The position of the peasants had been profoundly altered, and
the tone of society in general had changed. I felt as though a healthy fresh breeze had begun to blow. Even in the
drawing-rooms of our provincial town, the words “the modem world,” “emancipation,” “progress” had become
common currency.
“Thank God,” I thought. It felt as though a huge forest had woken from its enchanted sleep. Millions of voices
had begun to mutter, to chatter, to make noises that might only be half-articulate as yet, but which were already
distinct. And every now and then some fully formed note would sound amidst that disorganized racket, with the
promise of a delightful harmony in time.
*
I was wholly on the women’s side, since there is no doubt that men have vastly superior lives to ours.
“Progress is enlightenment,” I thought, “and enlightenment is justice.”
I leave it to the learned to determine whether society treats women justly--though I hasten to say that I do not
number Monsieur Michelet\fn{Jules Michelet (1798-1974), French historian and moralist .} among these! Let us glance for a
moment, however, at the level of development and education which is accessible to women. The only skills which
society allows a woman to acquire are intellectually superficial accomplishments which are useful neither to her
nor to others—playing the piano and sewing. Here I should observe that these comments on women’s lot in no
sense reflect the position of wealthy women. They have no cause to complain: if they wish, they can always use
their fortune in order to enrich some young man whom they love by granting him their hand in marriage; and if
any rich young woman feels the need for serious study and moral development, then so much the better for her
and for society at large. At any rate, such women are not my present concern.
I am sure that we all agree that it is hard for a poor man to earn his daily bread. But society has placed all
possible means at a man’s disposal—always assuming, of course, that he is not constrained by prejudice. A poor
man of the gentry classes may well feel that to take up a craft or a trade would not be fitting to his station; he may
choose to endure want in order that he may follow in the footsteps of his grandfather and great-grandfather, and in
order that he should not have to choose a path unsanctified by them. But his actions are the result of his own free
will.
However, when women endure deprivation—as they in fact often do—matters are quite different. Society does
not accept that women are capable of serious work: it is generally supposed that the weakness of their constitution
and health make them incapable of such work. But one thing is forgotten when arguments of this kind are advanced: that poverty forces a woman to work in any case, and that she must then labor from early in the morning
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until late at night, sustained only by that limited level of intellectual development which our society allows
women to attain. The suffocating atmosphere of prejudice does not allow her to undertake really useful work, but
only such work as will undermine her health all the faster, since the remuneration which she is able to obtain by it
is less than what would be hers if she were properly educated.
In Russia, if a woman is so poor that she needs to support herself—and there are many women who must do
not only that, but also support a mother, and perhaps also younger sisters and brothers—she has only three choices
of career open to her. If she has had the usual lightweight and superficial education, and can chatter three or four
languages (but probably not write grammatically in any of them), then she becomes a governess.
Is it generally known what the life of a governess is like? It is the most back-breaking work, the dreariest trade
one can imagine—and this thanks once more to the attitudes of society at large. There are households where it is
stipulated that the governess is not allowed to read any books, apart from the Bible on Sundays, because reading
might distract her attention from the children in her care. In other households, she must endure constant genteel
humiliation, because her employers feel that they are entitled to treat her as they wish, since they pay her salary.
Such households are by no means exceptional: one encounters them everywhere in Russia, the bulk of society
here being underdeveloped in an intellectual sense. Even in households where every effort is made to ensure the
governess’s happiness, the conditions in which she lives usually make happiness impossible: for instance, if there
are a lot of children in the family, she will hardly have a minute to herself all day. No wonder so many governesses detest their hard labor, and feel that their work hangs on them like heavy chains which they long to throw off
at the first possible opportunity. And what does a governess receive in return for selling herself like this? Some
twenty, thirty or at most forty roubles a month; there are many governesses who earn under twenty roubles a
month. Just imagine how you are to keep a sick mother or your younger sisters on twenty roubles a month! If she
has an attractive appearance, a governess does have one way out—to marry the first gentleman whose fancy she
takes in sufficient measure that he is prepared to extend her his protection. Whether she likes him or not, whether
he is young or old, clever or stupid, kind or unkind—no matter. She is a poor girl; she has no right to choose; she
must gratefully accept the favor which this gentleman has graciously conferred on her. If she declines it, then so
much the worse for her! Until her death she will be a slave in other people’s houses—unless, of course, a still
worse fate overtakes her.
Everything which I have just said of governesses also applies to companions. But a companion’s role is still
more degrading: she occupies a position somewhere between that of a pet monkey and a caged parrot.
The only other possibilities for women are to find work as a musician or as a seamstress. Music is a miraculous
thing; but to be a musician, you must have inborn gifts. Here in Russia, though, a piano is something close to a
sine qua non in any household of substance; without any regard to whether their children have any talent for
music or not, parents will hire a master or mistress to teach them the piano. The result of this fashion—for one
cannot speak of society’s genuine need for music—is that Russia is flooded with bad lady musicians and with
incompetent music mistresses.
Let us suppose that some girl from a poor family has learnt to play the piano quite nicely. She fixes on this as a
means to earn herself some money; our newspapers are full of advertisements for ladies who will give lessons for
forty kopecks an hour, or sometimes even for twenty-five. In downpours, gales, in all kinds of inclement weather,
the poor music mistress must rush from one end of the town to the other collecting her twenty-five kopecks. Yet
all the twenty-five kopeck pieces she can accumulate are not enough to keep her, especially if she has to support
others as well as herself. And the sole result of her work is that one can visit any household in town where young
ladies are in residence and listen to music being played in a manner that makes one regret the invention of the
pianoforte.
A seamstress’s life has nothing appealing about it. There are so many of these women at every turn that I am
sure one-tenth of the number could keep all of humanity dressed in more fashionable bonnets and hats than it
could ever require. More than half the seamstresses are employed by the day; they work from nine in the morning
until late without a break, and get paid thirty kopecks for their pains. Can this possibly be healthy?
So what, I wonder, will the philosophizing gentlemen who see women’s health as the first obstacle to her
further development say to all this?
I do not go so far as to say that, if women were allowed to develop their minds in the same way as men, we
would see a rash of female Newtons, Hegels, or Copernicuses. To this day there have been none such, nor could
there have been. But that there have been, are, and will be women whose mental organization is exemplary is a
fact which it is impossible to dispute. And the number of such women is greater than society would like to
suppose. They are unnoticeable because they are oppressed by their environment—their abilities are not
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developed, but are blunted and dissipated amidst the common run.
Woman’s role is not to shine in brilliance, but to be useful, to further as much happiness around herself as she
can. But her present social position does not allow that idea to enter her head. Take a girl who is struggling to earn
herself her bitter and insufficient crust, and whose education has left her mental capacities underdeveloped—how
can such a girl acquire any sense of a higher moral ideal and found her whole life upon its principles? It is far
more likely that she will take the first opportunity of finding someone else to take care of her—someone, no
matter whom, who will free her from hard work and constant suffering.
There is an unassailable belief amongst us that if a woman devotes herself to scholarship or to the sciences,
that is, if she takes up an activity “not proper to women,” as the usual expression has it, then this will stop her
from being a good housewife and mother, will distract her attention from her family and her domestic duties. By
your leave, ladies and gentlemen! Who has put about this unfortunate rumor that we Russian women are such
zealous housewives, such devoted mothers? We are Russian aristocrats, and we thank God for it; who has ever
supposed that we peel our own potatoes? Why, we prefer not even to darn our own stockings, no matter how poor
we may be. And if some grim fate should force us, after we have got married, to take a casual interest in what is
happening in the kitchen, then our husbands will get no great joy from that. Just try asking them!
What we Russian women need more than anything is pleasure, luxury, and playing at being in love. This last
occupation is one which we enjoy until we are 50 years old, at the very least. Our upbringing has ensured that all
our dreams and desires are concerned with our own pleasures. If our husbands cannot afford to pay for those, then
that is their fault. Who asked them to marry us? As for our children, we tend to treat them like amusing dolls—
until they have the temerity to grow up. For when our daughters begin to cost us real money, and we, their
mothers, grasp that we need to deny ourselves from time to time for their sakes, then we start to regard them as a
burden, and one of which we cannot wait to be rid.
All in all, then, we have no reason to be afraid that development of our intellects will make us bad or careless
housewives and mothers! So we hear that women’s health and constitutions are obstacles to their development?
But needs must when the devil drives, as they say. Are we not witnesses to daily cases of husbands who, for all
their cries that women’s sphere should be the home and only the home, make no efforts to feed their families, but
leave the task to their wives? And since mothers do have hearts, after all, these wives will run through mud and
slush, cursing their own fates, to give lessons, or will sit up until .late at their sewing, or will open some ridiculous
school, where thirty little ruffians riot and scream through every lesson—and all in order to drive themselves into
a decline! Do we not see it every day?
One could mention other cases: where husbands, for all their own heartfelt wishes and deep attachment to their
families, are unable to meet all those families’ financial needs, so that their wives must help them to, whether it is
injurious to health or not. And here is another question: does every woman marry? Do all women have families?
Twist things as you like, the fact is inescapable: even in these times, so distinguished by humanism and progress,
filthy lucre plays as important a role as it must have played in any other era. There are far larger numbers of poor
women than of rich ones. How many cases does one see where a girl loves a man dearly, but the man has next to
no earnings, and the girl no portion! Each has his own kind of poverty; but the girl’s is the more extreme, of
course. And if they do marry, then that does not always lead to joy. Whilst women who remain old maids
condemn themselves to the most helpless existence: they sit doing their drawn-thread work and gossiping, making
themselves a burden on their fathers and brothers; sensing their own frail position in the world, they become
irritable and demanding.
But suppose one were to bring knowledge of some kind into their world, an intellectual interest which might
absorb their mental capacities and bring them some real benefit? Why, then they would be given the opportunity
to become delightful beings, full of kindness and helpfulness to others! Nothing has such a beneficial effect on the
heart as the chance of bringing some benefit to those around us—it is so much more worthy than simply avoiding
being a burden on them. When a person’s intellect is occupied in a serious way, it has no chance to dissipate itself
on humdrum and possibly harmful trivialities. And apart from old maids, how many widows do you think there
are, left to bring up their children without means? Such women are glad to sacrifice everything for their children;
but they may be forced to part with them altogether, sending them to live with relatives, whilst they submit themselves to the hard labor of life as a governess or companion—though this work is torture for them, since every
moment they feel the pain of separation, not seeing their children for weeks at a time, or sometimes even years!
In the name of all such women, whose genuine unhappiness is recognized by all who have studied their lives
and who are closely acquainted with the circumstances of their existence, in the name of these I have decided to
voice my thoughts. My ideas are not new, they are not original... but it still takes courage to remind our society of
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those ideas’ existence. No doubt I shall be ridiculed and accused of intellectual pretension; but “rira bien, qui rira
le dernier,” as the French say.
Just suppose that a new experiment were tried, and that an institute of higher education were opened to small
numbers of women who wished to continue their education after leaving the gimnaziya—where they could be
taught the same subjects as men, modern and ancient languages, just as the men are taught them, so that women,
like men, would be able to exist by the fruits of their own labors, not by the sweated efforts of work as a
governess or companion?
What would happen if such a quasi-university were opened in Russia? At first the novelty would ensure that all
women, both rich and poor, would rush to attend all the lectures they could—it would be quite the thing. No doubt
society ladies would be the first to set an example—setting examples is their speciality. But most of them, having
neither the inclination to serious work nor the necessity of engaging in it, would soon tire of their new pastime.
The indolent would stop attending lectures. Only those driven by necessity would continue to attend.
What would happen to them? I think that each one would study one subject in depth, and that her studies
would not be in vain; in time they would help her to earn herself a proper income. One might ask: to what extent
may a woman employ her skills in real life, and derive genuine benefit from them, on her own behalf, and on
others’ behalf? The answer is: try opening a university, and then see what happens. One should not condemn any
plan untried and untested. Women would certainly gain in a moral sense from the scheme which I envisage. The
better educated—I will not say “brought up”—a woman is, the better things will be for her and all those around
her. Not all women are granted the same gifts; but women who are gifted should not be forced to waste their
talents. However, if education for women is to achieve its aims, then the conviction that education is valuable for
its own sake, and not simply as a way of shining in society and drawing attention to oneself, must percolate
amongst us, infiltrating the very air we breathe. Without such a conviction, education is better not even attempted.
*
But let me return to my story. Circumstances had compelled us to return to Petersburg. I was delighted by this;
I was longing to be back in the capital at the moment when Russia was preparing to 'be reborn'. On our arrival, I
sought out old friends, made new ones, and began to take an interest in public life, taking note of everything I
heard and saw, and keeping a weather eye open for any signs of progress.
Lisitsyn was not entirely delighted with my behavior: for him the words “women’s emancipation” meant much
the same as “immorality.” There had been a time when he saw things otherwise; but that had been in Paris, where
it was necessary to affect a lively interest in progress if one was to seem a modern man of the world. Lisitsyn had
realized in a flash that any gentleman who wishes to be a someone in French society has to bandy his opinions
about—no matter whether they be his own or borrowed, impossibly wise or incredibly foolish—but opinions
there must be: for they are the vital stimulus of Gallic life, with its phrase-mongering, oratory, pleasure-seeking.
In France, the individual self peeks forth from its opinions as picturesquely and magnificently as the full moon
from a thin veil of clouds.
At the same time, Lisitsyn knew very well that we were only visitors to Paris, that handsome phrases were no
more than handsome phrases, and that things would return to their proper places the moment we got back to
Lipovki.
But things were different again in Petersburg. The word “emancipation,” which he only half-understood,
frightened him terribly. He was vain by nature, and in addition he believed that “emancipation” meant the same in
the case of a European woman as it might in the case of a Turkess, who had been walled up in a harem from the
moment she could walk. Where he had got this wild notion from I cannot say. It is an idea that is terribly offensive
to a Russian woman, since her sense of personal dignity is far greater than one might expect, given the
circumstances in which she is forced to live.
My efforts to observe what was going on, the circle of friends in which I moved, our views, our discussions all
troubled Lisitsyn terribly. Several times he remarked to me—though very delicately—that he was by no means
enraptured with his own wife’s emancipated behavior. I, however, have little time for hints, preferring to speak
“straight from the shoulder,” as they say—a habit that has often got me into trouble with my family, and indeed
still does!—and therefore I decided to speak my mind on this subject once and for all.
“Let us suppose, my dear,” I said, “that I had been inclined to be unfaithful; do you really imagine that I should
have waited until it became fashionable to talk of progress? Believe me, even if we had lived in medieval Russia,
and you had worn a long beard and kept me locked up in a high solar with narrow slits for windows—even then I
should have been unfaithful if I had wanted to be, not once, but on many occasions. An enslaved wo-man is as
cunning as any cat. But you are my legal husband, and I have given you my word that I shall walk life’s long path
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with you arm in arm; and so you may set your mind at rest; I shall never be unfaithful to you. Besides, I am 40
years old now, and the world is full of beautiful young women.”
Lisitsyn was struck by the force of this last argument, and stopped interfering in my business from then on.
There was one family amongst my Petersburg circle in whose doings I had lately been taking a particular
interest. The grandmother was a lady of the old school; I suspect that she even dreamed in French. Every morning
she would have herself laced into tight stays; her dresses were made of nothing but silk. She had her widowed son
living with her. Now he was rather an eccentric: a mixture of the typical Russian landowner and the gentleman
scholar. He had two great passions: archaeology and his daughter. This girl had been 14 years old at the time of
my marriage; she had a delicate, clever face, which made one hope of great things in the future. Her father and
grandmother had occupied themselves with her upbringing, each in his own manner.
Andrei Osipovich Vetlyagin, her father, detested music and singing, and believed that women’s education
should concern itself entirely with the exact sciences. Zina was an able girl; she enjoyed her lessons and learnt
quickly, and at 14 was already beginning to be spoken of as a prodigy. But as I have said, for all his .tearning,
Andrei Osipovich was a typical Russian landowner, who did not consider that boasting numbered amongst the
vices. He had only one reason for educating Zina. He was not concerned with the benefits which education might
bring her, or with its effects on her own character; he was determined that she should make a show in society. As a
result, Zina was given a very broad education—so broad, in fact, that there was nothing of which she had a more
than superficial knowledge. When he had company, Andrei Osipovich loved to show off his daughter’s brilliance,
and Zina herself was not at all disinclined to act the prodigy. She was sharp-witted enough to have given herself a
nodding acquaintance with subjects which would not generally interest girls of 14, and was adept at introducing
some technical term or other into ordinary conversation every now and again, a habit which had her father and
grandmother in raptures.
Zina's grandmother had at first protested against turning the girl into a scholar; she wanted her grand-daughter
to have a glittering society upbringing, and no more. But when she realized what a furore Zina was creating
amongst the family’s acquaintance, she ceased her protests.
“It is clear that she has remarkable prospects,” the old lady would say. “She will be a second Madame de
Stael,\fn{Madame de Staël aka Anne Louise Germaine, Baronne de Staël-Holstein (1766-1817), French author .} at the very least.
History has brought forth only a handful of such women, you know.”
Whether Zina would turn into a woman who could be really useful to herself and to society, who would be
genuinely good, and educated in the proper sense of the word, was a question with which neither her father nor
her grandmother bothered their heads.
On my return to Petersburg, Zina came into my mind again. I was certain that something exceptional must
have come of the girl; I was particularly curious to learn what had been the results of her half-worldly, halfscholarly education. Had she turned into a pedant in skirts, an intolerable bas bleu, or had her feminine soul, allied
to her sound common sense, enabled her to cut a straight path through the chaos of her contradictory and
fragmentary influences, and come forth unscathed from the world of society, whose incongruous attitudes and
pervasive flattery so often prove dangerously attractive to young people?
When I arrived in Petersburg, I asked my friends what had happened to the Vetlyagins. It emerged that they
were away at present, but that they would return in the autumn. I heard very diverse reports of Zilla. Some people
found her delightful, others poked fun at her; a third group, amongst whom women were especially well
represented, said that she deserved to take up a university chair—in the subject of coquetry. But what everybody
agreed on was that she was a well-educated, thoroughly modern young woman. Some people asserted that she
was even trying to convert her father to the cause of “emancipation,” and added that the spectacle of this Russian
gentleman, torn between the new ideas with which he was being indoctrinated and the ingrained prejudices of his
class (a struggle in which the latter elements were often victorious over the former), was a very amusing one.
Of her grandmother I heard nothing.
So soon as the Vetlyagins had got back to Petersburg, I called on them and renewed my acquaintance. Zilla
must by now have been about twenty years old. The rumors, I found, were more or less accurate; Zina had turned
into a “progressive” on a grand scale. She refused to occupy herself with needlework of any kind, she made
regular visits to the public library (where, however, she spent her time reading an edition of Shakespeare that
stood on her own bookshelf); she neglected her toilet, asserting that her time was too valuable to waste on such
matters—though in fact she achieved nothing of real value by spending her days as she did.
I decided to make Zina and her circle the object of my intensive study, and began to call on the Vetlyagins at
regular intervals. In the evenings a circle of young people used sometimes to gather there; all of them were as
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emancipated as Zina herself. The young girls, the young married ladies, and the young gentleman chattered long
and loud about current affairs, about the arts and sciences, and other such serious matters. But none expressed his
opinions so forcefully as Zina. She especially loved stating her views on human rights; so hotly did she defend
these rights that one might have supposed she was ready to devote herself entirely to their cause. And meanwhile
Zina’s father and grandmother would listen admiringly to her clever speeches, not daring to put a word in
edgeways, though Zina’s grandmother was sometimes unable to suppress her raptures, and would gasp:
“C’est un creur d’or.”
The young progressives would usually wind up the evening with some dancing; Zina, I noticed, was a great
enthusiast for this too. Many of the young gentlemen were quite obviously paying court to her. The expression on
her clever, intriguing little face was summed up by one seminarian (of whom more presently) in the following
words:
“The seal of thought lies on it.”
Zina dressed simply and even carelessly, but her clothes always suited her perfectly. One suspected that such a
nice choice of attire must have cost her much valuable time spent parading before her looking-glass. Her hair was
dressed with great originality. She had it cropped short, and tossed back her locks carelessly as little girls of eight
will—but it curled beautifully, whether by the offices of nature or of art I do not know, so that the style purportedly , invented to save time was in fact greatly becoming to Zina’s looks.
There was one young girl who often attended the Vetlyagins’ parties, whom it was impossible not to notice,
because she made no efforts at all to attract attention to herself. She never joined in any of the conversations, and
the only time when the young gentlemen took any account of her presence was when the dancing started. But
actually this was a very attractive young person. She was only of medium height, but seemed taller, because she
was one of those slender, willowy people, who look as though they might sway when the wind blows. Her face
was pale, her features irregular, but her expression had an uncommon sweetness; at the same time there was a
look of sadness, even of suffering, about her. She was dressed even more simply than the others.
One morning I came across this girl sitting in Zina’s bedroom. She was very busy sewing.
“What is that you are sewing?” I asked her.
“A dress—for the lady,” she said, glancing at Zina.
When she had left the room, I asked Zina: “Who is that girl, then?”
“Oh, that’s my cousin,” Zina answered.
“Why does she always seem so sad? She hardly ever speaks when you have company.”
“That’s because she has nothing to say. She’s completely uneducated, you know.”
“But why should she not have been given an education?”
“Because her family have no money. Her mother had a dowry of five or six thousand souls, but her father
squandered the lot, and then he died. He hadn’t been long in the service, and so they didn’t let his wife have a
widow’s pension.”
“But why should her own mother not have educated her?”
“She was hardly capable of it. She did go to boarding-school, but she must either have had no talent for
lessons, or have forgotten all she knew; at any rate, when she was widowed, she couldn’t even find employment
as a governess.”
“So how did they manage to keep themselves?”
“The whole family helped. Then eventually Lyubinka’s mother did manage to find work of some kind, and
Lyubinka got sent to the orphanage. They taught her to read and write there, and to sew.”
“The poor girl, one does feel sorry for her!”
“Certainly,” Zina agreed indifferently.
“Where do they live?”
“Very near here. Lyubinka’s mother rents a room from a civil servant’s widow, and Lyuba takes in sewing.”
“I shall be sure to make Lyubinka’s acquaintance!”
“Do you really find her so interesting?”
“I certainly do.”
Zina gave me a rather peculiar smile, but she said nothing.
And in time I did get to know Lyubinka, and hear of the sad and difficult life which this young woman had led.
Her mother was an invalid, demoralized and made irritable by deprivation and ill-health. If Lyubinka was unable
to find work, and money was short, then her mother blamed it on her. Grim necessity often forced Lyubinka to
petition her relatives for money—it should be said that she had large numbers of relatives, and that all of them
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were wealthy. Poor Lyuba would run from house to house trying to borrow money; her relatives would refuse to
lend her anything, and would munificently present her with a rouble or two, or with a worn-out dress or a hat.
For all her lack of education, Lyubinka was quite an intelligent girl, and a proud one, in the good sense of the
word: she would vastly have preferred to earn her own bread than to have fallen back on charity. But she had no
choice: her mother would badger her to go, shouting at her angrily and upbraiding her. So Lyuba tried to ensure
that she always had work on hand; she would often take jobs at cheap rates just to make sure that there would
always be some money in the house.
Lyuba and her mother lived very simply, in a room that was no more than fourteen foot square, with a single
filthy window looking out on to an inner courtyard. This place was where Lyubinka spent most of her life: a life
without purpose, warmed by no feelings of joy, cheered by none of those hopeful thoughts that sometimes give
people strength to endure still more difficult circumstances. When she had work to do, she would sit sewing from
early morning till late at night; she had next to no leisure. When Zina needed sewing done, she would have Lyuba
to stay for a week or two at a time, or sometimes even a month; she would pay “family rates”—that is, whatever
came into her head, without bothering to enquire the usual price for the work. Often this meant that Lyuba was
paid very little; but Zina was as generous in trifling matters as she was mean in large ones. She would give Lyuba
little presents of powder, scent, or a collar which she no longer wanted to wear, and her father would often add a
gift of his own: a sack of potatoes, say, or something else which was useful, but inexpensive. A couple of times a
year, one of Lyubinka’s relatives would take her out to the theater; every Easter and Christmas they gave her a
length of cotton print for a new dress.
Lyuba was very shy of me at first; she had been cowed by Zina’s educated friends, amongst whom she felt
quite lost. But little by little, as she grew used to me, she lost her timidity. When I had sewing to be done, I would
have Lyuba to stay. It was curiosity that first prompted my interest in the girl, but soon a genuine warmth took
curiosity’s place.
Lyubinka was tormented by her own ignorance more than by anything else.
“Don’t you ever read?” I once asked her.
“How am I to find the time?’ she replied. ‘No, I can’t think of reading at the moment; I’m in work, thank the
Lord.” But then after a few minute’s silence she added:
“Do you suppose it’s too late now for me to learn anything?”
“I doubt very much that it is. How old are you, Lyubinka?”
“Eighteen already.”
“Well, at that age one can still learn a lot. Indeed, at any age one can, if one wants to.”
“Is that really true?” Lyubinka asked, and her face lit up. “That’s what Yakov Ivanovich says too. Anyone
would think you two had been talking.”
“So who is Yakov Ivanovich?”
“He’s our landlady’s nephew.”
“What has he been telling you, then?”
“He keeps pestering me to do lessons. He brings me these books, and reads aloud to me some evenings while
I’m working, and then he makes me go over what I’ve heard, and if I don't understand anything, he tells me what
it means.”
“But what does he do, this Yakov Ivanovich? Where’s he from?”
Lyubinka gave a laugh.
“He arrived here last summer. He’s from near Penza, his father was a priest there. He studied at the seminary
himself, and did so well that they sent him to Petersburg.”
“So what does he do here?”
“He’s in the service, but he doesn’t get much of a salary, only twenty roubles a month. That’s why his aunt
took him in.”
And Lyubinka looked solemn again.
“Well, that is wonderful,” I said. “Your Yakov Ivanovich will give you an education.”
Lyubinka shook her head.
“If only I had more time …” she began, but left the sentence unfinished.
A month or two later, Zina called in on me one morning.
“I have good news for you,” she said.
“What might that be, Zina?”
“Your protegée is engaged to be married.” “Your protegée” was the way that Zina usually referred to Lyubin169

ka when speaking to me.
“I am delighted to hear it. Who is the young man?”
“A civil servant. He’s far from stupid and not badly educated. I feel quite sorry for him, in fact, even if he is a
bit of an oaf.”
“Why should you be sorry for him?”
“Because he’ll never be happy with Lyuba.”
“Can you really be so sure of that?”
“Of course. How can an intelligent man be happy with a woman as limited as Lyuba?”
“Lyuba is not one-half so stupid as you suppose. She has plenty of native wit; all she lacks is education. If he is
so clever, then he will be sure to give her that.”
Zina smiled sceptically.
“How did you meet this young man?” I asked.
“Lyuba’s mother brought him to call on us yesterday. He is being taken to meet everyone in the family.”
“So is everything arranged for the wedding?”
“I reckon that they will have to wait until the pair of them have some money. And I should imagine that will
take some time.”
“Will your family not do anything for Lyuba?”
“Of course they willI But anyway, if you want to meet this young man, you should call on us tomorrow evening, when we shall have company.”
The next evening I duly went round to the Vetlyagins’. There were only a few other guests. Two young ladies
whom I had not met before; Lyubinka and her fiancé; a young man from the cadets, tall and slender as a poplar;
and two other young gentlemen. I must say for the Vetlyagins that they had the gift of putting visitors at their ease;
people did exactly as they liked there. It was not one of those dreadful households where the host and hostess
make such efforts to amuse their guests that they conclude by tyrannizing them; in any case, I am glad to say, such
Tatar customs’ now seem to be on the wane, even in Russia.\fn{ The Tatar (or Tartar) people ruled most of Russia from the
13th to the 15th century, when they broke up their unitary state into four independent khanates (Kazan, Astrakhan, Sibir and Crimea). The
first three of these were conquered by the Russian Tsar Ivan IV; and in 1783, the last of them was annexed to Russia .}

Lyubinka brought up her young man, and presented him to me. I have nothing against seminarians; on the
contrary, I respect them, since they are invariably more or less educated and thoughtful people. But all the same,
the seminary does leave its mark, and one can always recognize its products at a single glance. Take the way that
a seminarian bows when he is introduced: stiff-backed, inclining his head and nothing else. Another characteristic
is that they have a rather uncomfortable way of behaving in company, with what I can only describe as a kind of
self-conscious deliberation in whatever they do. And their most typical qualities in a moral sense are suspicion
and a fierce pride which sometimes reaches levels touching on absurdity.
Yakov Ivanovich was no exception to the general rule. He responded confusedly to my greeting and then
shuffled off to sit in a quiet corner by the window. But Lyubinka was unrecognizable: she had become so much
more lively and cheerful. Her happiness was as tangible as a breeze.
Soon some more friends turned up, and the party began in earnest. But I remained preoccupied with Yakov
Ivanovich. I was eager to make his closer acquaintance, but knew that I must wait for the right moment if I were
to avoid making him take fright; so I kept a close eye on him from a distance. A lady was persuaded to sing, and
almost everyone went off to the music room to listen, Lyubinka along with the rest. I stayed in the drawing-room,
and saw Zina sit down next to Yakov Ivanovich and begin making intent conversation to him. He replied almost in
monosyllables; but Zina, no whit deterred, continued talking away. Then dancing began; but Zina said that she
had no wish to dance, and stayed sitting next to Yakov Ivanovich. He gradually lost his timidity, and became more
and more trusting.
Seeing him become more involved in the discussion, I crossed the room and sat down not far away from Zina.
They were talking about America, and Zina was speaking enthusiastically about American customs; Yakov
Ivanovich was listening with some interest. Every now and then he would express agreement with what she was
saying, or sometimes contradict her. From America they moved to the latest inventions, and from there to women
writers, and from there to provincial young ladies. I could see Zina playing along with Yakov Ivanovich, and
trying to impress him by the breadth of her knowledge and the radicalism of her views—something which it was
not difficult for her to achieve.
Yakov Ivanovich was little used to the society of women. In the naïvety of his heart, he had no idea that there
might nowadays be women who deliberately employed their fluency in conversation, and paraded their wide170

ranging knowledge, in order to pull the wool over a poor seminarian’s eyes, and make him fall head over heels in
love with them. The evening left me feeling most uneasy, and fearing for the future.
As I left, I invited Yakov Ivanovich to visit me, saying that his fiancée’s welfare was of great concern to me;
and one morning he did indeed turn up, looking shy and awkward, and behaving as if paying a call on me were
irksome to him. But I called all my social skills into play, and treated him as though he and I were old friends. At
first he was so taken aback by this approach that I could get little from him, and conversation flagged. We spoke
of Petersburg and its pleasures; then we began to talk of Petersburg society, and here Yakov Ivanovich did become
more animated. He said that he did not find life in Petersburg entirely to his taste: people here lacked sincerity and
cordiality, he found.
I had some framed photographs standing on an open-fronted bookcase, a portrait of Zina among them.
Catching sight of it, Yakov Ivanovich began talking of women’s education; then he began to speak of the matters
which were closest to his heart. Zina had enraptured him, dazzled him. He talked almost reverently of her
intelligence, said that her views of the world were almost as sound as a man’s—forgetting, of course, that this was
no surprise, since it was of course men who had evolved the views that Zina was so glibly parroting, and forgetting that it is, in any case, the easiest thing in the world to get a reputation for brilliance if you state borrowed
opinions in a sufficiently confident voice.
“She is an extraordinary girl,” said Yakov Ivanovich. “I have never met a woman with such well-developed
intellectual powers.”
In vain did I try to convince him that girls with modern views were two-a-penny, and that those views were
often half-baked. At last we began talking about Lyuba. Yakov Ivanovich said that she was a young woman of
wonderful spiritual qualities, and that she had suffered much. But he appeared to be uncomfortable when speaking
about her; I even spied a faint flush on his cheeks.
I spent most of the next three weeks ill in bed. I had no chance to visit anyone, and so did not set eyes on Zina.
Whilst I was recovering, Lyubinka paid a call; the poor girl looked just as downcast as in the old days. More than
that, she was quite obviously upset; it was clear that she had something worrying her which she could not make
up her mind to communicate, though she was in sore need of reassurance.
“Well, what is Yakov Ivanovich up to these days?” I asked her, since she had failed to raise the subject herself.
“Oh! Nothing much. He’s well, thank the Lord,” she said, with a heavy sigh.
“Has he met all your relations?”
“Yes, all of them.”
“Will you be married soon?”
“Oh, no, I hardly think so,” Lyubinka replied, with an oddly bitter smile.
“Why ever not?”
“He says we must wait until he at least gets a salary raise.”
“Is that what he said when he first started paying court to you?”
“No, he never said anything then about his salary. All he said was that he’d like my relatives to find a hundred
and fifty roubles for me, so that I could have a trousseau of some kind.”
“Did your relatives agree to that?”
“Mama said they’d promised they would help.”
“But Yakov Ivanovich was quite right to say that you should wait until he gets a salary increase. You cannot
possibly live on twenty roubles a month, after all.”
“You couldn’t possibly, maybe, but we’d have managed somehow,” Lyuba said.
“How on earth would you have done that?”
“We’d have rented somewhere with plenty of space, and found a couple of lodgers. I could have done the
cooking myself, and taken in work.”
“Did you talk to Yakov Ivanovich about that?”
“That was what we both wanted before. Now I don’t know: probably it is better to wait.”
“Has he been visiting your relatives?”
“He’s only been going to Andrei Osipych’s lately.”
“How often does he go there?”
“Nearly every evening at the moment.”
“But you go with him, I expect?”
“No. I’ve got work to do. I was there last Wednesday, but not since.”
With that I had heard enough. So soon as I was well enough to be up and about, I went round to the Vetlya171

gins’ for the evening, and immediately satisfied myself that Zina had Yakov Ivanovich in absolute thrall. He had
come so far out of his shell that he had not only deserted his corner, but was talking louder and longer than anyone
else. He agreed with everything that Zina said, and it was clear the two were in absolute understanding. Of
Lyubinka there was no sign.
In the summer, the Vetlyagins moved to their dacha, and I began visiting them there. The open air and the freeand-easy atmosphere of dacha life mean that people are brought together faster than they would be in town;
Yakov Ivanovich and I got to know each other better, and I succeeded in winning his trust. He had moved out of
his aunt’s flat, I learned, and did not visit his fiancée very often.
As for Lyubinka, she grew ever paler and thinner; but she never said a word about her fiancé or her cousin. She
visited the dacha only twice that summer; in her presence Yakov Ivanovich became awkward, taciturn, and
morose. And Lyubinka herself found things difficult, with Zina always at hand.
One evening in early September, I was in my sitting-room with my little daughter Masha, helping her to make
dolly a new dress, when the maid announced Yakov Ivanovich. I was surprised, but delighted, to see my visitor; I
had been wanting to have a heart-to-heart talk with him for some time. But when he came in, I saw at once that he
was in a most peculiar and agitated frame of mind. He bowed to me distractedly, like a schoolboy who knows he
has done wrong, but who does not. want to confess it.
When we had exchanged a few empty pleasantries, Yakov Ivanovich..fell into silent thought.
“I have come to ask for your advice,” he blurted out at last. “You may well wish to condemn my behavior, and
I do not myself know whether I have been right or wrong to do as I have done. But I am the unhappiest man in the
world, and you are the only person who can tell me how to extract myself from a very difficult situation.”
“Tell me what the matter is, and if I can give you any advice, then of course I will do so.”
Then Yakov Ivanovich told me what, of course, I knew already. Zina had so enchanted him, so bewitched him,
that he had eyes and ears for her alone. He never wanted to be freed from her spell. But he was a man of conscience, and his relations with Lyuba were making him reproach himself every minute, were poisoning his life.
She was a poor girl, with no possessions but her own good name. Yakov Ivanovich had been introduced to all her
family. The voice of conscience could not be silenced, and it told him that he must marry her. Yakov Ivanovich
was at the point of despair, but he was prepared to go to the altar with a bride whom he no longer loved. But
before he did so, he needed someone else’s advice. I suspect that his moral courage had given out, and that he
needed someone else to tell him whether or not he was in the right.
When Yakov Ivanovich had finished his story, I began to feel very sorry for him. All his oddity and awkwardness had vanished, and I saw only a man who was very young, very inexperienced, but very honorable: a man of
spiritual depth and firmness of character, who was readier to sacrifice his own happiness than to offend against the
dictates of conscience.
“It is all a great deal less significant than you imagine,” I said. “I will give you some advice; but first I want
you to answer some questions as honestly as if you were in the confessional.”
“Confess me, then,” he replied, with a faint smile.
“Did you ever love Lyubinka?”
“Of course I did, or why should I have proposed to her?”
“You knew that she was uneducated, that she had no money, that it would take time and patience to turn her
into a woman capable of your Zina’s kind of mental activity. Yet you loved her. Why should that have been?”
Yakov Ivanovich was silent.
“You cannot answer that question, because you are not used to analyzing your own feelings. But I can tell you
why you loved her.”
Yakov Ivanovich gave me a questioning look.
“Firstly because she has a sweet face, which accurately reflects her kind heart; secondly because she has a
sharp, though untutored, intelligence; and thirdly because you sensed that she was sympathetic to you, and knew
that you could bring some joy into her unhappy life.”
Yakov Ivanovich nodded gloomily.
“But now you love Zina, and I can tell you why that is as well. She has shocked you, she has numbed you. She
is the first educated woman whom you have met, and so you think of her as perfection. You forget that such
women are commonplace these days. You have fallen madly in love with her fashionable phrases, you believe in
them so fervently that you fail to notice the gap between words and deeds. Forgive my frankness, but 1 must tell
you that in my view Zina, for all her education, humanitarian ideas, and wise opinions, is worth less than
Lyubinka’s little finger.”
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Yakov Ivanovich’s head shot up, and he gave me a glance as if he had been bitten by a snake.
“No, don’t be angry,” I went on. “You are entitled to your own views on the matter, but they should not stop
you hearing me out. Zina is worth nothing in comparison with Lyubinka, because Lyubinka has a real heart and
soul, whereas Zina’s heart and soul are made out of phrases. Lyubinka is certain to turn out for the best: whether
she is educated or no, she will become a woman who is genuinely good, and capable of doing good, whilst Zina is
likely to end up as nothing but a heartless coquette. She is a flower that will bear no fruit.”
“You assail her too cruelly,” whispered Yakov Ivanovich timidly, almost pleading with me.
“We shall see about that. Tell me this: could you love a woman who paid you no attention, who treated you so
distantly that you could have no shadow of hope?”
“I think it would be hard to love a woman like that,” Yakov Ivanovich replied.
“I agree. She might attract you, but common sense and self-interest would not allow the feeling to develop into
love. I do not think that you lack those qualities; and so we must conclude that if Zina had not flirted with you,
you would not have fallen head over heels in love with her.”
“But why do you suppose that she was flirting with me? Can she not have been inspired by real feeling, as I
was?” Yakov Ivanovich protested, coming back to 1ife again.
“You promised that you would speak as frankly as you would in the confessional. I shall not ask you to go into
any details, but answer this one question. Have you any reason to believe that Zina is sympathetic to your case,
that she has any more feeling for you than for any other good friend whose conversation she enjoys?”
“Perhaps I do.”
“Good, in that case, your problems are at an end. You should put the matter to the test, and ask Zina whether
she is prepared to link her life with yours.”
Yakov Ivanovich gave a start, and looked at me in astonishment. He had certainly not expected matters to take
this turn. His face expressed fear, hope, and doubt in turns.
“Can I possibly do that?' he asked eventually.
“Why should you not? After all, do you not suppose that Zina is favourably inclined towards you?”
“But what of Lyubov Petrovna?”
“Lyubinka knows as well as anyone else what is going on. And in any case, she has plenty of self-respect,
believe me. She will not make herself an obstacle to your happiness. If you marry her without loving her, then you
will make her unhappy all her life. Don’t take more on yourself than a man can stand; choose the lesser of two
evils.”
“But will Zina Andreevna accept me?” Yakov Ivanovich still hesitated.
“Of course she will, if she is the remarkable woman whom you suppose her to be. She can see that you live
and breathe only for her. If, on the other hand, it does turn out that she has only been flirting with you, then we
will know that I was right, and that she is a soulless woman who has taken away poor Lyubinka’s fiancé in order
to satisfy her own vanity and tickle her own fancy.”
“That is not what I mean. What I am afraid of, rather, is that Andrei Osipovich will not give his consent to our
marriage. What kind of husband will I make? I have no money or position, and they are a wealthy family. They
are sure to want a better match for their daughter.”
“But what of progress? What of emancipation?” I rushed in, not without a modicum of malicious enjoyment.
“That whole family is emancipated, after all. Why, even the grandmother is! You know very well that she has
learnt to find her footstool herself when it is missing, and not to bother Mishka for it—so that now he can stand in
the hall chasing flies all day if he wants to. Besides, Andrei Osipovich will consent to anything his daughter
wishes; I am certain that if she had taken it into her head to marry an Egyptian Pasha, her father would meekly
dispatch messengers to take the proposal to Egypt.”
My talk with Yakov Ivanovich lasted for a very long time, but at length I managed to instil some decisiveness
in him. What made him most anxious was the fear that Lyubinka might become ill with despair, or even die. I
advised him to say nothing to her until he had spoken to Zina.
For the next week I had no news of what was going on at the Vetlyagins’. I was tormented by curiosity, but the
bad weather prevented my visiting them. But then, after dinner one evening, I heard someone ring the doorbell so
loudly that I sprang up from my chair in horror.
It was pouring with rain. Who could be visiting in this kind of weather, and ringing the bell so loudly? It must
be someone in the grip of a terrible crisis. I immediately thought of Yakov Ivanovich—and sure enough, there he
was, in the doorway of my sitting-room.
He looked pale and strained, and the expression on his face made me quite worried.
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“What on earth is the matter?” I asked.
“You were right!” he said, gesticulating with his hat, from which a stream of water was pouring on to my
carpet. “What a cunning creature she is! Women! They are nothing but deceiving coquettes, created to destroy the
whole of humanity,” he continued, and began rushing around the room, still waving his hat about.
“Your compliments enrapture me, sir! Kindly put your hat down somewhere, and then tell me what has
happened.”
Yakov Ivanovich flung his hat on to a chair in the corner and then began rushing about the room once more,
eyes darting.
“Sit down and calm yourself,” I begged him. I was anxious that he should not stumble into some piece of
furniture and knock it over. “Is Zinaida Andreevna well?”
“She is very well,” he hissed, with a grimace of fury, coming to a halt right in front of my chair. “What do you
suppose might be wrong with her? I expect her to live at least another hundred years, and torment dozens of poor
fools like me.”
“What should that mean?”
“Are you happy with the news?”
“What news?”
“She is engaged to be married!”
“To whom, to you?”
“No. Thank God, not to me.”
“To whom, then?”
“To the head of a department in the civil service.”
“Can this be true?”
“How can it not be, when she wrote to tell me so herself?”
Yakov Ivanovich tugged a thin, scented piece of paper from his pocket. It was a letter, written in a beautiful
script and very elegantly phrased, which conveyed a most slippery and ingenious refusal of his proposal. Zina had
written that she felt the deepest affection for Yakov Ivanovich, and that she was sure she should have been
blissfully happy, had they been able to marry; but that society would rightly condemn her if she were to marry her
cousin’s fiancé. This led to a long digression on public opinion and the need to sacrifice personal happiness to it,
and so on. In conclusion, Zina added that she had in any case promised her father that she would marry Mr.
Shestakov, who had made an offer for her hand some time ago; she had, however, not at first decided whether or
not to accept him.
But now, it is a matter of indifference to me. If I am to sacrifice myself, then the sooner the sacrifice is
accomplished, the better! I should like you to know that I do not love him, that I shall never love him. I shall always
treasure my recollections of you.

She ended by lamenting that she and Yakov Ivanovich had met too late.
“What do you say to that?” asked Yakov Ivanovich, when he saw that I had finished reading, and was twisting
the paper between my fingers, sunk in thought.
“That it is exactly what I expected. I knew perfectly well that she would never marry you.”
“You knew that! In that case, why did you advise me to propose to her? Were you intending to make fun of
me?” cried Yakov Ivanovich, brought to despair by this endless vista of feminine perfidy.
“There is nothing to make fun of; on the contrary, it is all very sad. I felt pity for you and Lyubinka, and so I
wanted to open your eyes to reality.”
Yakov Ivanovich took several turns round the room, and began to calm down a little.
“Could anyone expect that Zinaida Andreevna would turn out to be so cold, so calculating?” he said at last,
sinking into an armchair opposite me.
“Rather tell me why one should not have expected it!”
“By your leave! With her intellect, with her education, with her enlightened view of life, her sophisticated,
elevated perceptions of humanity … what can one expect from other women after that? It is enough to drive one
insane!”
And Yakov Ivanovich clutched his forehead.
At this I burst out laughing.
“Zina’s conduct is not one-half so criminal as you suppose,” I said. “There are dozens of women just like her;
174

the point is that she is the first such woman whom you have met. What is really at fault is the ridiculous and
ephemeral education which Russian women are given. If you scrutinize the matter, what is the mainspring of
social life here? Self-praise. Each one of us is an abyss of vanity; the result is that appearance is everything.
Women are not educated for their own good; from childhood, they are taught to show off, to parade their talents,
their brains, their beauty, their wit. It is not women themselves who are to blame; it is those who bring them up.
“Most people in society here are shams from their toes to the tops of their heads—and beyond. We are nothing
but pathetic imitations, with our ‘progress,’ our ‘emancipation’—all words which we have picked up somewhere,
and which we have started bandying about because otherwise we might fall behind the fashion, get stuck in the
mud! We are not remotely interested in really bettering ourselves, or our society. ‘Progress!’ ‘Emancipation!’
Right back to the time of Peter the Great, the Russian language has been stuffed with words like that, with their
superficial intellectuality, superficial glitter.
“And if all that applies to society at large, what can you expect from women? How can you expect a woman to
realize that real education has to begin in her own soul, that all her fancy knowledge, her mental development will
be fruitless unless they facilitate her progress in a moral sense? Just look at Zina. She is a clever girl, I’ll grant
you, but what does she ever do but chatter? Her sense of the decorum incumbent on an emancipated, contemporary woman means that she would never dream of picking up a needle; she would cqnsider herself dishonored if
she so much as opened the door of a kitchen. And she is by no means unusual. She has a disease which has taken
hold of many, many fashionable young women—as the result of ideas which have been half-understood, or not
understood at all.”
“She will pay for this!” Yakov Ivanovich suddenly broke in. “I shall write to her. May I?” he went on, sitting
down at my writing-desk. “I should like you to read it first.”
“Certainly,” I said. I was curious to see what he would write.
A quarter of an hour later, Yakov Ivanovich handed me the following epistle, written in an elaborately
curlicued script:
What have you done to me? What have you done to yourself? Your letter cast me into an abyss of despair. I do not
know what will become of me: I think that I shall go insane. My head is spinning, an infernal flame gnaws my
innermost being, my heart is tormented by suffering. O, Zinaida Andreevna! You, that most elevated, most emancipated
of women, can you have taken fright at the thought of public opinion? What is the world to you, when you yourself
stand so far above it? Let its fatuous rebukes be ground in the dust before you! O, my heart is breaking to pieces! And
to think of the future which I had planned for us, of which you knew nothing! If you had loved me—as I had sufficient
reason to think that you did—if you had united your life with mine, we should have traveled the world together,
discovering new truths hitherto unknown as we voyaged, we should have departed to some far-off corner: and there we
should have made the Golden Age come to life again, and made all of humanity follow in our path! The world would
have bowed at your feet, wondering at your glory. You would have placed Woman on the high pedestal—that pedestal
which you now surrender of your own will. And what will become of you now? To be Madame Shestakova, the wife of
a head of department, what a paltry fate that isl And as for me, unhappy man! You have destroyed me too! You have
destroyed a man who might have been a genius! Blow, windy tempest! Blow my anguish away! Let the whole of nature
tremble, let all humanity burn in the hellish conflagration of perfidy and hypocrisy! Flow on, fast rivers, and swallow
all living creatures, the wide world is loathsome to me now! Darkness is in my soul, darkness all around me! The sun of
my life has set! I remain, Madam,
Your most humble servt.
Yakov Peresvetov

“Why on earth have you written this?” I asked Yakov Ivanovich, when I had got to the end of this nonsensical
effusion.
“I want her to know that I find her ridiculous. That will at least relieve my feelings. Do you think that I should
send her the letter?'
“If it really will relieve your feelings, then I suppose that you might as well send it.”
Yakov Ivanovich sealed the letter and rushed to post it. I would dearly have liked the chance to prefix a title to
his epistle: The Seminarian’s Revenge. But not all good ideas are destined to come to fruition, alas!
A few days later, I visited Lyubinka, and we talked of her cousin’s forthcoming marriage.
“Does Yakov Ivanovich still visit you, Lyubinka?” I asked her.
“He was here yesterday,” she said reluctantly.
“Are you expecting to be married soon?”
Lyubinka showed a flash of temper.
“I don’t want to marry him,' she said. “Bother him, I say.”
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“But Lyubinka, why this change of heart?”
“He needs a clever, educated wife, like he is himself. He’d never be happy with me.”
“Are you angry with him, Lyubinka? You have a right to be, there is no doubt of that! But can you not forgive
him? He is only young, after all, and young men are so unstable in their affections!”
“There’s nothing to be angry about,” she replied calmly. “He’s not to blame for seeing what’s better than what,
when it’s as plain as the nose on your face. But it’s still not right I should marry him. You say yourself he’s young
—let him sow his wild oats, I say, but I don’t want to be made unhappy myself, nor for him to be neither.”
“So you never really loved him, then, Lyubinka? You were mistaken in your own feelings?”
Lyubinka gave me a long stare, and tried to say something. But her eyes filled with the tears that her pride had
held back for so long, and she could not speak.
I tried to persuade her to be magnaminous, and forgive Yakov Ivanovich, but she refused to be swayed.
“How could I marry an educated husband like that?” she asked. “He’d blush for me at every step. I’ll battle
through on my own somehow, you see if I don’t, with God’s help. There’s an end to everything, after all. And
even life on earth doesn’t last for ever—thank the Lord.”
37.225 The Settlement\fn{by Olga Shapir (1850-1916)} Oranienbaum (now Lomonosov), Petrodvortsovy District,
St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 17
A single lamp was burning late in Kuzma Portnyagin’s cottage. The Settlement inhabitants all knew that lamp
well. They would see it whenever they came back at night after a long day in town, and dawdled back through the
village to their homes, their feet as uncertain as their hearts were light.
The low, wretched cottages of the Settlement straggled untidily to one and the other side of its muddy, unmade
streets, which were unlit by any street-lights. To a befuddled gaze and an inflamed fantasy they resembled distorted and hideous figures lying in ambush, which might rush out at any moment, and reveal the frenzied face and
bony fists of an outraged mother, or let fly the howls and rebukes of an indignant wife. It was at such moments
that the glimmer of a ten-kopeck lamp would suddenly cut through the gloom, and dispel the nightmare visions.
The unsteady wanderer would recognize his own crooked alley, and know whither he should direct his
disobedient feet.
“Look at that. The poor lad at his books till late again,” he would mutter, squinting at the light. And he would
smile without knowing why, and be filled with a vague sense of well-being, closeness, family warmth.
Well, it was family, or very near so! There weren’t far off a thousand people living in the Settlement, and that
Fedka Portnyagin stuck out like a sore thumb. He was the only lad you’d see going about in a gimnaziya uniform,
dressed up in fancy cloth with silver braid and shiny buttons, whilst his cousins and all the other lads his age
either went barefoot, or were pleased enough with their blacked boots and plush jerkins. Even ruddy-cheeked and
saucer-eyed Mitka, who was forever up to monkey tricks, who was the son and heir of the richest man in the
settlement, Isaiah the shopkeeper, and who swaggered about togged out up to the nines every time there was a
holiday, his parents’ pockets having no bottoms when it came to presents for him, so that he got given the sort of
stuff the other lads had as much chance of seeing as their own ears, even at Easter—even Mitka, the apple of his
fat, puffed-up, turkey-hen mother’s eye, would shoot glances of involuntary admiration at Fedka’s old navy-blue
uniform coat, for all that it was too short in the waist and threadbare, and at his well-worn cap, which, despite the
efforts of his sister Dunyasha the seamstress, refused to sit up straight on his brainy head, but instead crept down
over his ears like a collapsed pancake.
Seeing Fedka, Mitka would bare his teeth, or else he would recite the whole catalogue of the wretched
uniform’s stains and darns to the sound of catcalls from the barefoot fraternity. But Fedka would fail to rise to
these taunts, and would walk coolly past the garishly painted porch of the shop, buoyed up by a quite genuine
sense of his own superiority. Avoiding the schoolboy’s eyes, Mitka would stare pointedly at the satchel hanging at
his back. But then all of a sudden the expression on his plump, impudent face would turn serious, and a look of
something very like envy would show in his bulging eyes. His ma and da would have done better than that for his
uniform!
The whole Settlement followed the progress of its one gimnaziya pupil closely, vesting its trust and its pride in
this small being, who, with God’s help, was destined to take his family’s hopes “into the big wide world,” to leave
this Settlement mired in poverty and ignorance, and become part of city life, that city life that weighed down on
the Settlement with its educated ways, its stone houses, its clean-swept broad streets, its gaslights, and its well-fed
inhabitants. But such had by no means been the Settlement’s initial reaction when Fedka’s schooling first started;
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the novelty had by no means been accepted straight away in this tight-knit, hard-bitten world.
It might not seem much to send a boy to school, but clearly there is some hidden meaning in the action, for it
had stirred up the whole of this backwater. An explosive mixture of feelings had been on show: every woman in
the village had added her mite, and every tongue had wagged, making this timid, thoughtful small boy the hero of
the hour. It was Fedka’s sister Dunyasha who had decided to send him, and she had to snap back at attacks from
all sides, defending herself against mocking hostility and venomous criticism. Got too good for her place, had she.
Nose so far in the air she could hardly see where she was going. Getting above her station. Too much of a fool to
realize she’d pay for all this in time. It made no difference that she was doing it all with the sweat of her own
back, that she was workng her own fingers to the bone to give Fedka a better start in life.
Well, she’d give him his education, but then what? He wouldn’t want to know. He’d get shot of all of them as
quick as he could. His drunken father, who trawled the taverns offering his services as a scribe. His seamstress
sister, who hauled her loads of mending up the service staircases of rich people’s houses, and was rewarded for
her efforts by the odd rag “for the children” on top of her few kopecks’ pay. No wonder that little Lizka, the
younger daughter, had swanned round in the crumpled and faded wrecks of fancy children’s clothes from the
moment she was out of nappies. No doubt this was how the famous uniform had been come by as well. You could
tell at a glance it was second-hand; everyone in the Settlement knew it, and all Dunyasha’s attempts to hide from
the neighbors how things stood were in vain.
Dunyasha, or “elder sister,” as Fedya called her when he was little, using the customary honorific title, had had
to listen to all this dozens of times. She had worn her voice hoarse shouting at the stupid old women, trying to
convince them they were wrong. Her irritation and anger had mounted as she had to “fight like a dog” day after
day, defending an action which went against the grain of her whole world—something that could wear out the
energies even of someone more fortunate than a seamstress in a workers’ settlement.
But time went on and on. The poisoned arrows fell harmlessly at the feet of this energetic, unsmiling woman,
who gazed at the world angrily and suspiciously with her intelligent eyes. Her youth was now past, and still she
worked unceasingly, frenziedly, on behalf of her whole family. The schoolboy moved from class to class in a
smooth, uninterrupted progress, and the Settlement gradually got used to his situation. Kuzma Portnyagin no
longer moaned so often to his cronies about his “spiteful” daughter, about how she would be ready to see her old
pa off the face of the earth if it only gave her an extra kopeck to spend on the lad. He had stopped beating up his
son when he was drunk, and threatening to use his books as fuel in the stove. In fact, he now often turned to
Fedka for help as a peacemaker in disputes with Dunyasha. The schoolboy could not stand the quarrels and fights
which his energetic sister so eagerly initiated. And even the most critical of the neighbors, who had mourned
Dunyasha’s likely fate in advance, had to admit that there were no signs that Fedka’s schooling was making him
spoilt or demanding. Having taken off his uniform coat and folded it carefully, he would fetch water from the
well, chop wood, or herd a pig that Lizka was too small to deal with—all just as before.
Time passed. Often, Settlement lads would pause thoughtfully as they passed the schoolboy, whose still
childish frame was belied by an adult steadiness and seriousness of gaze. And, as the other lads listened to Fedya’s
excited and exciting stories about “what they teach us in their gimnaziya,” they would sometimes swell out their
massive chests in a sigh.
Some hefty youth whose beard had hardly broken through, but whose hands were already coarsened by heavy
work, might start up a lament:
“E-eh now! Well, it’s us will pay for our sins. We’ve lived like moles, we’ll die like moles, heaving earth in the
dark. But, Fedya, lad, don’t you dare forget, if it wasn’t for your sister Avdotya Kuzminishnao you’d be no better
off than us.”
“Fair enough,” Fedya would reply, scowling. “Leave me be, will you. It’s your fault, you should take care of
your own wits, not pour them down the drain in the tavern.”
“What’s the difference? We don’t have to go to school, do we?” the Settlement sage would grin.
The whole Settlement knew what Fedya’s school looked like too. Every boy there had run to stare at the big
handsome building with its huge windows and its splendid doorway, this last guarded by a magnificent retired
corporal, his chest bright with the medals of long-ago campaigns.
“Look, that’s our Fedka!” the boys would nudge each other as Fedka Portnyagin appeared amongst the rich
people’s children. Before their very eyes Fedka, his manner quietly dignified as usual, would shake the hand of a
handsome young rich boy, before the latter leapt into a dashing droshky standing at the door.
But all that was long ago; by now the Settlement had got used to the fact that Kuzma’s Fedka was a hop-outo’kin. Their former mockery now vanished, folk would ask from time to time in a neighborly way how the boy
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was doing, and whether he had got through his “examinations” all right. (That word had now passed into the
vocabulary of almost the whole Settlement.) Here and there someone would even say:
“It’s all a fuss about nothing. If things had been different, maybe our Senka, or our Petka, could have done just
as well at the studies. What’s so special about that Fedka, is what I say.”
But it was more the women who were inclined to such speculations, an inclination in which their sex’s
notorious capacity for vanity and envy no doubt played a role. For their part, the fathers stuck to their principles,
and put any fanciful notions about schooling to flight in the directest possible way.
Fedya didn’t just work hard; he worked obsessively. He didn’t merely love the gimnaziya; he worshipped it.
But time flew on and on.
It was a dull spring night, and Fedya’s lamp was shining alone once more in the dark of the Settlement. The
cocks had already crowed twice in the stockyards; the paraffin was burning low, but Fedya was still turning the
pages of his exercise books. His head back, his eyes closed, he was letting out a stream of rapid, incomprehensible
sounds. Or now and again, to save time, he would raise his hand and use one finger to trace some strange word in
the air. An onlooker might have supposed the poor boy was touched in the head.
There was a greenish tinge to his face, and his red-rimmed eyes shone with an unhealthy glint, or gazed dully
and fixedly at a single point. Every so often his whole body would shake with a fit of nervous yawning, or he
would shiver as the bitter night chill cut into his bony shoulders under his faded print shirt and well-worn waistcoat. For minutes at a time the boy would sit slumped in exhaustion, the gray paper exercise book slipping from
his knees. Until roused by the sound of the book slapping on the ground, he would lose track of his thoughts
altogether, dreaming that he was on his bunk above the stove, warmly wrapped in the printed cotton quilt which
Dunya’s skilled hands had made him.
Bang! went the book. Fedya shook himself, picked it up, rubbed his eyes—which felt as though they were full
of sand—and walked up and down the room for a few minutes to wake himself up. He’d taken off his boots a
while back to avoid making any unnecessary noise. The others, snoring sweetly behind the thin partitions, would
have heard nothing had they woken but the occasional almost inaudible whisper, or a faint rustle of paper. And
even these modest sounds of all-out mental effort were often blotted out by the monotonous chirp of a cricket
behind the stove.
But all the same, not all was tranquillity behind the partitions. Every now and then a door papered with
generously fly-blown prints of what had once been the latest fashions would be pushed open gently, and
Dunyasha’s head would appear round it. Blinking and screwing up her eyes in the light, she would watch her
brother for a few seconds; then, without saying a word, she would close the door carefully, and go back to her
bed, at whose foot Lizka was soundly sleeping, curled up into a little ball. And every so often, from a dark corner
in the hall, screened for privacy by a wardrobe, would rise the thick, drunken snores of father Kuzma, triumphing
alike over the cricket’s song and the sounds of his son’s tense wakefulness.
“One more try through this and I can go to bed,” the schoolboy muttered to himself, scrabbling for his escaped
exercise book.
The lamp had long grown sooty, and the sky at the little windows was turning pale.
Suddenly the door with the fashion-prints on it swung wide, and Dunyasha came in wearing her dressinggown. She would have died rather than been seen in this garment before visitors, but how well Fedya knew it. Her
disheveled hair was hidden by a scarf; her expression was grim, but she was wide awake. She came up to the table
and sat down on the bench by her brother.
“Fyodor, what do you think you’re up to? Have you lost your wits entirely, to try taking your examination on
no sleep?”
“I was just going to bed anyway. Can’t find my book … where the devil is it …?”
“That’s enough now, I’ll find it for you. Can’t you see it’s getting light? You’ll get in to school tired out again,
and you swore yourself you wasn’t going to stay up late after last time, you said it just got you all muddled.”
Without saying anything, and forgetting all his efforts to keep quiet, Fedya flung his books on the table. As his
brows moved low and narrowed into a frown, he began to look more and more like his sister, who herself was
staring at him, screwing up her forehead.
“You did say that, you said so when you had the Russian literature one.”
“So if I did? So what? Think I don’t know myself, is that it?” Fedya suddenly snapped. “Yes, I did say that,
and you know as well as I do I wasn’t up half so late then as now.”
Dunyasha sat immobile, arms folded under her shapeless old woollen shawl. She had them crossed over the
edges of her bodice, from which almost all the buttons were missing.
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“The bigger you grow, the harder you seem to find it,” she said darkly, forcing the words out one by one.
Fedya threw his head back and flashed his eyes at her.
“It gets more difficult, doesn’t it. But, then, how would you know that? After all, you just sit sticking your
needle in and out, in and out, year after year, and if you lived to 200, still nothing’d change. But studying in the
second form and the fourth, now that is different.”
“Well, you didn’t need to go to the gimnaziya to know that much,” his sister said scornfully. “You’re not 10
years old now. Indeed, I do believe it was your fifteenth birthday a few days since.”
And now a faint patchy flush was beginning to show on Fedya’s cheeks.
“That’s right, just you start nagging … that’s all I needed.”
A high childish note sounded in the boy’s uncertain, forced bass.
Dunyasha released one of her hands and began to fiddle at her scarf.
“So I have started in on you … well, I’ve got reason to. Working all night as though the devil was in you! One
thing if you’d been slacking in the winter or been off sick, but as it is, you’ve been up to midnight night after
night, and you never missed a day’s school. You’d think you might know your stuff by now!”
“But I do know it! How come you think I don’t?”
“So if you do, what’s this nonsense for?” Dunyasha got up from her bench with an air of finality.
She seized the lamp, blew it out and shoved it on to the shelf below the table.
A dreary half-light filled the room. The chirp of the cricket and the snores of Kuzma resounded still more
triumphantly in the gathering silence. Dunya shivered and put her hand back under her shawl. Fedya fixed his
weary gaze on the muddy street; not even a dog was abroad yet.
“Well, get to bed, then.”
“You’ve got no cause to say harsh things to me,” the boy suddenly said. “You don’t know it all. You think that
if I know the subject I’ve got nothing to fear. To you an exam is a word you’ve heard me use, that’s all. You’ve
never dreamt what actually happens at one …”
Fedya had put on his usual “grown-up” manner again, but that only sharpened his bitterness, brought it further
to the surface. Dunyasha measured him with her shrewd eyes.
“I’m not making less of an effort now; I can’t try any harder. Before, I used to look forward to my exams. I
never felt worried, never felt I couldn’t do it. You know that, don’t you?”
His speech rose to a shriek, and tears shone in his darting eyes.
Dunya slid her hand from under her shawl again, and pressed her clenched fist into the table-top.
“What was I just saying? When you were little you had it easier, I see that, but there’s still no call to sit up
nights.” She stared at him suspiciously, heaving her shrunken chest, and flaring the nostrils of her sharp hooked
nose.
“So what is it, Fyodor?”
“I don’t know,” he muttered dully.
“Well, who is supposed to know, if you’re not? You know, I think you’re scared. The last time you just scraped
through, and you was so pleased you was crossing yourself. You stopped thinking about top marks long ago.”
“Top marks!” Fedya was close to desperation. “What use is hoping for them now?”
Dunyasha leant closer and closer to him, tipping her body so far forward that it seemed she might fall off the
bench. Her eyes spoke volumes.
“Well?”
“I’ve racked and racked my brains, and I still can’t see what’s going on. It’s all changed so much. I was always
supposed to be so good at it! Cross my heart, I can’t see that I’ve done anything wrong. What I said just now was
rot, about how the fourth form’s harder, in fact I was keeping up easily just as usual—not that you could really say
‘easily,’ of course, since I don’t get any help with my lessons, there’s no one I can ask. But I was keeping on top
of things, I wasn’t worried.”
“We-ell?” Dunyasha simply repeated.
“Well, suddenly they start telling me I’m no good! The inspector says to me every time he passes me, ‘So,
Portnyagin my good fellow, having trouble are you? No wonder, the fifth form is no joke, you know. And given
your home background …’” (All this in a venomous hiss, as Fedya mimicked the inspector.) “But I’ve been
mugging up for the exam as usual... They always used to praise me and hold me up as an example to the slackers:
look at Portnyagin, they'd say—and when you think of the problems he might have with that family, no peace, no
one to lend a hand. Then it was all “good work and an example to the others,” and now … All of them just frown
whenever I go up to the front. The maths master put me through it for a whole half hour the other day. After that
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you’re damn glad to scrape a pass, I tell you!”
“So what’ll you do now?”
Fedya paused.
“Well, if I flunk Latin, then they’ll keep me down for a year.”
“Keep you down for a year? For a whole year? For God’s sake, Fyodor! I’m not a cart-horse, even my strength
won’t last for ever! I’ve two mouths to feed besides yours, and where can I expect help from if you get stuck in
the fourth form? And to spend all winter chewing over old sturn'\fn{ Imperfect scan.}
Dunyasha was on her feet now, her breath coIning in rushes-indicating the extremity of anger and distress.
“But it’s not my fault!” shouted the boy desperately.
“Yes it is. Look here, boy, it can only be you! They don’t push people around without just cause. Don’t you tell
me fairy stories! I know all too well what you boys are like, you little rascals. I bet it’s some mischief you’ve
cooked up between you, to put one across on the powers that be. So don’t try spinning me no fibs. You know full
well you can’t take me in! You’d be better to own up straight. What is it you did?”
“I don’t know of anything like that. I’ve been working harder than ever. I know my work hasn’t got any worse,
but as soon as I have to answer their questions, my heart just turns over! I can read it all in their eyes.”
Both were silent for a few seconds. Then Dunyasha sank heavily down on the bench again.
“Well, Fyodor. I feel like you’ve hit me on the head with something—pole-axed! I’ve always been sharpwitted, I’ve known just what to do all my life, but I can’t bend my wits round this. I can see myself that you are
studying. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. You used to boast that they thought such a lot of you, but now you think
they might even keep you down. I’ve been wondering myself what’s happened, why you aren’t like yourself any
more. It’s not your first examination by a long chalk, but suddenly the stuffing seems to have gone out of you.
You even look different, off your food, not getting enough sleep. What good can that do?”
“None … I don’t suppose,” Fedya muttered gloomily.
“Nor me, nor me!” Dunyasha began. But then she broke off suddenly, tearing the scarf from her head.
“But what are we up to now, in God’s name? Flying in the face of the Almighty! You must get a mite of sleep;
there’s no use in wearing yourself out once and for all.”
She got up from the bench and laid a heavy hand on her brother’s shoulder.
“You’ve forgotten God, Fyodor, that’s what it is. Haven’t even time to cross yourself, what with this
examination. You’ve lost the way to the Church. Tell you what, you should drop in to vespers tomorrow, and pray
as hard as ever you can, and I’ll give you five kopecks for a candle, then things will take a turn for the better,
you’ll see. Your fright will disappear as though you’d never felt it, and things turn out all right again.”
The seamstress’s stern eyes were fixed on Fedya in a clear, firm gaze; even her voice radiated a power of some
kind. The boy stared hungrily at her.
“If I’d only done it yesterday … tomorrow will be too late!” he gabbled tearfully.
“Stop that nonsense!” Dunya was frowning again. “Get to bed quick, or have you quite lost your wits? It’s time
for me to light the stove. You hear?” she commanded, and hauled back the table.
Fedya said nothing more.
Dunya went off to the kitchen, and he took his roll of bedding from the corner, spread it out on the bench, and
rolled himself up, head and all, in the quilt. Soon there was silence.
It was still very early. A few minutes later Dunyasha glanced in at the door again, checked that Fedya was
asleep, then shut the door tight and hurried to get things in order.
She moved with ab:nost incredible deftness, seeming to manage everything at once. Whilst the fire in the stove
was catching, she swept the room, cleaned Fedya’s boots, and inspected his uniform coat carefully, holding it
close to the window. She mended it in one or two places, picked off every scrap of dust, and scraped at almost
invisible spots of dust with a fingernail. Then she stopped in mid-task, rushed to the stove, and began moving the
pots and pans about. By the time the old uniform coat was back on its hanger, spotless now, and protected from
the dust by an old apron, there was only a minute or two left before the big kettle came to the boil.
But Dunya did not waste even this time. Squatting down beside a big padlocked trunk, she unlocked it and
drew out a roll of bright green wool. Spreading this out over her knees, she began to think and calculate aloud. As
the water boiled, she made haste to push the material back to where it had come from, but continued muttering
ideas and figures all the while.
Finally she took a jar from the cupboard and began to make the coffee. Having sprinkled in two teaspoons of
grounds, she paused a few seconds, thrusting the teaspoon in the coffee jar, then taking it out again.
“Oh, come on. Today of all days! It’ll give him more strength to go on,” she finally whispered, then with a firm
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hand heaped a third teaspoon, before adding it ceremoniously to the pot.
She could not get her talk with Fedya out of her head. Her final and unexpected attempt to rally him had been
caused by the sense that it was better to build the lad up in moments like this, not grind him down for nothing.
Dunya had long ago realized that something was not right, although Fedya did his best to seem cheerful and hide
his worries. This was by no means the first time that she had adlninistered a stinging rebuke to this “hard worker”
who now seemed pleased enough even when he scraped a bare pass. Once a particular fit of annoyance had nearly
made her go so far as to take the neighbor’s wife into her confidence.
The woman had asked her the habitual question: “Why now, Avdotya Kuzminishnal What has your lad brought
back home to you today?”
“Same as ever! I can’t get over the new fashions we have: growing downwards, not upwards.”
But the next minute Dunya had come to her senses, and turned her back on any further questions, before
slamming the door violently, as if shutting it on her own tongue.
“The boy’s not like that, he’s no lazy-bones,” she now thought sombrely, gritting her teeth. “And no
flibbertigibbet neither, not one to get above himself for no reason.”
Dunya respected Fedya, seeing in him her own traits of stubborness, energy, and pride. He wasn’t cut from the
same cloth as that little idiot Uzka, who lied and boasted easy as breathing, and who had a way of getting out of
what she was told to do. Enough said! We’d have to hope she lasted long enough to sort the little chit out and cure
her of her rotten ways. Took after her da.\fn{Her father.} Just let her wait till Fyodor really got down to his books
with his pupils, then she’d have no time to hang round idling with the other girls, nor to think of boasting either.
Uzka was the subject that provoked her sister more than any other. Strict though Avdotya Kuzminishna was,
she had still never managed to instil in her sly young minx of a sister that abject fear and trembling which she
herself had felt in the presence of her mother, and even her father, in the days before the latter had descended to
his present wretched condition. No matter how you looked at it, it was clear a sister was no substitute for a
mother. Uzka even had the nerve to argue with her sister, and accuse her openly of favouring Fedya. Lizka was a
good reader and knew several prayers by heart. By dint of hanging round her brother all the time, she had learnt
several poems and many bon mots off by heart, and she made good use of these when showing off in front of her
little friends.
Leaving the coffee to brew, Dunyasha went to get Lizka up. The little girl was sprawling voluptuously over the
whole bed, making the most of the short time she had it to herself. She took a long tilne to wake up, despite
Dunya’s vigorous kicks in her side. Dunya made use of the next few minutes in order to change into her own
black dress and run a brush through her hair.
“Enough lounging about You’re no fine lady! Get up, will you, there’s plenty to do. Lizka, get up, d’you hear?
Will you look at that seam still lying there waiting, am I supposed to unpick it for you? If we went on like that
you’d have nothing to eat, if I wasted time on that sort of lousy work. Will you look at the time, girl? Lizka!”
“Yes, aw’right then!” Lizka shouted aggressively, flinging her long skinny legs to the floor. “Is Fedka up?”
Not deigning to reply to this, Dunya rushed off to make the breakfast. The cries of “Lizka! Lizka!” began
coming from the kitchen when the little girl was still hauling herself into her dress.
“She ain’t half bad-tempered today. No peace for the wicked, I can see!” Lizka grumbled to herself.
“God in Heaven, Lizka! Are you doing this on purpose or what? Here, take this twenty kopecks and run along
to the shop. Get me a quarter-pound of butter. Do you hear? I thought I’d stretch what we have to last today, but
there isn’t enough for Fyodor’s breakfast. A quarter-pound, got it? But be sure to try some first, so’s to check it’s
not rancid. As for bread, get the usual. And two kopecks’ worth of salt. Don’t forget the basket!”
“Where’re my galoshes?”
“Where you put them.”
“That’s where I put them.”
“Well in that case one of your chambermaids must have picked them up for you, mustn’t she?”
Lizka flashed her eyes angrily.
“So I’m supposed to wade through the mud with no galoshes, am I?”
“Well, make the effort to find them then. Use your hands, like a normal human being, if you can manage it!
Get down on your knees then, it won’t kill you! Why should I spend my life crawling round the floor instead of
you? You can trouble to do it yourself for once, madam.”
Lizka squatted down to look behind the trunk.
“Here they are! I said you’d put them there—I told you so.”
“Lizka!”
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Just then Kuzma’s hoarse voice was heard calling from the hall, followed by a long choking fit of coughing.
“Eh! I wish you’d all … will you get along when I tell you to?” yelled Dunya, by now really angry. “Else I’ll
be late with the breakfast. You’ll never manage to run in that mud. Leave your dad—it won’t kill him.”
“Lizka!” bawled Kuzma through his coughs.
The little girl went out. Dunya went round behind the wardrobe. On seeing her, the old man was silent.
“What’s the matter?” asked his daughter repressively.
“Eh … what’s the time? My chest’s bad … can’t get up.”
“Time for honest folk to get to work. But it’s not even coffee-time for the likes of you,” snapped Dunya contemptuously and went straight back to what she had been doing.
She got out a piece of dried-up boiled beef and began cutting it carefully into slices. When put between two
doorsteps of bread with a scraping of butter, a slice of this beef served as Fedya’s “emergency rations”—that is,
something he got only on exam days, when he did not get back home till late. But Lizka and the butter had “gone
astray,” and so breakfast wasn't ready by the time Fedya came out of the next room. Dunya scanned his pale face
suspiciously.
“Did you get any sleep?”
“Why didn’t you wake me?”
“No reason, I just didn’t. Sit down and I’ll get your coffee.”
But whilst she was pouring it, Fedya went back into his room and she had to call him once more. The boy
drank his glass of coffee listlessly, and ate only part of the slice of bread his sister gave him.
“Off your food again? Eh, Fedya, don’t mess about! It’s only a little slice, you won’t choke on that much bread
and butter!” she nagged at him.
“I can’t force it down when I’m full, can I?”
“How can you be full, don’t talk nonsense. What are you getting up for? I’ll give you some more coffee.
Fedya, will you listen to me? How much sleep did you get? Just look at yourself in the mirror—you look like
nothing on earth! They’ll fail you so soon as they see your face!”
“Let them, then,” muttered the boy through his teeth, shoving the glass away stubbornly.
“But I put a whole extra spoonful in to make it stronger for you. That’s real coffee for you—put hairs on your
chest!”
“Lizka can drink it for me.”
“Lizka can get along very well without coffee. It’s time I stopped running round after them all, made an end of
it! You put every ounce of your strength in, you’re at your wits’ end, and then he tells you, ‘I don’t want that’ or ‘I
won’t.’ Stubborn as a mule!”
But Fedya wasn’t listening. He was abstractedly walking from room to room collecting his things, making
haste so that he should not be late. The blessed coffee was cooling in his glass untouched. Dunyasha herself had
had nothing to eat; she was gazing at the door and cursing Lizka. Now Fyodor was getting into his coat.
Losing patience, Dunya rushed out on to the street. In the distance she glimpsed a scarf unknotting itself in the
wind. Lizka’s, and there she was, walking side by side with another little girl.
“I knew it. Slacking again, the shameless hussy. Today of all days, the wretch!”
Dunya was stamping in indignation, but she did not venture out over the mud in her broken shoes.
“You wait! You wait!” she forced out, gasping for breath, as the little girl, catching sight of her, deserted her
friend and made for the house in the nearest to a run she could manage. '
“Oooo! Legs not dropped off yet? So you can walk, can you, when you smell what’s coming to you? So you
realize your brother can’t get off to his examination till you’ve finished gossiping?”
Lizka nimbly shoved the basket into her hand and darted under her elbow into the kitchen.
Fedya was in his coat and at the door.
“But what about your lunch?” wailed Dunyasha. In anguish, she flung the basket to the floor and grabbed the
butter from it.
A shower of coppers shot all over the floor and the paper screw of salt burst open. Fedya refused to wait for his
lunch, illsisting that he would be ill no fit state to eat it anyway. Lizka kept up an illcessant howling, for Dunyasha
lost no opportunity to clip her round the ear whenever she was in reach. She was crawling all over the floor in an
attempt to recapture the change.
At last, so as to pacify Dunya, the schoolboy gave way. He perched on a corner of a stool which had somehow
found its way into the kitchen and sat waiting. From under the table Lizka asked him between her sobs when he
expected to be back.
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“When I do, you can be sure I’ll come straight on in,” Fedya muttered between his teeth. Usually he treated his
little sister kindly, but today even he was reacting coldly to her tears.
Kuzma was coughing behind the partition. At last he too crept into the kitchen, shivering and pulling his greasy
old dressing-gown round him. His wrinkled face with its stubbly gray beard, rheumy eyes, and scarlet nose looked
so bilious that it almost did seem likely he had a pain somewhere.
“E-eh! So you’re still here, Mr. Scholar, sir! Then your old dad will have to wait a while longer before he’s
allowed to wet his whistle,” the old man wheezed, studying the family group from the doorway.
“What’s this! Do you think I have time to bother with you?” Dunyasha snapped straightaway. “I was up before
dawn, and I still haven’t had time to wet my whistle! Besides, I’d be surprised if yours had had a chance to dry out
since last evening.”
Fedya levered himself off the stool, took the bread firmly from his sister’s hands, and wrapped it quickly in a
piece of paper, dropping the beef, her pride and joy, on the table.
Dunyasha said nothing more. He made to go. But at the door he stopped:
“Goodbye, then.”
Dunya rushed forward, and, following him into the porch, seized him by the shoulder right on the threshold
and kissed him.
“God go with you. Remember: don’t lose heart, Fyodor!” she said, breathing heavily and making a hasty sign
of the cross over him.
Fedya put his best foot forward, stepping neatly over the mud. His expression softened and his eyes brightened
as he took a last look round the unprepossessing, crooked alley.
*
Dunyasha went back into the kitchen. She was too abstracted to feel bothered by the chaos reigning on her
table. The dropped beef and spilt salt caused her no annoyance; she was even left unmoved by the two coins
which Lizka had been unable to track down, however hard she scoured the Hoor. The sharp-witted little girl had
grasped straight away that her sister had better things to think about now than what she was up to.
Dunyasha never lost her temper if she had her mind on important things. She would suddenly go all quiet and
absent-minded, drained, seemingly, by the perpetual rows. In silence she poured coffee for her father, topping it
up liberally with water, then poured the dregs into a little teapot with no spout and hid them in the cupboard. She
then filled cups for herself and Lizka with some peculiar, light-brown tea, whose entire virtue lay in the fact that it
was hot.
Lizka burnt her mouth as she drank and looked enviously at the milk, which was kept for the coffee-drinkers
only.
“Well, now you can wash up and clear away, properly, mind, and I’ll get down to work—but don’t you laze
about or pester me, I’ll be cutting a pattern,” Dunyasha announced, rather than giving Lizka “what was coming to
her,” as she’d threatened before Fedka left.
“Barmy! You never know what she’ll do next,” Lizka thought, cheering up now, as the seamstress took the
green material from the trunk and set off with it to the parlor, to sit at the big table where Fedya worked in the
evenings.
Kuzma stayed sitting at the kitchen table. He was great friends with his younger daughter; they always backed
each other up against the stronger members of the family. As for Lizka, she got to work with a grown-up air of
bustle but at a far from brisk pace. In this mood Dunyasha usually failed to notice the time and would forget to
chivvy her on.
The little girl picked up the bits of beef which had been left by her brother, and looked at her father hesitantly.
“Why don’t you eat it?” asked Kuzma.
“Shouldn’t we leave it for Fedya?”
“Go on, eat it!” shouted Portnyagin suddenly, bringing his fist down on the table. “You know, it’s a disgrace!
Why should he be treated like this? Let him turn himself into a young gentleman first, then he can have all the
delicacies he fancies. Did you hear me tell you to eat it?” he added, by now losing his temper in earnest.
“But what about you?”
“You think I want that rubbish when my head’s splitting? I have to get my strength back first, and I haven’t the
ten kopecks to do it.”
Lizka looked pityingly at her father. Poor old man! Why should he have to put up with this? If she was in
Dunya’s place, she’d never yell at her father, nor her own sister neither. What good did it do in any case?
“What’re you sniveling for this time?” Kuzma asked morosely. “Belt you again, did she? E-eh. Well, love, you
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and I aren't doing too well. If she treats me, her own da, like a dog, then you can hardly wonder at what she does
to you. Grin and bear it, Lizka, you’re still young.”
Lizka poked her snub-nose in the air impudently.
“And I’m going to school this autumn. This summer I’ve only to learn to write and do my sums. I know nearly
all the prayers and scripture stories.”
“Good girl, good girl. Yes, you do your studies. If your da had got through the seminary all right, then he
wouldn’t be out of work in his old age and having to stand for all this from his own children. Learning is light,
ignorance is darkness. That’s what Kuzma Portnyagin’s always said, and that’s what he’s taught his children too.
Whose son is at the gimnaziya? Kuzma Portnyagin’s! Who can help any poor man out and show him how to write
a petition in the best style? Kuzma Portnyagin! Because Kuzma might have been a deacon, or even a priest, if fate
hadn’t been harsh to him. You’re too little, Lizka, you can’t understand that.”
Lizka threw the towel over her shoulder, took the ends in her fingers and looked at her father, eyes alight.
“I understand everything! I’m going to study just as well as Fedya, and he told me … he told me … that if I’m
top of the class, the best pupil in the whole school, then afterwards maybe I can even go to the gimnaziya too!
Fedya told Dunyasha that himself, I heard him!”
Portnyagin winked at his daughter ironically.
“Well, there now! The gimnaziya, eh!”
“It’s true, it’s true, no fibbing! Fedya told me, you know: when he gets his matric,\fn{ His matriculation papers; his
diploma, we would say.} then he’ll open a real school here in the Settlement, and I’ll do my studies and come and
help him.”
“A schoo-ool?” Kuzma drawled. “He’s a fool. He can do better than that for himself; what was the point of
sending him to the gimnaziya if that’s all he wants to do?”
Lizka looked at him, eyes round.
“That’s a mug’s game, running a school. That’s no job for him,” Portnyagin said, suddenly filled with pride.
“So long as his da stays in the land of the living, there’s someone can tell him things like that, can look out for
him a bit. You listen to your sister too much. Your old da may take a drop too much now and again, but when push
comes to shove, you can bet it won’t be her will get your brother his place. You women should keep to your place,
then things’d be simple enough, but she’s a great one for the fights and she has a heart as hard as iron.” Kuzma
frowned again and looked at Lizka morosely.
“So what does she screw out of folks for those dresses of hers? Two, three roubles apiece—everyone knows
so, I bet. So, what a joke, eh—two or three roubles for a woman’s dress, it’s money for old rope! And so what
does she give her old da? Ten kopecks every now and again, that’s all. You’ve only got one father, Lizka; you’ll
never have another, however long you live.”
“Maybe I’ll ask her,” Lizka said suddenly.
Kuzma screwed up his eyes in distress.
“What’s the use?”
“No, I mean it! It’ll work today, I know it will!”
“My head aches, Lizka, that’s what the problem is. How can I think straight with that going on? Eh? You’d
think she could see that, wouldn’t you, when she's so proud of being sharper than anyone else?”
Lizka took the towel off her shoulder and walked boldly into the parlor. But as she approached the table
covered in green cloth, the little girl began walking slowly, hesitantly.
“Well, are you finished?”
Dunyasha threw her a glance.
“Nearly. What are you doing in here, then, if you haven’t finished?”
“Well, me da’s not well,” Lizka said uncertainly.
“How do you mean, not well? Aha! I know very well what you mean, That old trick again. How many times do
I have to tell you not to come running errands like that to me?”
But Lizka could tell from her sister’s tone that the threatening words masked no real anger. Dunya had not
even put her scissors down. She only said irritably:
“Get on with you!”
“But he isn’t well, Dunya. You see, he’s getting old, you know so. It’s the damp, too,” Lizka concluded,
pleased with her own resourcefulness.
“If he’s not well, then he should take some medicine, like other folks, not drink vodka, Get out of my sight! If
you can find some change on the table, give him that, why not, I suppose. To hell with him! It’s the church he
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should be going to, to say a prayer for his son.”
Dunyasha bent closer to the table, and Lizka rushed hotfoot to the kitchen.
“She said yes! Yes!” she cried, waving her arms.
Kuzma was on his feet watching for her, pulling his dressing-gown round him every now and again,
“Did she now? How much?”
Lizka deftly tracked down two three-kopeck pieces, then handed them over proudly,
“There was a couple of twos as well, but they rolled off somewhere, under the trunk, most like, when she flung
the basket on the ground.”
“On the ground, is that it? Throwing money on the ground, when she’s for ever moaning. But now she’s
feeling generous! Six kopecks, eh! What good does that do anyone? But you’re a sweetheart, Lizka—you’ll be a
hit with the lads when you’re older! Don’t be too scared of her, you’ll be bigger than she is soon. You’ll look after
your old da, I know, not like her.”
Bobbing his head and pulling at his dressing-gown, Kuzma rushed off behind his wardrobe at a smart trot.
Lizka looked drearily at the pile of washing-up which she would now have to deal with all on her own …
*
Sitting over the pieces of fabric, with the big scissors in her hands, with hanks of cotton wound round her neck,
and the bosom of her dress stuck with pins—now that was Dunyasha’s real life, the life she loved. Housework
tired her out straight away and made her irritable. She couldn’t think standing up; everything out of joint, every
misfortune would rise unbidden to her notice, and provoke her spleen.
But over her sewing Dunya would become calm; it was not irritating trifles which filled her thoughts now, but
huge, compelling images of the past and future. She had pondered all the most important decisions and questions
of her life over her sewing. Whilst running the gathers and ruffles destined to adorn some wealthy merchant’s
wife through her hands, she had come without particular effort to the conclusion that marriage was out of the
question and that she must turn down a man who was courting her, attracted by the idea of having such a tireless
and skilful worker as his wife. Other stupid girlish weaknesses had been dealt with in their turn. She had
persuaded herself that it was hardly an enviable lot to work all her life in order to support a coarse, drunken
husband, and on top of that endure his beatings and saddle herself with a second family.
As she darned quickly and deftly, Dunya could see clear as day all the evils afflicting her own family and the
whole of this sprawling, noisy, quarrelsome, drunken and poverty-stricken Settlement. For as a seamstress she had
access to another, more ordered and prosperous, world. Looking at her beloved brother, who would often be sent
by his father to fetch vodka when he was still holding himself together somehow, and work wasn’t so short—
looking at the child’s bright, bold eyes, Dunya could see his whole future laid out on the palm of her hand. Was
she going to have to watch him turning into a Settlement lad like any other? Watch him starting to swear, drink,
and get up to mischief? When their grandfather had been a deacon, and in a cathedral—they weren’t just any old
peasants!
And gradually the brazen notion of “sending him out into the world.” and thus ensuring a better future for the
whole family, had began to form in her head. She made some enquiries, followed them up in the right places, and
secured the enthusiastic support of an energetic young lady from the town. One fine day, Dunya announced what
she had in mind, and demanded that Kuzma should teach his son his letters straight away. It was the first time that
the word gimnaziya had ever been heard in the Settlement. Everyone saw it as some sort of mad insolence which
had got into Dunya’s head; they even thought the girl was touched. No one knew how long, how agonizingly, she
had thought the problem over on her own, how often she had prostrated herself before the altar at Saturday
vespers, till at last she attained spiritual peace and the insuperable righteousness of true conviction. Only then had
she gone into battle with the whole Settlement.
And all this as a result of her sewing! But at the same time, any problem would swell to huge proportions as
she wielded her needle. Dunya could see into the future; more than that, she was tormented by remote contingencies, concatenations of possible circumstances, by things that would probably never come about, and which, even
had they done so, would most likely not have bothered those, the majority of people, with less inclination to the
inner life than she had. How many times, and in how many different ways, had Dunya foreseen the course of her
own life—and not only hers, but the lives of her whole family!
In this, too, Fyodor was like his sister. His favorite occupation was spending a winter holiday evening, or a
sumer one, out in the vegetable patch, sitting by his sister. Watching her nimble fingers, he would sink into endless dreams about how they would have a “decent” life when he’d finished his studies. There would be no rows,
no fights. His father would be allowed so much a month, but he wouldn’t be allowed to hang round pubs. Dad had
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been ordered about enough: let him have his tipple at home. He hadn’t so long left now, you couldn’t teach him
any better. As for Uzka, she could study too—the more she studied the better. She’d have it easier: there was
someone to help her now, thank the Lord. And Dunyasha would keep house in place of their mother, just as she
did now. Only she wouldn’t have to wash the clothes and scrub the floors, and she wouldn’t have to wear herself
out making other people’s clothes—he’d earn enough to keep them all himself.
For hours at a time Fedya would paint such imaginary pictures, speaking seriously, with conviction. He would
fix his sharp eyes on this cherished vision of the future, and nervously tap his knee with a clenched fist. Raising
her head from her sewing, Dunyasha would look lovingly at her “hope for the future,” as she secretly thought of
him.
But schooling at the gimnaziya was a long-drawn-out business. It was no wonder the dark, ignorant Settlement
felt such respect for it. Everyone knew that Fedya had been going into town for five years already with his satchel
on his back, and that it would be nearly another five before he was through.
“But suppose … but suppose it really is a whole five, and not four and a bit? Suppose they really do make him
repeat the year?” Dunyasha agonized. “What’s the time? Nearly time to get dinner. Thank heavens, we’ve still the
cabbage soup left from yesterday, that means there’s only the kashao to fuss with.”
There was nothing for it; Dunyasha had to fold up the green dress and go into the kitchen, where, inevitably,
she had to find fault with Lizka, who’d spent the whole morning doing nothing. And so again Dunyasha began to
shout and scold (but it still seemed to Lizka she “wasn't really herself”). She shoved the pans about angrily,
making a din with the heavy steel door of the stove, but inside she was preoccupied with one and the same fateful
question.
“What's happening in the gimnaziya now?”
*
In the gimnaziya, the examination was drawing to a close. The examiners and pupils, red-faced and exhausted
to a man, had spent six hours sitting in the hot, stuffy classroom. It was Fedka’s turn, going by alphabetical order,
but he had still not been called up.
“It’s a bad omen,” the boy thought superstitiously. He had felt quite cheerful when he reached the gimnaziya,
and all during the first half of the exam session. He’d actually made himself eat half a bread doorstep and a sliver
of beef. But when they didn’t call him up in order, his courage left him suddenly. He noticed the Inspector looking
at him again and again, then flicking his eyes away as they met Fedya’s anxious gaze …
The examiners were being very strict. Sometimes in Fedya’s fright it seemed to him that they were asking
questions on subjects the boys had never been taught.
“You should know that, sir!” the dry voice of the assistant examiner rang out every now and again. The Latin
master, a thin middle-aged man with gold-rimmed glasses, let out a piercing sound like a squeak every now and
again and flapped his hands helplessly. Many of the boys who had been examined were crying quietly. Those
awaiting their turn sat blankly, heads hung.
“I’ll flunk,” Fedya thought each time he heard one of the boys give a bad answer. He even thought he might
not be able to answer at all.
When his turn finally did come (only two boys were left to come after him), the Inspector said his name
quietly, hunched over the list, and the boy had only one feeling: to live through this ordeal. He had no hope of
being saved any more.
The Inspector looked up and looked at Fedya’s pale face and trembling lower jaw. Fedya took the exam paper
and looked at it, not making out a word.
“Well, sir, what paper have you?” the assistant enquired.
A master lent towards the Inspector and whispered something.
“That’s about me,” thought the boy in agony, and forgot that he was supposed to reply.
“Are you feeling unwell, Portnyagin?” asked the Inspector.
Fedya raised his eyes. And again, when he glimpsed the Inspector's face, he had the sense that his fate was
being decided, and that seemed to paralyze his will.
“Are you ill?” the Inspector repeated sternly.
“No, sir,” the boy whispered.
They began to question him. He gave the answers as memory dictated; his conscious mind played no part at
all. Sometimes they corrected him, sometimes they sat in silence, and he had no idea whether that meant he was
making a mess of things or doing all right. When the fateful, dispassionate sentence, “Take your seat, please” fell
on his ears, Fedya had no idea whether it had been a reasonable effort, or a disaster.
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“How did I do?”—he took the schoolmate nearest to him by the hand.
But it turned out the boy had just been called himself; he snatched his hand from Fedya’s angrily.
When at length the crowd of boys was released from that dreadful room, Fedya’s usual cheerfulness returned
to him. So soon as the danger of being called out vanished, he felt himself again, but still with that dull sense that
his fate was being decided.
Thinking about the paper on which he had just answered, the boy realized in a flash that he knew it perfectly
well; it was in fact one of the easiest papers, and one he’d always hoped to get in the draw. Surely he couldn’t
have hashed up the answers completely!
Fedya began to pester his schoolmates, insisting that he could have answered on that paper any time with no
prompting.
“So why were you standing by the table looking like you’d just pinched something?” shouted one boy rudely
and cheerfully. He always got bad marks himself, but it never seemed to bother him.
Fedya said nothing. But involuntarily he thought of how the Inspector’s face had followed him all spring.
There are things one can’t explain, but simply knows for oneself without any question.
Prince Charsky, the tall, good-looking boy who had been Portnyagin’s faithful protector from his first minute
in the gimnaziya, now took him over to the window and tried without success to get him to say why he’d been in
such a funk today, so that he’d made a real mess of the questions. He’d never done that before.
“I don’t know,” Fedya insisted dully.
“Poof! My good fellow, this exam’s certainly had a bad effect on your brain,” the good-hearted young Prince
said eventually, losing his patience.
Only a few boys were allowed through to the next form without re-examination that autumn. The future of
these boys depended on that examination, though by no means on it alone. Many boys would have to repeat the
year. The Inspector called these in separately and spent much time assuring them of the benefits this measure
would have if they were sensible and made use of the extra year to their own profit.
“You’re not children any more!' the pedagogue hectored them. But the “adults” all had tears in their eyes as
they listened.
Fedya was not one of them. Nor was he with the group that had gone straight through, nor with the one being
re-examined.
“So where am I? What on earth’s going on?” he wondered, growing more and more anxious.
Charsky had also noticed that something strange was happening. He edged over to Fedya, glanced at his white,
distressed face, and whispered:
“Hang on. Pyotr Andreich must have forgotten you.”
There was a ringing sound inside Fedya's head and his hands and feet were icy. He stayed by the window,
apparently apathetic, back slumped against the frame.
The class broke up; the boys exchanged talk and good wishes. Only a few looked happy. Charsky fixed his
burning eyes on the Inspector, trying in vain to catch his glance. First the Inspector was busy talking to someone,
then he started getting ready to go.
*
But at last he came up to the window, the expression on his drawn face becoming markedly more sombre.
“Well, Portnyagin, my good fellow I am most sincerely sorry about this, but I have bad news for you.”
Fedya gave him a look like a bound sheep, and said nothing.
“You live with your sister, is that not so?”
“Yes, with my sister,” the boy parroted dully.
“And his father,” Charsky added.
“Oh yes, now I remember! No, it is your sister whom I should like to meet. I think that she made the arrangements for him to come here, did she not?” the Inspector said, turning his back on Fedya.
No one answered.
“Tell your sister to come and see me at home tomorrow. At home, is that clear?”
“Pyotr Andreich!” Charsky burst out, but the Inspector interrupted him testily:
“Well, what do you suppose can be done? D’you think it’s my responsibility? All year he’s had to struggle to
keep up, it’s been obvious. What else do you expect? The gimnaziya course is hard enough in any case, very few
boys can cope without extra help, or at the very least reasonable conditions at home. Of course, it was a ghastly
mistake to send him here in the first place!”
“I’ve been doing my best,” Fedya said suddenly.
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“Yes, yes, I know that! I’ve always said that, I’ve always been on your side, you know that.”
“Pyotr Andreich, people don’t get expelled from the gimnaziya for no reason!” Charsky's voice rose to a shout.
“We are not expelling him, nothing has been said about that. He has done no wrong. We simply advise him, or
rather his parents, to collect his documents and to apply for a transfer to another type of educational establishment, one more appropriate to his abilities and family circumstances.”
The Inspector was bright red in the face, and his forehead was perspiring.
“His sister must come and see the headmaster. I shall review the position with my colleagues and think what
advice I may best give her. I am most sincerely sorry, Portnyagin, but I am only a gimnaziya inspector, not a
miracle worker!” He turned on his heel and walked to the door.
“You know where he lives, Charsky, I think?” he asked without looking in their direction.
“I shall see him back.”
“Well, then you know how things stand. It must be the best part of six miles to the Settlement.”
“Yes, and he’s done it on foot every day since he was 10 years old,” Charsky said rudely.
At that the Inspector walked through the door.
Charsky took Fedya to the cloakroom and helped him put on his coat.
“It’s all nonsense! We’ll sort it out, I promise you!” the boy said hotly.
“Your sister must go and see him straight away, and the headmaster, and the district curator! And be sure you
go and see the headmaster yourself. I’ll tell my father to pay a call on the headmaster, and my uncle will write
some letters, he knows all the right people in Petersburg. Don’t despair, Portnyagin, and for God’s sake take that
twittish expression off your face!”
Fedya said nothing. Only once, as they were half-way down the stairs, did he stop and turn to his companion.
“So does that mean I’m not to come here any more?”
“I told you, it’s all nonsense!” yelled Charsky, going bright red in the face. “If they do that to you, then … I’ll
leave here myself! I don’t want to stay somewhere where they behave like that!”
Fedya followed him obediently, out to the smart droshky.
*
The family dinner was long over, though Kuzma was in fact not yet back from town. Fedya’s dinner was
keeping warm in the oven. Lizka was unpicking her hem at a snail’s pace, gazing out of the window at frequent
intervals. Dunyasha was pacing from room to room nervously, fiddling with her bits of green cloth, then flinging
them down and going out on to the porch.
For the first time in Fedya’s school career, the word “examination” had grown to its real dimensions for
Dunya. Till now she had had absolute faith in her clever, steady, much-loved brother. He wouldn’t let her down.
Dunya knew very well that study was hard work, but if others could manage it, then he could. Depression was
something foreign to her nature, and Fedya’s calm self-confidence had put all possible worries to flight.
“Is it an important subject you have tomorrow?” she had often asked in worried tones during his first year.
“Poof, important! Anyone who did enough in the winter term is sure to get through,” would be the little boy’s
dignified reply.
He hadn’t flunked even once. Why should he, if he did his best? And he had been doing his best, for God’s
sake!
There is no occupation more oppressive than to ponder questions which go beyond the bounds of logic. The
less sophisticated one is, the greater the torture.
“Something isn’t right!”
Again and again the thought rose into Dunyasha’s head.
“He’s no liar, he doesn’t go in for empty talk. Should I go myself and find out?”
Fedka’s studies had gone so well up till now that his sister had never even imagined having to visit the
gimnaziya, especially since they’d given him a full scholarship in his second year.
“I’ll go if they keep him down,” Dunyasha decided, staring with fierce impatience at every passing human
shape coming round the corner down the far end of the street.
But then something extraordinary happened, something unheard-of. Something that made all the neighbors’
wives lean out of their windows or rush into the street, whilst Dunyasha herself shook with a vague sense of
foreboding.
The prince’s droshky drew up at Kuzma Portnyagin’s, and the tall, handsome schoolboy almost carried down
his sheet-white friend.
Charsky said the same to Avdotya Kuzminishna as he had to her brother. She must go and see the headmaster
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and the district curator in the morning, she must put in a written petition saying how they were a poor family and
how Fedya was their only hope for the future. The boy promised once again that his father would do his best for
Fedya and that his uncle would send letters to Petersburg straight away.
Dunyasha listened to all this in a state of profound shock. The boy couldn’t have been trying harder—what else
did they expect, and now they were telling her to go and beg for mercy, write petitions. But perhaps they would
take pity on him?
The seamstress’s expression was chilly.
“Excuse me for asking, your honor,” she said, breathing heavily, ‘we may be no peasants, but we’re very little
better! I’m not sure I quite take your meaning. Tell me the truth, for the love of God: did Fyodor know his Latin
today or not?”
Her eyes bored into Charsky's white face.
“He did know it,” he said quietly.
“So why did they gave him a bad mark?”
“He had an attack of nerves. He wasn’t himself and … he got into a bit of a mess. But he did know it, he had
prepared it!!”
“Why didn’t he used to have any trouble, then?” Charsky paused and looked at Fedya.
“They were terribly strict today. An awful lot got kept down for the year. Almost all the others have to go for
another exam in the autumn.”
“And what mark did they give you today?”
So this seamstress, whose work would never have been good enough for the prince’s mother, interrogated him
fearlessly.
“What, me? Well, for some reason I don’t have trouble with work. I don’t even do much homework. I’m
second in the class,” the prince muttered in confusion, almost as though he felt guilty.
No sound came from Fedya. As soon as he came in, he had collapsed on the bench, and now he was just sitting
there staring into space.
Charsky went out into the street. He wiped his forehead with his handkerchief; his whole body was shaking.
The plump, gray-haired coachman gave Charsky a quick glance and told him that the horses had stood around
long enough. They had already waited three hours for him at the gimnaziya. Anyway, the carriage was all over
mud, and if they weren’t careful they'd break a spring, with the road all potholes.
“Will you shut your mouth?” the boy suddenly yelled at him.
*
Fedya had hung up his uniform and put the apron over it as he always did. When he finished, a cup of cabbage
soup was waiting for him on the table. The boy blessed himself and picked up his spoon, but then frowned and put
it down again.
Dunyasha sat on the bench and looked at him, hands folded under her shawl.
“Well, now … I’ll … have … a see … tomorrow, won’t I,” she began with obvious effort, then leapt up and
shot through the door in her partition.
Lizka, face streaked with tears, crept out of somewhere in a corner.
“Would you like some kasha? It’s your favouritel” she asked, staring closely at his face.
Fedya shook his head.
“Fedya … will you go and see them tomorrow?” asked the little girl, her anxiety almost at an end.
“Yes,” he said listlessly.
“Me da can go too. He can put his best clothes on. They’ll see he's an old man!” Lizka looked at her brother,
then was suddenly choked by sobs.
“Leave om,” her brother said with a frown.
“All right … I’ll leave om But what’s going to happen to you? You’re 15 years old now!”
Fedya leapt up and, lifting his hand, gave her a blow on the head. Squealing shrilly, Lizka shot under the
bench.
Fedka staggered out on to the street. As he appeared on the porch, several women who were gathered next to
the neighbours’ wicket gate stopped talking and stared at him greedily.
“See what I tell you! Look at his face!” one whispered; a moment later, she had appeared by the porch in some
quite mysterious fashion, as if she had not actually walked, but been pulled forward by her own need to see the
boy’s face more clearly.
“Oh, poor little mite, just think how bad he must be feeling now!” another woman wailed. “He’s no layabout,
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everyone knows that.”
Fedka did not notice them at first; he was hanging on to the rails of the porch, breathing heavily, and convulsively squeezing the hand with which he had just hit his little sister for the first time in his life.
As he overheard the whispering, the boy made to go inside, but then thought better of it and vanished through
the gates.
“Maybe they haven’t really thrown him out yet? Maybe that’s it?”
“How many times do I have to tell you? The coachman told me so himself. ‘They’ve flung your boy out of the
gimnaziya,’ he told me, ‘so out of the goodness of his heart his honor’s come to see him back.’ Those were his
exact words. It’s no gossip: I heard it with my own ears right on this very spot!”
“Jesus Godl But why would they do that?”
“It all goes to show you should know your place! Do you think we didn’t tell Avdotya so? But she had to know
better than anyone. They’re even trying to get that Lizka of theirs a schooling. Cheeky little minx! Never leaves
her friends alone as it is! Putting on airs like the gentry! And it’s not even as if they was a real clergy family, her
grandad was only a cathedral deacon. When you think that my uncle, my own uncle, was a real merchant, second
guild. And my son’s apprenticed to a tailor, you know. What’s Kuzma Portnyagin to that? A miserable drunkard,
that’s what!”
“It’s all very well to talk like that, my duck, but he’s 15 years old now. Never been in any kind of work. Well,
Dunya’s on her own now. Who knows what the old man will do when he finds out? Any case, the lad’ll just be
another burden. He’s been studying five years! Five years, think of it! Hardly spent any time with the lads, forever
at his books. Eh, girls, but I’m sorry for the poor little mite”
News flew round the Settlement like wildfire. Anyone who had not gone into town that day to put in a day’s
work, who was working at home, or not working, was hungry for the smallest bit of juicy gossip to brighten the
dreary round of routine.
Just as a few years back, Fedka Portnyagin’s name was now on everyone’s lips. Deep sighs of affected pity and
hisses of envy were heard; malicious enjoyment was the order of the day. All the old objections stifled by Fedka’s
unexpected success now rose to the surface again..
The women were rushing from to house to house, and a troop of small boys had gathered outside Kuzma’s
house. Mitka Isaev, his cheeks red as coals in a stove, eyes shining with spite, had even scrambled up to a window
so that he could see into the parlor.
Voices rose from the crowd.
“Where’s he sneaked off to? Bet you h’'s down in the vegetable patch!”
“Eh, lads, let’s go and look then, shall we? Let’s see what he’s got to say for himself now.”
The gang went round the backs of the houses, then one by one the lads squeezed through the wattle fence and
set off at a canter over the fresh furrows, which were just showing a faint tinge of new green.
Fedka was there, as it happened. He was lying face down on the damp earth, between the fence and some tall
bird-cherry bushes. In summer a wonderful thick shade would cover this whole area, but now Fedka’s pale shirt
was clearly visible between the bare black boughs.
The lads came to a halt at a respectful distance and began whispering together.
“Fedka! Fedka! Why are you hiding in the bushes? Scared your dad will find you, eh?”
“Look at that, what a coward! When you think how he boasted his dad didn’t dare lay a finger!”
“We didn’t get no schooling, but he turns up today in a fancy carriage!”
“Eh, Fedka, what you lying in the damp for? We’re all the same now. Come over here, eh!”
“Nay, lads, wait a bit! Give Fedka a chance to tell us what’s going on himself!”
Mitka squeezed himself out of the crowd, glassy eyes shining at his own wit.
“Maybe our mums and dads would like to send us to the gimnaziya too, so he should tell us what goes on
there! All right, so he doesn’t give a tinker’s cuss for us, but he’s a Settlement lad too, look after your own, lads,
that’s the rule!”
A snigger of approval greeted Mitka’s words.
“That’s right! Good lad, Mitka!”
“That’s it! You tell us, Fedka, we’re all ears!”
“Here, lads! Leave him be, eh? Look, I’m off home now!” One skinny lad with a densely freckled face and sad
dark eyes distanced himself from the crowd. “Why should we bait him? It ain’t right!”
“Shut yer mouth, will you!” Mitka yelled at him angrily.
“Well, what’s it to us. He’s in trouble,” the boy said timidly.
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“Go to hell, then. See if we care!”
“Turned his nose up, didn’t he?” the crude jokes continued. “Do you remember how it used to be on Sundays?
‘Neow, I can’t waste meh time with yew: I’ve got to study!’ Stuck up, weren’t he!”
“Didn’t do him much good though, did it? By the look of it he just sat with the book open in front of him!’ the
smallest boy in the gang shouted happily.
“Or maybe he was just thick: they don’t throw them out for nothing, rules are rules, lads! We was at school too,
we know what’s what!”
“It was all boasting. The whole family is like that. You should see the way that Lizka goes about.”
“Ha, ha Lizka, now there’s a one! We all call her ‘the young lady!’”
At that moment Fedka stirred. The crowd moved back a step or two.
“I’m going!” yelled the freckled boy. He sounded at the point of tears.
“I already told you—go to hell, will you?” Mitka moved threateningly towards him.
The boy ran off to one side, but then froze, staring unhappily at the bird cherries. .
“Fedka, will you sell me your uniform? My uncle says I’ve got to go out herding with him this winter, I’ll need
it to keep warm in!”
A yell of laughter greeted this show of wit. But suddenly the sound of a snapped branch came from the bird
cherries. Two or three of the lads made off, but soon they rejoined the others.
“What’s scaring you?” Mitka shouted commandingly.
But at that moment a big stone flew out of the cherry clump and clipped someone on the shoulder.
All the lads ran off, but soon they returned to a spot close to where they had been standing earlier.
“Jesus!”
“What a cheek! Could have smashed someone’s head in!”
“Don’t try provoking us, boy, if you want to stay in one piece yourself!”
“Bet he learnt that in the gimnaziya, throwing stones like that! Eh, hang on, I do believe he’s coming out!”
And in fact Fedka had appeared beside the bushes. In one hand he held a stone, in the other a thick branch. His
eyes were glittering wildly, his jaw shaking. Slowly he walked up to the gang.
“Maybe we should be off. Looks as mad as a wolf!”
“Layoff, ladsl He’s on his own, after all!”
“But he’s really upset! He could do anything now!”
“Well, Fyodor, you’re no feather, are you.”
“I’ll thump anyone who runs for it now! You’ve just got used to being scared of him. You’re like sheep,” Mitka
raged.
God knows how all this might have ended, had Dunya’s wiry figure not appeared at the wicket gate,
threatening them with the poker.
“Be off with you this minute. And if I catch a single one of you … you swine!” she panted.
*
By the time Kuzma Portnyagin got back from work, everyone, only excepting perhaps the inhabitants of the
most far-flung streets, knew about the disaster which had overwhelmed Dunyasha and her brother. But Kuzma
strode home with unfaltering steps, his hands thrust morosely into his pockets and his cap down over his eyes.
Kuzma was badly out of sorts. The six kopecks which Dunya had given him had turned out, just as he had
suspected, to be simply a mockery of fate. It had been a bad day: once again he had not managed to screw the
rouble owed to him out of the corn chandler’s assistant. Kuzma was due the money for composing a petition
denouncing the man’s brother, who had allegedly done him out of his share of some property.
Kuzma’s head ached worse than ever. Against his will, his head was filled by those wretched, sober thoughts
which he detested with his whole soul, and which he had only one way of keeping at a distance.
“Good evening to you, Kuzma Ivanych!” Isaiah the shopkeeper greeted him unexpectedly.
Naturally Kuzma had no idea that Isaiah had come out on the porch when Mitka told him that Kuzma was on
his way home.
Mitka’s feelings had not cooled in the least since the scene out at the vegetable patch. An irrational sense of
triumph had begun to possess him more and more; the surprise of it all was intoxicating. Now there wasn’t one
lad, not a single lad in the whole Settlement who could be his rival as leader! Now he viewed the glittering
prospect of being able to repay with interest all those moments when, against his will, he had been cowed and
pacified by the mysterious force emanating from Fedka and his uniform. Now he could pay Fedka back for all
those pricks to his own inflated vanity. From the first moments of his life, Mitka had been used to hearing that you
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can buy anything you like, and that a yardstick is the measure of everything. But Fedka had confronted him with
something that couldn’t be fitted into the village-shop system of values, with something that had transfigured the
walls of the miserable cottage he lived in, fixing to those walls the hearts and minds of richer, more carefree and
happier lads than him, as though they were glued.
Mitka danced impatiently by his father, like a cat on hot bricks, in anticipation of an amusing scene.
Portnyagin was rarely so honored as to be greeted by the richest man in the Settlement. He lifted his cap and
slowed his step.
“Why are you so late today?” Isaiah asked him.
“Why?” Portnyagin repeated glumly. “Clear enough, why. We’re not all shopkeepers like you, sitting at home
and waiting for calls. I often have to go ten miles in a day.”
“Fair enough! But you ought to know that things haven’t been right at home. Avdotya Kuzminishna must be
waiting up for you.”
When Kuzma heard Isaiah’s unusually civil tone, his heart missed a beat.
“What did you say? Things wrong at home? Is that a joke or what?”
“Off you go, lad! We don’t make jokes like that here; we all know there’s a God.”
By now anxious, Kuzma stared at him. “Is it a fire? But no, I’d have heard in town, surely, if so.”
“A fire would be nothing, mate, I doubt whether you’ve got a hundred roubles of stuff to lose. But you’ve only
the one son, Portnyagin, and it turns out it was a mistake for you to shove him up the ladder. I know the gospels
say “the first shall be last,” but you can be sure they mean in the next world. In this one you must cut your coat to
fit your cloth. Plenty of folks have done that, and ended up better off than your Avdotya Kuzminishna, and shown
others the right way forward too.”
“Isaiah, what is all this, in God’s name? Will you stop talking in riddles?” Portnyagin stepped closer to the
porch. “Is my lad ill, or what?”
Suddenly Mishka lost hold of himself.
“They’ve thrown him out of the gimnaziya!” he shrieked.
“Just you wait, you young dog! Who asked you to shove your nose in! In the house, quick march,” yelled
Isaiah, booting him towards the door.
'Thrown him out? Who, Fyodor? No, you're messing me about. What would you understand anyway, you popeyed lout? Apart from jokes, that is. I was at a seminary myself. I know very well what "thrown out" means!'
And Kuzma made for home as quick as he could.
“You great yob!” Isaiah was muttering. “Just look at you, not a rag to your back, running home to give him
what-for. But then, you’d know, wouldn’t you—for weren’t you thrown out of the seminary yourself, out on your
ear? Just like your son. Like father, like son. Brains run in that family, the Portnyagins, ha hal”
*
Kuzma’s word carried little weight in his own family. When he was drunk or in a bad mood, he would tell
anyone who would listen how badly his daughter treated him. In circumstances where every last kopeck is won
through sweated labor, whoever earns it is boss. It was quite natural that the daughter’s power should grow as the
old man fell further and further under the spell of his own bad habits, leaving her to keep the whole family.
But clearly something else was going on now, something not determined merely by the power of the kopeck,
something which could be measured no better by that than it could by shopkeeper Isaiah’s yardstick.
The hoarse, squeaky voice of old Portnyagin filled the house, boding no good. And Dunyasha, formerly allpowerful, was now slumped against the wall immobile, unseeing, apparently not hearing how her father,
demented by grief, was laying into his son, who’d “trampled on my honor before the whole Settlement.”
“Every last kopeck spent on his books! Everyone knew how proud we were. We laughed in their faces. But the
shameless layabout couldn’t even stretch out his hand to take what was his for the picking. He was too idle even
to sit and work in the warm indoors! Does he think we’d have kept him there all this time if he hadn’t sworn he’d
work till he dropped, that he’d do his very best, so’s he could set his sister up later? When did they ever throw a
boy out without just cause? You tell me that, you little skiver! Should have kept a hold on himselfl So he thought
being at the gimnaziya would mean he’d be spared the stick for life, eh? Did he think he could get away without
saying what really happened, the stupid little swine? Right, if he won’t own up like he should, we'll just have to
knock the truth out of him, won’t we?”
Dunyasha could hear her father “giving Fedka a lesson,” threatening to beat him “till he ended up in his box,”
to trample him underfoot, to send him out to earn his living as a herdsman. She could hear it, but she uttered no
word, made no gesture in defence of her “hope for the future.” By no word spoken in anger, intercession, or
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assertion of authority did she protect his proud head from the humiliating hail of blows.
And after all, Fyodor was nearly as tall as his father now. Why couldn’t he turn his back, take his shoulders out
of range of the trembling elderly hands? Why didn’t he just leap out of the way, dodging his father’s confused and
aimless blows? Or there again, why didn’t he give vent to some of his own despair, and so turn anger into pity,
bringing tears to his father’s eyes by his laments—not tears of disappointment and indignation, but tears of horror
and pity for the sake of his wrecked life? Was his father no father to him, had Dunya not given him all the love of
which she was capable?
Fedka was silent. He did not protest, or try to justify himself, or beg for mercy. He made no attempt to run or
to deflect the blows. Only once did he open his mouth, and then to say:
“All right. Hit me, hit me then, if it makes you feel better.”
Everyone simply believed that this man, who had himself done nothing to bring about the realization of his
son’s now catastrophically disappointed hopes, that this man had alone the right to violent anger, merciless
threats, and the vicious use of his fists.
“Am I your father or not?” Kuzma’s tragic cry came again and again. Only the hopeless wailing of Lizka, who
had taken refuge behind the partition, rose in unconscious protest against what was going on...
*
The town was deep in sleep. No one dreamt of Fedka’s terrible fate: neither the masters who had carried out
their orders, whether in a spirit of indifference or racked by pangs of conscience, nor his thoughtless schoolmates,
who were in any case entirely taken up by their own interests and had at most some vague notion that something
peculiar had happened to poor Portnyagin, without knowing quite what that might be. Even hot-blooded, generous
Charsky, who had succeeded that evening in rallying his entire family to the cause, did not dream of the horrible
truth.
Worn out by excitement, at the point of total exhaustion, Charsky was sleeping fitfully. All night he dreamt of
seeing Fedka happy, rescued by Charsky’s father. Clutching his pillow, he dreamt that he was hugging his grateful
friend.
Even in his dreams he did not see the dark, dirty attic of the miserable cottage, where, on a thick rope attached
to the roof-beam, swayed the slowly stiffening, strangely distorted, bruised, and battered body of the only
Settlement boy ever to study at the gimnaziya.
275.176 Excerpt from Memoirs Of A Revolutionist\fn{by Véra Nikoláevna Fígner (1852-1942)} Nikiforovo, Kazan,
Tatarstan Republic, Russia (F) 12
1
I was born on the 24 th of June, 1852, in the province of Kazan, of a family of prosperous noblemen. My
mother, Ekaterina Khristoforovna, had received the usual home education of her time. Her father, Kupriyanov, the
judge of the district of Tetyushy, had succeeded in the course of his life in squandering a large fortune. Although
he possessed almost seventeen thousand acres in the province of Ufa, besides his land in the Tetyushy district, he
left his affairs in such confusion after his death, that his heirs preferred to relinquish their inheritance, inasmuch as
the sum of their grandfather’s debts could not be estimated.
My father, Nikolai Alexandrovich Figner, was educated in the Forestry Corps, and after the completion of his
course served as forester, first in the district of Mamadyshy, and later in Tetyushy. But after the liberation of the
serfs he retired in order to become a justice of the peace, and he retained this office until it was abolished.
There were six in our family, besides two boys who died in early childhood. Both my father and mother were
very active and energetic people. They were of remarkably robust constitution and strong will. In this respect they
gave us a good heritage.
I, the eldest, took part in the revolutionary movement during the most desperate period of the struggle against
autocracy, was sentenced to the death penalty, and ultimately imprisoned in the Schlusselburg Fortress.
My sister Lydia was a member of a revolutionary organisation which engaged in socialist propaganda among
the factory workers. She was condemned to penal servitude, but the Senate commuted the sentence to loss of personal
rights and privileges, and exile for life to Eastern Siberia.
My brother Pyotr was a prominent mining engineer in the metallurgical plants of the provinces of Perm and Ufa.
My brother Nikolai had a brilliant career as an operatic tenor. He was the first to transform the opera, by not only
singing but acting his roles, and he gave esthetic delight to hundreds of thousands of people during his twenty-five years
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of artistic activity.
My sister Evgenia was a defendant in the Kvyatkovsky Trial, in connection with the explosion in the Winter Palace
(in 1880), and was deprived of all her rights and privileges, and deported to Siberia.
My youngest sister, Olga, a very capable and energetic girl, took little part in the revolutionary movement. She
married a doctor, Florovsky, followed him into administrative exile in Siberia, and engaged with him in cultural and
educational work in Omsk, later in Yaroslavl, and after the death of her husband, in St. Petersburg.
In Siberia, my sisters Lydia and Evgenia married the former political convicts, Stakhevich and Sazhin, men
remarkable for their intellect, culture and energy.
*
According to father, I was a beautiful child. Thanks to this, grown-up visitors always paid especial attention to me, in
contrast to our mother and father, who treated all of their children alike. The visitors petted me, gave me little presents,
and were amused by my chatter. This contact with older people contributed to my early and rapid development, and
sometimes inspired in me such ideas about myself and about the relations of other people to me as are generally foreign to
children of that age.
When we went visiting my father’s sister at Mamadyshy, her friend, Andrey Andreyevich Katkov, used to spend
whole days there. He joked and played with me, often calling me his wife, while I called him my dear husband. Later,
when we had moved to the Tetyushy district, and I was not yet seven years old, there came a letter from him which my
aunt read aloud.
Audrey Andreyevich was going to be married.
When I heard that, I felt deeply outraged. How did he dare to get married, when he used to call he his wife!
That was treachery, a base affront, when I had considered him bound to me. I did not shed many tears; instinct
told me that it was forbidden to talk about it to older people, to express my feelings to them. Why it was
forbidden, I did not know, but I simply felt that I must keep silent, and I kept silent.
Something similar to this happened still later, when I was nine years old.
A young girl, my mother's sister, Elizaveta Khristoforovna, who had just graduated from the Rodionovsky
Kazan Institute, came to live with us; and from that time, officers of the regiment quartered at Tetyushy began to
pay us visits. One of them, Yergolsky, devoted not a little of his time to me, and I imagined that I had especial
claims on him. However, my keen, childish eyes quickly observed that he paid still greater attention to my young
aunt. I became jealous, and choosing a moment when we were left alone on the terrace leading out onto the garden,
I burst into stormy reproaches and made Yergoisky a regular “scene.”
Curiously enough, he treated this outburst with utter seriousness, and began to soothe me, instead of ridiculing
me for having made a little fool of myself.
If some grown-ups, especially men, by their excessive attentions developed in me the pretentions of a
woman, others unconsciously impelled me to seek success in life.
In the district, three miles from town, on the beautiful estate of Lyudogovka, there lived two elderly society
women, who had spent all their lives in St. Petersburg, and who only in their declining years had come to live in
the solitude of a backwoods district. They amused themselves night and day by playing cards, in which pursuit
guests from the neighbourhood joined them, eager to gather around the green table. The younger of the sisters,
Natalya Grigoryevna Tselshert, knowing that my parents were thinking of sending me to the Smolny
Institute\fn{An exclusive boarding school for daughters of the nobility, until 1917, when it became the
headquarters of the Bolsheviks} in St. Petersburg, would seat me in an armchair beside her every time we met,
and begin to talk about the Institute, and my future destinies.
“Mind you, you must study as hard as you can,” she would impress upon me, “and don’t fail to be the first in
your class. If you are first, you will receive a gold decoration on a ribbon. Grand Dukes, and the Tsar himself
come to visit the Institute. They will notice you, and if you have received the decoration, they’ll make you one of
the ladies-in-waiting at court. You will live in the palace and dance at the court balls,” and so forth.
Until that time I had known nothing beyond the village, and I listened to the tales of the two sisters as
children listen to stories from Arabian Nights.
After these conversations, I began to have still grander dreams.
During those years, mother as a rule rarely read to us aloud. Yet she did, now and then. Once she was reading
to us from some history, a narrative of the life of the ancient Moscow tsars, about either Mikhail Fyodorovich or
Alexey Mikhailovich—I have forgotten which. Mother read that when the time came for the Tsar to marry, he
issued a proclamation commanding all the nobles throughout Russia to bring all their grown daughters to
Moscow. There, at Moscow, in the palace, the Tsar was to view all the assembled maidens, and choose from
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them, as wife, the one who seemed to him the most beautiful. And then it went on to tell how many plots and in trigues centred about that choice, and how, with evil intent, they plaited so tightly the braid of a beautiful maiden
who had pleased the young Tsar, that she sank in a swoon, and, as one “possessed,” lost her chance to become
tsaritsa.
“When the Tsar wants to get married, they’ll surely take me to Moscow, too,” I reasoned, making no
distinction between the times of the past and the present. “And perhaps of all the girls there, the Tsar will choose
me, me! I’ll be a tsaritsa! Then my nurse will be dressed in silver and gold, and I shall wear diamonds and
rubies.”
I do not know what would have happened had I gone to Smolny, which had the reputation of being a school
for the children of wealthy and fashionable families; but this did not happen. While in the Rodionovsky Institute
at Kazan, just at the time that they sent me there, a happy change in the general character of education had taken
place. And all at once, somehow, in the simple, almost monastic surroundings of this Institute, without any
suggestions from an outside source, my childish fantasies of the glitter of court and a golden crown faded away.
However, life eventually fulfilled my immature expectation in quite a peculiar manner, and I received, if not a
tsardom, at any rate, a kingdom.
In Schlusselburg, where among the convicts there were only two women, Volkenstein and myself, our
comrades brightening the wretchedness of our life with a touch of tenderness, called us “the queens.” To be sure,
I wore no royal purple and white ermine, but a gray prison coat, with a yellow diamond-shaped patch on the
back.
*
Save for those influences that I have just mentioned, I was a lively, capable little girl, a mischievous romp and a
squabbler, often abusing my brother and sister, who were about my age. When I was engaged in a desperate battle,
they would drag me off and say, “Stop fighting!” and I would shriek back, “I want to fight!” and in a rage I would
“mop up the floor,” to use nurse’s expression for describing the convulsive movements peculiar to unruly children at
such moments.
Of course, this never took place under my father’s eyes, but in nurse’s room.
I did not like to play with dolls, but in my play I unconsciously learned to read and write, I do not remember
precisely when. I only know that at Khristoforovka, kneeling on a chair in order to reach the table, I produced in
large, printed letters a missive, probably the first in my life, to my aunt whom we had left in Mamadyshy. I was
scarcely seven.
Up to the time that I entered the Institute, my mother, to whom I owed so much in the later period of my mental
development, devoted little time to her children. I think that this was due to the frequency with which children were
born to her, who later had to be nursed at the breast. In fact, I was ten years old when my youngest sister, Olga, was
born, and in that short, intervening decade, there were six births. Is it to be wondered at, then, that we knew only the
discipline imposed by our father, while she touched only the outside of our lives?
We realised her presence most strongly at the constant family gatherings in the morning, the evening, and the
general table. The rest of the time, save when we had committed some highhanded mischief, we were left to
ourselves.
Occasionally we saw in the background of our domestic life peculiar figures, now appearing, now disappearing, but
always strange to us. At first it was an old man, a German named Ufers, brought from Mamadyshy for some unknown
reason; and then an absurd companion or housekeeper, whose face was constantly swollen, and who bore the unpleasant
surname of Svinyina.\fn{Russian for “pork”}
And finally another old man, Avtonom Yakovelich, grandfather’s former serf, was summoned to teach us penmanship. He had lived at Khristoforovka with his relatives, and differed from them only in his dress. Svinyina. and Avtonom
Yakovievich, whom we disliked, had to endure a good deal from us, especially from that uncontrollable mischief, my
brother Nikolai, who always called the old man “Automaton Yalcovlevich” and drove him into a rage by incessantly
repeating the teacher’s customary ejaculation,
“Fugh! My God!”
Our parents were always distant to us, and did not seek a closer acquaintance. In our relations there was none
of that intimacy which lends so much charm to childhood. That fell only to the lot of little Olga, who was eight
years old when father died.
But we loved our mother. My sister and I were constant rivals for the place next to her. We loved, especially, when
father was away on business connected with his service in the district, to sleep with mother in the broad, double
wooden bed, which dated from the time of our grandfather. Springing onto the bed from the bearskin spread on the
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floor, you would creep down under the warm, knitted quilt, and feel so warm and cosy.
In the corner of mother’s room was a cabinet of yellow wood, filled with holy images. There were the
Christ, and Saint Nicholas, Sergey, the miracle worker, and other saints in silver and gilded chasubles, and
the Mother of God, adorned with pearls. A little lamp hung from the ceiling in front of the cabinet, and its
small flame, half illuminating the room, glowed tenderly and reassuringly.
You lay there, but mother had not yet come to bed; she was standing and praying before the cabinet.
There, she sank to her knees, and with her eyes turned toward the ikons, prayed earnestly, almost passionately, whispering some indistinguishable words in her prayer.
What could mother have been praying about so long and so earnestly, those many years ago? Her life flowed
along evenly, without great joys or disturbing sorrows. In the village backwoods, one met no outsiders, there
were no temptations or allurements; there could have been no infatuations. Life, espe cially the life of a woman
in the provinces, was confined within the narrow boundaries of petty interests, and it seemed as though there
were no escape from those boundaries.
Then, too, in those times, the human soul was not so complicated, so subtle in its aspirations and experiences, not so exacting, venturesome, eternally aspiring, as it later became. And, looking at her dear face whose
lips offered to heaven their secret whisper, you would fall asleep, bearing into your dreams the touching
picture of her as she prayed.
*
Aside from mother’s injunction to tell the truth, I remember a moral lesson which she gave us once at
twilight when, contrary to her custom, she called us all into one room, and in an impressive voice said,
“Listen: today they will bring us a little girl who will stay here to live with us. This little girl is very
unfortunate. You can all run about, but ever since she had a fever, she has lost the use of her legs. She cannot
walk like other children, but only creep. Be careful! Don’t think of laughing at her; you will see for
yourselves, how clever and good she is.”
This was our little cousin, who all her life remained a cripple.
Not long before this, something had happened to me which left for all time a deep mark upon my soul. I shall
call it, the story of the broken lock.
In the broad, low room, called since the time of our grandfather “the maids’ room,” because the servant girls
used to embroider there on frames, there stood a large, iron-bound chest, which was always locked. In it were
kept those things which were seldom used: the old table linen, clocked stockings, nurse’s handiwork, rolls of silk
and woollen cloth awaiting their turn to be used, silver, and so forth.
Once mother opened up the chest and began to look through it. Sister and I hovered near, lightly touching the
ribbons and laces, admiring the silver salt-cellars and goblets.
But the padlock hanging from the chest interested us most of all. It was of an American type, made of brass in
the form of a lion, a real lion with a mane and tail, and locked with a little scalloped plate. We passed the lion
back and forth, from hand to hand. It was so fine to open it and snap it shut. Finally, when mother began to lock
the chest, the key, it appeared, would not shut.
“Who broke the padlock?” asked mother.
“Not I—not I!” we both assured her with one voice.
“But some one surely has spoiled it,” mother insisted.
“Lyddy had it last,” said I.
Mother quickly seized Lydia and slapped her. She, of course, began to wail, but I was ashamed: it was not
pity, but shame, real shame. For perhaps I was guilty, perhaps I had spoiled the lion, while all the blame fell on
my sister, and all because I had said that she had the lion last.
Probably, sister soon forgot this dark deed, for we were tots of five and seven years—but I could not forget
that shame, the first shame of my life. It gave me a lifelong lesson. That lesson was, to take the blame on
yourself.
*
I could not have grasped the meaning of serfdom, and its abolition could not have deeply impressed me in the
conditions under which my childhood was passed. In our family relations, they were reflected mainly by the
despotic order of our early domestic life, and by the change in character and conduct of our father, in the period
which followed.
The six years in the Forest quite removed us from the life of landowner and peasant, while Khristoforovka
with its twenty homesteads, although settled by the serfs of our grandfather, gave no material whatsoever, for
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judging of the relations between peasant and landowner. I had never heard of the system of forced labour by the
peasants, never witnessed any acts of oppression, or heard any complaints. No relations of any kind between the
proprietor and his serfs were in my field of vision. The only serfs that I knew were our house servants.
Mother was always kind and indulgent towards them. She possessed a splendid, even disposition; patient and
humane, she was always loved by those who surrounded her.
As for father, he was hot-tempered, exacting and stern to the servants, but he was just as severe in his relations
with us. Occasionally he would shout at the cook, when there chanced to be a fly in the soup tureen, or he would
fly into a fit of anger when the white bread was poorly baked.
During such outbursts, mother was usually silent, and sat with downcast eyes. Never in our presence did she
interrupt father, or enter into disputes with him, and so we never beheld a quarrel between them. But if father was
blustering, while mother said nothing, we knew without words that her silence was a reproach, and we always
agreed with her.
In our relations with the serfs, I remember only one serious incident in the Forest.
Every one in the house, from mother and nurse down to the little serf girl, Parasha, went about in a tense
atmosphere of alarm. Father was not at home, and they uneasily awaited his arrival. They all talked in a
whisper, and my childish ear caught the words,
“They are going to thrash Prokofy in the stable.”
Why, they did not say, or else I do not remember. Perhaps it was the time when Prokofy disap peared from
home and was gone for three days. In vain the bell in the courtyard pealed its slow and melancholy notes,
calling him home. They said that he had lost himself in the Forest, and that a cow that had strayed away also
but had found the road by instinct, had guided him home. Whether or not this was true, or whether he had made
an unsuccessful attempt to escape in order to become a free man, and had later returned, I do not know; neither do
I remember how this unhappy incident ended. Perhaps the shameful chastisement did not take place after all, for it
is improbable that I should so clearly recall the painful atmosphere that ruled over our household while the
menace impended, and forget the punishment itself, had it taken place. Perhaps, by a private talk, mother had
managed to mollify father’s wrath.
The abolition of serfdom was signalised in our home by the fact that, to mother’s great indignation, Dunyasha
and Katya, both of her maids, who had lived with us for many years, refused to serve us any longer, and preferred
to return to their families in Khristoforovka, where they were soon married. Parasha, who was an orphan,
remained with us, while Nurse had been freed long ago when grandfather was still alive, and was bound to us by
love only.
The great change in the life of the common people, with all its moral and economic consequences, could not
have been understood by such a child as I was on that nineteenth of February, in the year 1861; while at the
Institute, during all the time I was there, not a word was spoken about serfdom and the emancipation of the serfs;
or about land allotments and the redemption of the land.
During vacation times, I often saw throngs of peasants in the corridor of our house, and in father’s study I
heard his thunderous voice, when, in his capacity as justice of the peace, he carried on various negotiations with
the peasants. But what kind of negotiations, I did not ask, nor was I interested in knowing. In the village there
were so many enticements—books, companionship with mother, excursions into the forest, bathing and fishing.
We were free for only six weeks in the year, and those weeks fled by so swiftly that you did not have time to
look about you before they were taking you back to the Institute.
And then, my father did not like to talk about matters connected with his public service, at the family
gatherings on summer evenings, or at dinner. Only once, when I was a grown girl, had father surprised me with
the memorable words, during the period of enthusiasm over the personality of Garibaldi, and the articles of the
publicist Demert,
“If the serfs had not been freed, and had revolted, I should have led their rebellion.”
I did not understand at all then, the obligations that phrase laid upon the man that spoke it, and he himself
scarcely realised it.
At all events, as a justice of the peace, father always acted with the peasants’ interests in mind, as I afterwards
learned from outsiders. In every way he sought to dissuade them from unprofitable agreements, such as the
alternative of the free “beggar’s” land grant.\fn{ This was an extreme minimum grant of land, for which the government
required no redemption} Notwithstanding this, Khristoforovka, where we lived, yielded and accepted the free
allotment, for which it afterwards repented bitterly.
Apropos of this, father used to speak with exasperation of those “mischief-makers,” who suggested to the
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people that the “freedom” described by the manifesto was not real freedom, and that another freedom would
come, when all the land of the proprietors would pass on to the peasantry, gratis. These rumours, so father said,
injured the essential interests of the peasantry, by disturbing their friendly relations with the proprietors; and
delayed the progress of land reform as it was set forth by the manifesto of the nineteenth of February.
2
I entered the Institute in the year 1863. Separation from my family, from the village (Nikiforovo, to which I
had not yet become accustomed), was not painful to me, and falling into the midst of a group of little girls, I
quickly adjusted myself to my new environment and to the new order of life with its fixed régime.
My first class supervisors were Marya Stepanovna Chernyayevskaya and Mile. Fournier, who were
absolutely unlike each other.
Marya Stepanovna was charming. Though her face was plain and of masculine cast, and she was defromed
by a large hump on her back, she was enchanting in her manner. Her low, rich voice spoke to your very soul,
while her smile and the affectionate glance of her gray eyes invited your confidence. She was a rosy-cheeked
young woman with chestnut hair, and rather stout; her little hands were plump and warm, and there was
something soft and warm, something maternal, in her very personality. Yet her character was not flabby or
colourless. Back of her mildness one sensed a firmness ready for action should necessity demand. Without this
she would not have possessed our respect, and we not only loved her but respected her as well. This was partly
due to the fact that she was well educated, and could always help us over perplexing problems. At the
Institute, we had scant respect for incompetent class supervisors.
Of quite a different type was the other woman, Fournier (or old Fourka, as we called her privately in our
childish spite). She was a dried-up old maid, with black eyes and a yellow face, and foreign features which
were death-like in their immobility. The smoothly plastered coils of her black hair and the rheu matic, knotted
fingers of her ugly hands, were repulsive to us. And her voice, which corresponded to her mummy-like appear ance, was dry and devoid of all music or modulation. It seemed as though not only her body, but also her soul
had dried up and turned into parchment.
We never received, nor could we expect anything save formalism from that old pedant. She did not help us in
our studies, but did us injury, and great injury at that, by filling all of our hours which were free from lessons,
with French dictation, in which we saw no rime or reason.
*
What did my six years at the Institute give me? A cultivated manner and a sense and need of comradeship
developed in me by living with many others who were in a position identi cal with my own—the ordinary life of
a student, cloistered in a boarding school. Moreover, the regular course of study, and the strict order of the day
had accustomed me to a certain kind of discipline. Though I had studied willingly before I attended the Institute,
I acquired there in addition the habit of intellectual work.
But as for scientific knowledge, or still more, intellectual training, these years at school not only gave me
almost nothing, but even retarded my spiritual development, not to mention the harm caused by the unnatural
isolation from life and people.
The staff of teachers at the Institute was, generally speaking unsatisfactory. The best of them was Porfiryev, a
professor in the Theological Academy, who lectured on Russian and foreign literature. Porfiryev’s course in literature
was very good, but it extended only up to the forties. In Russian literature we never heard of Belinsky, not to mention the
later critics; and we learned nothing of contemporary fiction and poetry. We were acquainted with Turgenev only
through the tale Mu-Mu, which had once been given to us for analysis.
In history, Znamensky of the same Theological Academy, kept us for a whole year on the dry mythology of the
Greeks and Romans, and on the history of Persia and Babylon. For medieval and modern history we used Iovaisky’s
textbook.
In the upper classes, Knize, the instructor in geography, was good; the other teachers are not even worth
mentioning.
It is enough to say that Levandovsky, who lectured on zoology and botany, never showed us a skeleton, nor
even a stuffed animal, and not a single plant. Never once did we look into a microscope, and we had not the
remotest idea what a cell was, or tissue.
Chernyayevskaya and Sapozhnikov who taught physics and mineralogy, might have imparted something to us,
to be sure; but their classes met only once a week through the year, and the courses were ridiculously meagre.
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On the other hand, for four years they tormented us over penmanship. For seven years we had to study
drawing, notwithstanding the fact that during all that time not one of us displayed the smallest sign of talent. We
did not respect the teacher of drawing; he did not know how to inspire in us the desire to work. No one ever did
anything during one of his lessons, but every one received twelve (i.e., perfect grades). Singing and music were
not obligatory; a special payment was required for them, and our studies in that direction depended on the
desires of our parents.
In the evening, after classes were over; we prepared our lessons for the next day, and much time was spent by
some in composing, and by others in copying, notes on various subjects. Save for Ilovaisky’s History, there were
no textbooks at all. We learned from the words of our teacher, but how? Two or three of the best students were
obliged to take notes hurriedly, with all sorts of abbreviations, on what the teacher recounted to us. Then,
comparing our notes and filling out omissions, we would puzzle over the meaning of this or that initial of an
uncompleted word, and by a mighty strain of memory and imagination, would compose the general text, which
the other little girls had to copy into their own notebooks.
In addition to this, the priest gave us massive notebooks containing lectures on “Liturgy” and on “Christian
Duties,” which we also had to copy.
History, Russian and foreign literature, botany, zoology, physics, mineralogy, pedagogy—all these were
studied from notes written, and for the most part composed, by the pupils themselves. One can imagine how we
were overburdened by this utterly useless writing and copying. We were free only during recess periods, one of
which lasted for an hour, the other for two hours.
To tell the truth, there was no time for us even to be mischievous.
In summer, we occasionally went walking in the Institute garden with its avenue of old linden trees, and a ravine
Into which we were afraid to peep, while in winter time they took us out of doors only two or three times. We had no
warm clothes for winter, and wore rather light, wadded capes. We had no physical exercise at all—unless you count
one hour of dancing a week—and we grew up into fragile, anemic creatures.
But if little attention was paid to the physical development of the little girls in the Institute, what then shall I say of
the moral education there, of the preparation for life? There was no such education. We never heard of any duties to
ourselves, to our families, to society and our native land—no one ever spoke to us about them.
Reading was not encouraged at the Institute, and during all those years no one ever breathed a word of its
necessity. Out of all my classmates only three or four little girls besides myself ever took up any book except a
notebook. In the evening, when my appointed work was done, I would surrepitiously raise the lid of my desk; behind
it a book was hidden from the eyes of the class supervisor. Not satisfied with this, I used to read at night, and in this I
was alone.
Candles were not allowed. In the spacious dormitory burned a meagre light—a fallow candle set in a tall copper
vessel of water. But in the corner of the room where the three oldest classes slept, stood a small table with an ikon of
Christ, and before it a little lamp burned in witness of our zeal. We bought the oil for it with our pennies, and when
there was not enough, I filled it up with castor oil.
At nighttime, the horribly cross Marya Grigoryevna was on duty. She was a small, thin old woman, in a black cap
and dress, with fiery black eyes, and traces of great beauty in her regular features. Whether she was doing penance for
the sins of her youth, or whether she was naturally pious, I do not know, but she used to pray for whole hours in the
room where her bed stood. Making use of the religious devotion of this little fury, I would betake myself to our
corner table, and, kneeling, become absorbed in reading.
From time to time, Marya Grigoryevna would interrupt her prayers and make the rounds of all the dormitories.
Detecting the sound of her catlike steps, I would kneel and repeatedly beat my forehead on the floor, as long as I
felt her standing at my back. And she would stand there and stand there—and go away at last, seeing that there
was no end to my devotions. Then I would again take up my book, which was hidden under the table.
For the most part I would read English novels which my best friends, Rudanovskaya and Krotkova procured
from their relatives who lived in Kazan.
Yet there was a library in the Institute, although our eyes never beheld its books. They were kept in a case, the
key to which was in the possession of the inspector, Kovalsky, a dean of the University, who rarely called at the
Institute. Once, supervisor Chernousova gave me a book by Belinsky, taken from that book-preserve.
But I was quite unused to serious reading; moreover, this book contained articles about the theatre, about the
acting of Mochalov as Hamlet, while I had never been inside a theatre up to the time of my very graduation. It is
not surprising that the articles did not interest me; I had read only novels and tales, and during all the six years of
my life at the Institute, not one serious book fell into my hands save this one volume of Belinsky.
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*
All of my intellectual development during these years was due to the reading to which under my mother’s
direction I devoted myself during my vacations. But at home, though I read all day, I devoured only novels,
stories, and tales such as I read at the Institute; though to be sure they were the best of those in the contemporary
magazines.\fn{Once mother said to me about a certain story, “Don’t read it—it’s not worth it.” This intrigued me. I
surreptitiously took the book from the case and read it. It was a worthless, vulgar story. I was ashamed of myself for not having
relied upon mother's opinion }

Mother did not offer me articles on serious subjects, and so, as before, my reading was one-sided, excluding
everything save the emotional. During the last two years at the Institute I did not have even this reading. They did
not give the older girls vacations; they were afraid of corrupting influences.
I was twelve years old when mother gave me a short novel, long since forgotten, by a writer of minor
importance even in his own day—Feoktist Tolstoy’s Diseases of the Will. I read it through and was perplexed. Why
had the author given the story such a strange name? Why should he call by the name of disease, the hero’s longing
for truth, his aversion to lies, which became the source of his sufferings and misfortunes, the rupture of relations
with his best friend, his parents, and at last with his sweetheart? He acted just as he should have done, thought I.
Where, then, was the “disease of the will”?
I went to mother with my perplexity, and she explained to me that of course one should always speak the truth,
and require it from others; but in unimportant instances one must not treat digressions from fact with such severity
as did the young man in the story. You must not break off relations if people indulge in one trifling, innocent lie;
otherwise you risk the possibility of being left solitary, and becoming wretched as did the unfortunate hero of
Tolstoy. His inordinate truthfulness, according to mother’s words, assumed the dimensions of a disease.
This explanation lowered mother in my estimation. I went away dissatisfied and grieved.
A year later, Uncle Kupriyanov let me take to the Institute two thick volumes of a magazine in which were
published the romances of Spielhagen, and among others, One Man in the Field Is No Warrior.
This novel made an indelible impression upon me. I understood well both the nature of the characters and the
social aspect of the story, the noble aspirations of Sylvia and Leo, and the vulgarity of the bourgeois surroundings
from which Leo erroneously sought support and sympathy. No other novel so broadened my horizon as did this one; it
portrayed two camps, sharply and definitely opposed to each other. In the one, there were lofty ideals, conflict, and
suffering; in the other, sated complacency, emptiness and the golden tinsel of life.
My apprisal, made at the age of thirteen, was so just that when I again read the book many years later, I did not
need to change it.
Human character is usually built up under the influence of scarcely perceptible contributions made by people,
books, and surrounding life. But it happens sometimes that one or another of these elements makes a deep groove in
your soul and marks out the foundation of a newly forming character. Nekrasov’s Sasha, which Porfiryev gave us for
analysis, laid such a foundation for my development.
The substance of this poem is familiar. The clever, accomplished and sophisticated Agarin drops from the whirl of life
in the capital into a lonely country village. There, in the simple, patriarchal family living on the neighbouring estate, he
meets a young girl, as yet intellectually undeveloped. He begins to create a new consciousness in her, speaks eloquently
and at length of social problems, of work for the welfare of the people.
Under the influence of this sermon, idealistic longings and questions arise in Sasha’s soul. But a year or two later, on
meeting him again, she has cause to become disillusioned with him. In the eyes of Sasha, who has now blossomed forth
intellectually and morally, Agarin is revealed as an empty babbler, who
wanders round the world, seeking some gigantic adventure,

and strews his eloquent words here and there, confining himself to words only, and contributing absolutely nothing to life
itself. Sasha sees that her hero’s words do not correspond with his actions, and, disillusioned, she leaves the man who has
awakened her mind and seemed to her an ideal.
I pondered over this poem as it had never yet been my lot to ponder in all my fifteen years. It taught me how to live,
revealed a goal to which one should aspire. This was what the poem taught me: to make my words coincide with my
actions; to demand this consistency from myself and from others. And this became the watchword of my Lfe.
3

200

In the year 1869 I finished my course at the Institute. I came forth a vivacious, merry, frolicsome girl,
frail in appearance, yet healthy both mentally and physically, not starved by the seclusion in which I had
spent six years, but with a knowledge of life and people acquired only from the novels and tales which I
had read. The facts of reality did not enter the walls of the boarding school; while at home, at Nikiforovo,
where my sister and I spent our vacations, we never met any one outside of our own relatives. My parents
lived continuously in the country, and, at the end of my term at the Institute, I found myself in the same
surroundings in which as a little girl I had spent my vacations. This quiet, simple, and serene country
environment disposed one to serious thoughts.
While still in the Institute, I received one impulse in this direction. It is to my class supervisor, the
clever and energetic Chernousova that I am indebted for these words which were forever impressed on my
mind, and had an immense moral significance in my life.
It happened that once, while addressing herself not to me but to another pupil, whom she was
reproving for laziness, she said with emphasis,
“Do you think that when you leave the Institute, that’s the end of your study ing? No! you can never
stop studying. All your life long, up to the very grave, you must keep on.”
This truth, apparently so commonplace, I heard then for the first time. It made me reflect, and cast a
ray of light into my mind. I could not and did not forget those words, heard by chance.
But first of all, it is to my mother, who had received no school education in her childhood, but who through
independent effort had reached heights of spiritual development, and was cultured in the best sense of the
word, that I am indebted for the fact that, immediately upon leaving the Institute, I began to work mentally.
Mother gave me the best periodical of that time, Notes of the Fatherland; in her library also I found The
Contemporary, and in Uncle’s, The Russian Word, The Word, and The Cause.
The society which surrounded me was the same as of former years. Of landowners and their families we knew
practically none; there were no young people at all of my own age and education, and the only people whom we saw
frequently were two families of relatives: our uncle, P. H. Kupriyanov and his wife, and the Golovnya couple. These
were all.
But these people, only four in all, were, to do them justice, a whole head higher than the society of the district
residents. They were “thinking realists” (a term which was not then in my vocabulary), and liberal democrats, to use a
later term. They were not socialists, and I never heard a word of this teaching from their lips. Never did they mention the
names of the most famous founders of the socialist doctrine, Fourier, Saint-Simon and others.
I did not even know the name of Lassalle, whose brilliant activity found such a response in Germany in the sixties.
When I went abroad, and for the first time attended a workingmen’s discussion on this leader, I confused the name of
Lassalle with that of Laplace, and, ashamed of my ignorance, could not make up my mind to ask for an explanation. My
relatives were not republicans, although they praised the political organisation of Switzerland and the United States, and
recommended to me two books by Dixon, Switzerland and the Swiss, and America and the Americans, which I read
with great enthusiasm. But they never discussed how to attain such an order in Russia, and I was so immature that this
question did not occur to me.
Being followers of Pisarev,\fn{Dmitry Ivanovich Pisarev (1840-1868)} they attached great importance to natural science,
and at their suggestion, I read the works of Darwin, Lyell, Lewes, Vogt, and the popular articles of Pisarev, although,
owing to my lack of preparatory work, there was much that I could not understand.
Uncle and Golovnya, who were democrats and free from religious, social and class prejudices, stood for universal
popular education, for universal self-supporting labour, equal rights for women, and a simple mode of life. Uncle,
the best educated and most mature of them all, often laughed at the golden trinkets and fashionable clothes which I
wore.
“Let’s count up, Vera dear, how many pounds of rye there are hanging on your ears in the form of those
earrings,” he would say. The answer came out somewhere in the neighbourhood of eighteen hundred pounds.
Or, “How many bushels of oats would that fine woollen cloth make?” and so forth.
Assuming that at the Institute they had inspired in me a longing for society polish and wealth, my relatives often
said that I should surely marry some wealthy old man. I think, they did not have a very high opinion of me at first.
Thus it happened that I heard an unflattering conversation about me, which caused me great grief and bitterness.
One night I happened to rouse from my sleep. It was summer; everyone was asleep, but two of our kinswomen
were still sitting out on the balcony and talking—mother’s younger sister, Varenka, and a cousin who had come to
visit us from Kazan. They were talking about my sister Lydia and myself.
“Lydia will grow into a fine woman; she’ll amount to something,” said Varenka. “But Vera’s a beautiful doll.
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She is like that pretty, crimson lantern that hangs in the corner of her room. On the near side it is good to look at,
but the side that is turned to the wall is empty.”
Burying my head in my pillow, I cried bitterly. At that time, there was no Leonid Andreyev with his “It is
shameful to be good,” and with streaming tears I asked myself how to become good. Uncle was an admirer of
Chernyshevsky, Dobrolyubov, and Pisarev, but he gave me very little of Pisarev’s work to read, and I simply could
not understand Chernyshevsky.
In the family circle we often talked of various public affairs and questions, and emphasised the idea of a life
spent not only for oneself and family, but for society as well.
At the time I left the Institute, my mind was entirely free from any social or political ideas whatsoever. It was
virgin soil, but on it might well grow up respect for science, for knowledge, and an aspiration for the commonweal and
social activity. And these grew up from the seeds sown intentionally, and in part unintentionally, by the relatives who
surrounded me.
*
Several months in all had passed since my graduation from the Institute, and I was already beginning to
feel dissatisfied with our quiet village life and its aimlessness. What was I to do? What would become of me
now?
I pondered. Should I go on the stage, or join the ranks of the schoolteachers? The first career was
somewhat vague in my mind. I was entirely unadapted to the second, of which fact I became convinced
while teaching my sister Evgenia, whom I prepared for the Institute.
The aspiration among women for a university education was at that time quite new, but Suslova had
already received the diploma of a doctor of medicine and surgery at Zurich. News of this in the journal The
Cause, indicated to me in what direction to turn. Not the thought of my duty to the people, not the
conscience of the “repentant nobleman” impelled me to study in preparation for a position as village
physician. All such ideas were a later growth, under the influence of literature.
My main moving influence was a mood.
An excess of vital forces of which I was unconscious, but which permeated my entire being, excited me;
and a joyous sensation of freedom after the four walls of the private school came to the surface. It was this
superabundance of joy in my attitude towards life as I first entered it, that formed the real source of my
altruistic aspirations. My exalted frame of mind demanded activity, and a life that offered no outward
manifestation of my personality was unthinkable. In comparing myself with my friends, I, with or without
reason, considered myself most happily situated, both in regard to my physical and spiritual existence. This,
and the fact that it seemed to me that I was more beloved than any one else around me, touched me and
awakened a tender, but indefinite feeling of gratitude.
Gratitude to whom?
To my friends who loved me and were not envious of me. To the teachers who had successfully supported
me in my claim to first place. To my father and mother, who, after my severe and Spartan childhood,
surrounded me with watchful solicitude, and granted me everything that could charm a girl, fresh from
school. To the sun, which bathed the field in its golden light. To the stars which shone over the garden at
night …
It was gratitude for everything in general; not gratitude to some one for some particular thing, but to
every one, and for everything. I wanted to give thanks to someone for the blessings of the world, the
blessings of life. I wanted to do something good, so good that it would benefit both myself and someone else.
One of Eliza Orzeszko’s stories tells how the Madonna stood on the top of the temple and stretched out
her hands to the world. And from those hands, extended to the unseen tears of the desolate, flowed golden
threads which brought light and warmth to all who were in need of love and sympathy.
Surely this might be a picture of the happy mood that every healthy young soul experiences as it enters
life under joyous auspices. Has not everyone passed through such a period, when stand ing on the top of the
temple, one yearns, simply, without philosophising or remorse, to sow about the gold of goodness? When one
wishes that all surrounding things be in harmony with him, be healthy, joyous, beautiful and strong?
Around me there was the village. There was dirt and pov erty, sickness and ignorance. But the golden
thread stretched from Suslova to me, and then it went on, to the village, to its inhabitants, that it might later
extend still farther, to the people at large, to our native land and all humanity.
In addition to this mood I was also influenced by the good words of others. From Uncle I heard for the
first time the theory of utilitarianism. He gave me an article on the subject.
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“The greatest good of the greatest number of men,” said Uncle, “should be the aim of every person,” and I
was impressed by this thought.
My mind was not encumbered with notions and doubts; it did not contradict what Uncle said. On the con trary, the doctrine of utilitarianism at once appeared to me a manifest truth; Uncle had only formulated in
words something of which I was already convinced. It was inconceivable for me not to act upon that which I
had acknowledged as true.
The true, the desirable, and the morally needful, were for me triune and inseparable; and every truth, once
recognised as such, became thereby compulsory for my will. This was the logic of my character.
All these moods and influences were bound to push asunder and break the confines of that tranquil village
life in the bosom of my family. I could not bear the thought of a life without activity, without a distant, lofty
goal. The copy of the magazine with the news of Suslova determined my future.
I began to work for admission to a university, either a foreign uni versity, or the one at Kazan. It made no
difference; all I wanted was to study, to become a physician, to bring my knowl edge into the village as a
protection against sickness, poverty and ignorance. In vain I begged father to let me go abroad—he would
not consent. Our parents were afraid at that time to send their daughters out into the open sea of life. The
idea was still too new, too untried, and father and mother dreamed of all possible dangers for those who
should leave the family nest.
I had one consolation. Once, in my coaxing, I asked father,
“Perhaps, though, you think that I will not accomplish my aim, that I have not the strength to do it?” And he
replied,
“No, I know that if you undertake a thing, you will finish it.”
I do not know what evoked such confidence, but I remember that it greatly strengthened my self-reliance.
These seriously spoken words had an immense influence in forming my character; they fortified my will. But of
greater significance still was a later episode which also occurred during that first year after my
graduation.
I had a serious and vital question to decide. Father was ill. It was evening. He was sitting in an
armchair. I was kneeling close to him. I spoke to him, and asked for his advice. Father turned his face
away and said with annoyance:
“I do not know.”
I rose.
“Why did I speak? Why did I tell him?” I thought, with a feeling of burning shame that I had revealed my
soul. And definitely, sharply, the thought was burned in my consciousness:
One must make his great decisions for himself.
At that moment my soul crystallised.
*
I was longing to go to a university, but my parents took me to Kazan, apparently to tempt me with the
pleasures of society, and to test my firmness. They were progressive people, but held to the usages of their group
in society, that if there was a young girl in the family, she must be “brought out,” have a glimpse of people and
display herself.
Father had a good acquaintance in the district, an old gentleman, Victor Feodorovich Filipov, a landowner and,
like father, a justice of the peace. He lived the year round in the country, in complete solitude, since his wife had
remained in Kazan for the education of their children. Having learned that we were preparing to go to Kazan,
Filipov invited father to stop at their house. Consequently, when we set forth in December, we availed ourselves of
his family’s hospitality.
Thus it was that I became acquainted in Kazan with the oldest son of Victor Feodorovich—Aleksey Victorovich,
a bachelor of laws, at that time working as an investigating magistrate, and met him every day. On our visits to the
theatre, which until then I had never once attended, and at balls at the Noblemen’s Assembly and in the
Commercial Club, Alcksey Victorovich became my constant companion and escort.
I cannot say that it was with pleasure that I made my debut at a large ball. Standing before a pier-glass, in a
light cloud of white gauze, with white slippers and my hair in ringlets, I displayed considerable restiveness and
caprice. When I found myself in the spacious ballroom, glittering with lights, where, to the strains of an orchestra,
dozens of handsome, graceful couples were circling about, all of them strange and unknown to me, I felt so utterly
lonely that I was ready to burst into tears.
But Aleksey Victorovich and several other young men whom he presented to me, straightway surrounded me,
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and I began to circle around in the throng of the dancers, quickly forgetting my fear and distress. On ensuing
occasions, I was much bolder, and little by little began to acquire a taste for society amusements. However, we
did not remain long in Kazan, and when we returned to our village quietude, the dizzy ing excitement passed
away as quickly as it had come.
Shortly after this, Aleksey Victorovich was transferred from Kazan to Tetyushy, so that he might have the
opportunity of visiting us. He shared my views and sympathised with my plans. We read books together, and
were of one mind with respect to my entering a university. The first year of our acquaintance was not yet
finished when, on the eighteenth of October, 1870, we were married in the village church of Nikiforovo.
A few weeks later my father died, and before long mother and my two younger sisters went to Kazan,
where my brothers, Pyotr and Nikolai, were studying at a boys’ preparatory school, while sister Lydia was
finishing her work at the Institute. Aleksey Victorovich and I made our home at Nikiforovo, inasmuch as the
capital of the district did not attract us in the least.
My life was unchanged after my marriage. My entrance into a university was a definite matter now. It was
merely a question of sufficient funds to allow me to make the trip to Zurich. They were not forthcoming for a
year and a half.
Thanks to Chernousova, I knew the German language tolerably well. Immediately after my graduation,
mother procured the works of Schiller and Goethe for me from Kazan, and now, in making my preparations
for the university, I improved my knowledge of the language. In addition, under Aleksey Vic torovich, I
studied geometry, in which I was weak, and also algebra, which they had not offered in the Institute
curriculum. I had also persuaded Aleksey Victorovich to give up his office and go to Switzerland with me. I
was already convinced that crime proceeds from poverty and ignorance, and regarded the work of an
investigating magistrate as horrible. Several times, sitting in an adjacent room, I had heard a crossexamination, with evasions on the one side, and snares on the other, and this procedure moved me to the depths
of my soul.
I proposed to Aleksey Victorovich that he also become a physician; or that he choose some zemstvo activity,
and I was ready to undergo all privations if only that hated office of his might be abandoned. At last I prevailed
on Aleksey Vietorovich to give up his office, and go abroad with me to study medicine.
At this time I was on the best of terms with my relatives and friends. They all sympathised with my plans and
met them with warm wishes for success. On the other hand, I was mature enough to take a critical attitude
towards those people who earlier, in one way or another, had aided my development.
The zemstvo elections drew near. One of the candidates for president of the district board was Prince
Volkonsky, a rather clever but exceedingly lazy man, who said cynically that he served only for the salary, and
that it was all the same to him whether he was a swineherd or a justice of the peace. My uncle was angry,
knowing the unfitness of Volkonsky for the position, and I expected that he would offer himself as candi date.
But he did not do this, and I was sorrowfully obliged to explain it by the fact that the president of the board
was obliged to live in the district capital; such a move would disturb Uncle’s life and interrupt his farming
operations.
And at the same time I learned that the husband of my late Aunt Varenka, a former student who had been
expelled from the university for a demonstration in the form of a requiem for the peasants who had been shot
in Bezdna,\fn{ A mutiny had occurred at this place after the publishing of the manifesto of 1861 } was himself oppressing
the peasants, imposing exorbitant penalties for damage done to grain on his estate. I, on the other hand,
demanded that a person’s acts harmonise with his words.
In the meantime, our journey abroad did not materialize quickly, and in the period of waiting while we
were gathering together the indispensable funds for our four years’ sojourn at the university, I decided to go
to Kazan and attempt to enter the university there, together with my sister Lydia, who had already completed her
work at the Institute.
At Kazan, we began our studies under Markovnikov, the professor of chemistry, and Leshaft, the professor of
anatomy. The former was a good-natured, but rather formal sort of person, who did not take any personal interest in
us whatever, and left us entirely to our own devices. But Leshaft, on the contrary, inspired in us an earnest desire to
learn; created in all his students an enthusiasm for science equal to his own, and a profound reverence for it. He
aroused our warm and hearty admiration and affection, both as a teacher and as an individual. All of his students
loved and admired him, and strove to be worthy of him.
His course was in full swing, and we felt that a world of undreamed of wonders was opening up to us, when one
morning on arriving at the laboratory, we found that the worktables were empty, and learned to our amazement and
204

consternation that Leshaft had been dismissed from the faculty. The story went that some professors, resenting
Leshaft’s uncompromising, straightforward character, had complained to the authorities at St. Petersburg of certain
harmful influences which he was supposed to be exercising on the youth of the university.
We were all indignant and wretched. We went to see Leshaft before he left, and found him calm and charming as
always. We bade him a sad good-bye, and left.
After his departure, there was nothing to keep us longer in Kazan. I returned once more to the village in the
district of Tetyushy, and in the spring of 1872 the three of us (for my sister Lydia had joined us), left Nikiforovo
and departed for Zurich. …
37.242 Excerpt from Round The Villages: A Doctor’s Memoirs Of An Epidemic: “After The Great
Hunger”\fn{by Valentina Dmitrieva (1859-1948)} Voronino, Saratov Oblast, Russia (F) 6
… The next day my driver Amelka and I left Kosikha, and made our way towards Solntsevka and Katerinovka,
according to the “timetable” which the villege elder in Krivinsk had given me. The road went through bare open
fields, diving now and then into pot-holed reavines; the way ot Yarugino had been surrounded by mushrooming
hamlets and villages, but this was quite empty of dwellings.
We crossed fields, ravines, then more fields; the road was so narrow, so thick with snow, and so heavily rutted
that even riders going in single file might have had trouble getting down it, and our sledge tilted crazily as it went,
listing first to one side, then to the other. I found myself thinking of the empty steppes where I grew up, which I
had so often had to struggle across, at first when I was on my way to school at the gimnaziya, and then later when
I was working as a teacher myself in a local village school. I recalled the peace, the space, the larks singing, the
dreams and reveries of my youth—my surges of enthusiasm, my thirst for action, my longing to sacrifice myself
for some good cause, with Nekrasov’s verses running through my head all the while:
Rye all around.
The steppe’s alive,
Though it lacks castles, hills, and seas.
I give you thanks, land of my birth,
For the magic of your endless plains!

Today was a holiday, and the weather could scarcely have been better: the sun shone brightly, the snow
sparkled so vividly that it hurt to look at it, the shafts of the sleigh squeaked merrily. But Amelka was in a bad
mood; he kept grumbling to himself:
“What d’ye call this, a holiday, and I’ve got to workl This is slave labor and no mistake—having to work till I
sweat, whilst everyone else has fun!”
“What’s the matter, Emelyan?”
“What d’ye think?” Amelkao replied crossly. “Folks are off enjoying the holiday, but we’ve got to drag across
country! I call this a dog’s life, I do. And you should see what’s up in Kozikha, too. The women have all been
baking pies. The girls have got dressed up, they’ll be out on the street singing songs …”
“Do you like going out and singing with them?”
“You bet I do! What d’ye take me for, a married man or something?” He turned round to look at me, and his
ugly, lumpy face lit up with a self- satisfied smile.
“I was a fool to go looking for work. I should have stayed at home, then I could have slept on the stove all day,
and had a fine time stuffing myself and having fun with the girls every holiday! But then, I wouldn’t have gone if
I hadn’t needed to, would I? There was nothing to live on at home, see? We mortgaged the land ages ago—if you
call it land. Just over a third of an acre a person. We’ve no horse, not even a cow, so my mother goes out cooking,
and my f:ather’s got work as a shepherd. Fat lot of chance to stuff ourselves on pies there! Here, get along there
will you?” he shouted at the horses angrily. “Go-o on!”
He paused, then turned to look at me again.
“Well, that was a rumpus back there in the station, and no mistake! What a fuss and pother, eh! And now they
make us hare about all over the place. How much longer is it going to take you, d’ye think?”
“As long as it does take: until people start getting better.”
“Well, how long will that be?”
“I really can’t say. Patience, Amelka! We’ll have a holiday ourselves when this is over!”
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“Yes, if we last that long!” said Amelka; then he fell into gloomy silence. What could be going through his
rustic brain? Was he thinking of the pies, the warm stove, the girls singing? Or was he dreaming of his own house,
his own farm, of freedom?
A speck of black appeared in the distance, to one side of the road, and then I saw a blinding flash of metal
through the snow. We had reached the railway.
“That’ll be the station,” Amelka said. “I’ll have to ask where we go from here. I’ve never been up this way
before.”
We crossed the railway, passing the station standing empty amidst the wastes, with its water-pump to one side
all forlorn; then we drove into a settlement of some kind. Some men were standing at a street corner; Amelka
stopped to ask them the way.
“Keep going straight on!” one of the men said, gesturing vaguely with his hand.
I stared out at the expanse of snow in front of us, and glimpsed another black speck further up the road—from
here it looked like a heap of manure. There was one heap to the left, another to the right. I tried to imagine the
map of the district in my head; I seemed to remember seeing, amongst the vast expanses of open country, two
black circles, for villages, marked somewhere in that direction. So this must be the road we wanted.
“Are we supposed to go that way?” Amelka asked in astonishment, raising himself on the box and peering into
the darkness. “Can’t see the least sign of a proper road; how am I supposed to know where to drive?”
We ploughed on almost at random, the sleigh practically tipping over as the horses stumbled into drifts. The
black specks grew ever larger and nearer, and at last we found ourselves caught up in someone’s hurdle fence.
Two small boys with toboggans leaped up from behind it, and stood staring at us in shock.
“This Solntsevka, then?” Amelka asked.
“Aye, ’tis.”
“How do we find the village elder?”
The children exchanged glances.
“What will ye be wanting him for?”
“None of your cheek, just show us, will you?” Amelka snarled at them.
All of a sudden the two boys shot like lightning over the fence, and up on to the back of the sledge; here they
perched as we drove, and shouted directions.
“Right here, right here, now go ’cross the threshing-floor … Down here … Here! See that cottage over there at
the end? This one here, stop! Here, Fedot, come out here will you, there’s a lady to see you!”
In response to their cries, out came a tall, stooping man in a torn jacket, whose thin yellow face bore the scars
of gummatous syphilis. He looked at us with alarm.
“Where are the sick people here?” I asked.
The old man stood without saying anything, opening and closing his lashless red eyelids.
“I was told that there are sick children in this village. Will you tell me where to go, please?”
The old man still said nothing, and Amelka lost patience.
“Come on, elder! Have you all gone deaf, or lost your tongues here? No need to stand there like you was
stuffed—you heard the lady ask where you’re keeping the sick children.”
“There are lots here!” one of the boys rushed in. “Three or more in that cottage there, and some in the house
next door—”
“And all the Styopkin children too!” squeaked the other boy.
I got down from the sledge. At that the miserable, cowering elder at last took hold of himself, seeming to grasp
what we wanted, and agreed to lead us around the village.
What the boys had said was quite true; every single house seemed to have three or four children down sick. I
learnt that they had started to get ill back before Christmas, and that the disease had run through the village like
wildfire. Five children had died; the rest were “on the mend.” Only a few children had suffered relapses; when I
had examined these, I realized that the epidemic which this village had suffered was one of scarlatina, not
diphtheria at all. Most of the children were showing all the classic after-effects of the disease: bloated, puffy
limbs, swollen stomachs, anaemia, adenoids, putrescent, suppurating ulcers. However, the disease seemed to have
run its course without medical intervention.
The poverty of this village could only be described as appalling. The damp stone cottages in Yarugino were
palaces beside these mud huts, these “black houses,” with their churned-up earth floors and their tiny windows
low in the walls. They had no chimneys, and the smoke from the fire had covered the walls in a thick layer of
furry black soot. There were no calves, no sheep or lambs in the huts—no one in Solntsevka kept any animals—
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and when I asked why they had not sent for a doctor, they said, “We haven’t a horse in the village. They came and
took them away long since.” One could only wonder that the mortality should have been so low; either the
epidemic must have been a mild one, or the villagers’ tenacity of life was truly extraordinary.
The elder had begun to recover from his alarm, and in between his flutterings and mewings one was able to
make out the odd all but coherent sentence. He told me that a number children in Katerinovka were, indeed,
already ill; he thought they had buried some there in the last few days. Other villagers confirmed this—a crowd of
men, women, and children had rushed from all over the village to see me, and were following everywhere I went.
I could see that my arrival was something of an event in this out-of-the-way place. In particular, my medicinechest aroused a mixture of fierce curiosity and wondering reverence. They all pressed round to stare at what was
inside, and I could hear the women muttering secretively:
“Go-on.”
“No, ye first.”
“Ask her—she might give ye some.”
“Ooh, no, I couldn’t.”
At last one woman with a bloated, puffy face pushed her way through the crowd. Coughing nervously, she
touched my sleeve.
“Would ye ever give me some of that medicine of yours?” she whispered.
“What seems to be your trouble?”
“Well, ye see, I’m not so well. It’s this water I’ve got everywhere: my belly’s swole, and my hands, and just
see how bad my legs are.”
She lifted her skirt to show grotesquely swollen legs, like tree-trunks.
“Have you had this trouble long?”
“Aye, must be a year now.”
“Why on earth didn’t you go to the hospital? You could have seen a doctor there, surely?”
“How could I have done that, my lovey? We haven’t a horse in the whole place, and I couldn’t walk there like
this, now could I? So would ye ever give me some medicine?”
I explained that I didn’t have the right medicine for her at the moment, but that I would come back another
time and bring it. I wrote down her surname.
Encouraged by this success, the crowd pressed round me still tighter.
“Write me down too!” croaked a bent, skeletally thin old man, seizing my hand and looking at me imploringly.
“It’s my back. It’s everything. Hear me wheeze. I can hardly breathe. I can’t work any more.”
“Put me down too! See, will ye look at this rash I’ve got!”
“And me! Look, my gums are rotting, and now my teeth are falling out!”
“Have a look at my baby—his little belly-button’s all swole up!”
“But I haven’t got any medicine!” I protested.
“Never mind, have a look all the same!”
And they all fixed their eyes on me, gazing at me imploringly, wailing about their pains and illnesses, till I was
stifled by the stench of their breath, made foul by scurvy and syphilis. There seemed not to be one healthy person
in the whole village; I could see the whole panoply of destruction wrought by chronic hunger: the ulcers, rashes,
bleeding gums, paralysed muscles, and putrefying bones. My head was spinning, there was black before my eyes.
With difficulty I struggled back to the street, and began to recover myself only when I was safely back in the
sleigh again. The crowd straggled after me, staring at me with a mixture of hope and desperation. And I realized
my total impotence: all the medicine I could prescribe, the visits I could make, seemed pointless and ridiculous,
reduced to childish games in the face of the rural poverty which was closing in on me from all sides…
*
“God in Heaven, that village!” said Amelka, as we drove out of Solntsevka. “That village! I can’t find words
for it. I never saw nothing like that in all my born days.”
He seemed to be as shocked as I was; he spent the whole drive to Katerinovka shaking his head and muttering
to himself.
Katerinovka was only a mile or so from Solntsevka. In the distance it looked as wretched a dung-heap as its
miserable neighbor; but close to things seemed much more hopeful. Rather than being thrown down anywhere,
the cottages here were set out in two lines, facing on to a tolerably broad and straight street; battered-roofed mud
huts rubbed shoulders with big stone cottages, and these latter were furIlished with chimneys, porches, and
sometimes even with garden fences. Here and there on the streets were bright knots of people. The girls, lads, and
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men were out in their holiday best, and one could hear the sounds of songs being sung. Shouting and whistling
like fury, the little boys flung themselves after the sledge, trying to hitch a ride on the back. But the gloomy
impressions left by Solntsevka were still with me, and I could not help feeling that all these girls and boys, these
adult men, must actually be diseased, with putrid ulcers hidden under their holiday clothes. The songs, the
cheerful shouting of the little boys, seemed discordant and out of place.
I was conducted without delay to the elder. This man, too, could not have been more different from his
Solntsevka counterpart. He was tall and stout, with a face which was intelligent, if not very attractive; he spoke
fluently and circumstantially, accompanying his speech by well-rounded gestures. He was dressed in a good black
stuff jacket, with a mauve scarf round his neck; on his head was a new fur hat. His actions proved to be just as
sensible and well-considered as his words; he called up a young lad—the auxiliary policeman, apparently—and
sent him off round the village to find out where the sick people were, whilst he stayed by our sleigh so that he
could “inform us” (yes—that was just what he said, “inform us,” not “tell us”!) how the Katerinovka epidemic
had begun. The illness had come in from Solntsevka; his children had gone down with it first, and this was
because, being the village elder, he had to do with all the visitors; later, other children had started to get sick as
well. He had sent over to Krivinsk straight away, and an orderly had arrived from there yesterday.
“So your household was the first to be affected?”
“Yes, that’s right.”
“Have you anyone there who is ill at the moment?”
“No, not no more we haven’t, thank Providence.”
“Have they recovered, then?”
“No, we lost them both. A little lass 2 year old, and a babe in arms,” he said calmly.
The auxiliary policeman ran up, panting, and said that there were lots down sick. At Latubins, and Frolovs, and
Vyakhirevs too …
“Vyakhirevs?” said the elder reflectively. “Well, let’s see, then. Yes, we’ll begin that end, and work our way
round from there, that makes sense. You run on ahead, Ivan, and show us the way, and I’ll squeeze myself in here.
Right, cabbie, my good lad, on you go, make for that big place there. Hey, here you go! Watch the drift, my lad!
See that path there, that’s where you want to be. That’s right! Hey, budge up a bit. You don’t expect the lady to get
out in the snow, do you?”
We had drawn up by a big cottage. Crowds of people were gathered outside the windows and in the porch, and
strange, prolonged sounds were coming from the house. The elder bustled past, scattering villagers to right and
left, and we followed him in.
The scene which we met was so extraordinary that I stopped dead in my tracks. The cottage had been tidied
and swept; there was a white cloth on the table, and a candle was lit in the icon corner. A bench had been placed
below the icons, and something was lying on this, covered by a piece of bleached calico. A woman was sitting at
table, her apron over her face, head propped on her hand; she was rocking herself from side to side, and wailing at
full volume—keening, in fact. The cottage rang with the melancholy, heart-rending sounds of her lament; people
were coming in and out all the time, but no one made any attempt to approach her or to address her. The setting
sun was bright outside the windows, and you could see children standing outside, noses flattened against the
panes.
My heart turned over, but I pulled myself together and went up to the woman.
“Good afternoon,” I said hesitantly, coming to a halt next to her.
She neither replied nor looked at me, but continued wailing just as before:
“My de-ear Vasinka, my gray-winged pi-igeon, why have you le-eft me?”
“Where is the master of the house?” I asked, turning to the other people. “I must speak to him. I need to have a
look at the sick children.”
“The master? He’s not here,” a chorus of voices replied. “He’s gone off to Krivnya to get the priest … no, to
get a coffin … a coffin, was that it?”
I turned back to the woman at the table.
“Where are the other sick children? Show me where they are, please.”
Once more she made no answer; her terrible cries went on and on, cutting straight to my heart. My nerves were
giving way, and I knew that any minute I would start screaming myself.
“Here, you, will you listen to me, for God’s sake?” I shouted roughly, trying to force down my mounting
agitation. “Can’t you hear, I’m asking you a question?”
This absurd outburst did seem to make some impression on the woman. She stopped wailing, and looked up at
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me with dull, tear-reddened eyes.
“What’s that?” she asked, speaking as though she had just returned to consciousness.
I was gripped by a terrible rush of pity, mixed with shame at my own behavior; I felt humiliated before this
woman, and the elder, and the silent crowd standing behind me, sensing their unspoken condemnation of what I
had done. I should have left her alone, and gone away. But it was too late to think of that now; I must get on with
my “mission.” I repeated my question.
“Them two girlies there is sick,” the woman answered.
“Is that a boy there, then? Has he been dead long?”
“He went this morning. He wasn’t sick long, only three days. Oh Va-asinka, how could you?” she burst out
again, beating her head on the edge of the table.
“Now, now, Aksinya, what’s all this!” the elder said gently. “What can ye do? There are two of mine gone as
well, ye know.”
“But she only had the one little lad,” said someone to him. “She fretted over him like you wouldn’t hardly
believe! And he was such a good little lad, as well.”
I walked over to the bench and lifted the calico. The little boy was lying there serene and quiet in his new pink
shirt, hands crossed upon his sash. His sweet little pale face with its half-open mouth had a calm, serious look. He
really might have been asleep.
“You know, I think that we had better leave things at that for today,” I said, turning to the elder. “But I will just
have a quick look at the little girls whilst I am here.”
It emerged that the girls had gone running off to hide somewhere; but at last the elder tracked them down,
cowering on the bunks over the stove. I managed to tempt two of them out with a promise of sweets, but the third
refused to come down at any price. I did not persist; the whole business had made me feel thoroughly out of sorts.
Even now I cannot forget that terrible scene; involuntarily I see, in my mind’s eye, the picture of the little boy
lying dead under the calico, with his mother sobbing and wailing over him, and then I see her dull, reddened eyes
looking up at me, full of mute reproach.
We visited another eight houses after that. My medicine-chest became ever lighter; soon all I had left was some
packets of dried mint, which I handed out more to ease my own conscience than for anything else. But for some
reason the mint made a tremendous impression on the villagers; people almost snatched it from me in their
eagerness.
“Would you ever leave us some of that nice mint too, dearie!” old women would say, looking at me
beseechingly.
“What do you want it for? You’re perfectly healthy, after all!”
“Want to brew up tea with it,” they would mutter, darting secretive looks. “I’ll put a smidgen in the pot with
some hot water, then drink some down. Got a wee bitty of sugar left, haven’t I?”
And beaming with pleasure, they would carry off their little paper screws of mint as carefully as though they
were eggshells.
“May as well make for Mareevs now, down the far end,” said the elder. “I think we’ve done them all here now.
No, wait a bit! Pyotr Kirsanov was in today, I think his little son is poorly. Hey, pull up here, boy!”
We had stopped by a low, untidy cottage, with manure piled right to the windows (“keeps the warm in”). There
was no porch, only a narrow crack of a doorway; the lobby beyond was as black as a pit.
“Hang on a minute, lady!” the elder warned me, groping in the dark for the door. “Here, take hold of my arm...
Else you might take a tumble in the dark, not being used to it, like. The floor’s a bit rough.”
Bending low to keep our heads from banging on the ceiling, we squeezed into the dim hut beyond.
“Hello there again, Petrukhal” the elder said, addressing someone in the gloom. “I’ve brought the lady doctor
for you. So who’s the patient? Will ye show us?”
“It’s our Andryusha’s poorly,” someone said drearily.
I gazed about the hut. As my eyes grew used to the dark, I was able to start making things out. A tall man was
standing in front of us; over in a corner by the stove, on a niche built out from the wall, lay a pale, puffy boy of
about eight, bedded down on piles of rags. I went over and took his hand. He was burning hot, and his pulse was
beating fast and irregularly, and his breath came in hoarse wheezes; his half-open lips were dry and crusty with
the fever. His big blue eyes looked at me trustingly.
“Where does it hurt, Andryusha?” I asked, bending over him.
“It’s me gullett,” the boy croaked.
“He was out playing yesterday, he even went to the school, but this morning he was took bad,” his father said.
209

“God in Heaven, what kind of an illness do you call this?”
The tone of the man’s voice was so sad and bitter that I found myself looking at him with intense interest. He
was still very young, not more than 25 at most, but his face, though handsome, expressed such hopeless anguish
that it was awful to look at. His great blue eyes were full of the most profound melancholy, his lips were pressed
together as though he were racked by internal pain: he looked the very personification of despair.
As I completed my examination of Andryusha, I felt something soft and warm stirring in the heap of rags next
to him.
“Who’s this here?” I asked.
“That’s another wee lad, Fedka’s his name.”
“Is he sick too?”
“He’s got the bloody flux … but he’s had it for days now.”
“Why on earth didn’t you tell me? I’ll have to examine him too. I’ve got all the medicines with me.”
“There’s no point, is there? He’s on the way out in any case,” said the man, with all the dreadful indifference of
despair.
I began to unwrap the rags covering the child. It was a little boy of about five. He lay with his face to the wall,
and made no response when I addressed him. His pulse was so faint I could hardly feel it; his breath came in
irregular gasps, seeming to tear at his chest; his eyes, blue like his father’s, were fixed on the wall, wide open but
unseeing; they were starting to cloud over. He was already in his death agony.
“Listen,” I said agitatedly. “You’re right, he is dying. But you really should find somewhere else to put him.”
“Should we now.” the man replied expressionessly.
A short dumpy woman of about 30 came into the cottage; she was terribly filthy and ill-favored. Catching sight
of me and the elder, she began bustling about anxiously: first she took a cloth, and rubbed at some mark on the
table, then she seized a besom and began brushing the floor. I went up and stopped her; pointing at the dying boy,
I asked her to find somewhere else to put him. Looking at me uncomprehendingly, she wiped her nose on her
filthy fingers, and then said:
“Well now … that’s right … ’course we’ll find him somewhere!”
I gave Andryusha a sweet. Suddenly I heard a high childish voice piping somewhere overhead.
“I wants one too!”
“Have you other children, then?” I asked.
“That’s my boy there!” said the woman, smiling broadly to show her big white teeth.
“Aren’t those two yours, then?”
“Nay, nay … they’re his first wife’s, I’m only their stepmother. Here, Petra, duckie! Come here, and the lady’ll
find a little something for thee, too!”
There was a rustling above the stove, and then a little boy of about three jumped down from the step as bold as
brass. Smiling at me—he had a marked cast in the eye—he sidled up to me and held out his hand. I stroked his
curly head and gave him a sweet; he snatched it like some young wild animal, then shot away to his lair over the
stove.
“Ma, Ma, this tastes sweet!” came his voice in ringing tones.
“You wouldn’t believe the run of bad luck that Petrukha had lately,” the elder observed when we were back in
the sleigh. “One accident after another, till he lost every stick he had. First the cow was took off by a murrain,
then the hunger came and they had to sell their horse, then his wife took sick and died. So then he married that
widow, so there’d be someone to look after the kiddies. You couldn’t call her a bad woman, she’s kind-hearted
enough, but she’s still not their real mother, and she’s not much of a housekeeper neither. And now the lad’s gone
right off the rails. Soon as the kiddies went down sick, he says to me: ‘I’ll see them buried, then I’ll be off. The
wife can see to herself. I’m going where the fancy takes me.’ He’s a good lad too; doesn’t drink or mess about,
and he knows his letters.”
“I suppose that most people have a hard time making ends meet here?” I asked.
“No, no, things aren’t too bad really. During the hunger, now, things weren’t too good, but we get by mostly.
The hunger really was something, though! You should have seen the difference that made! Take my da\fn{Father.}
—he had eight horses before, now he has three. As for Solntsevka—thirty households there, you know, and not a
horse to their name!”
“Yes, the poverty in that village is terrible.”
“You’re not wrong there, God help us! They have to go round begging to get by.” The elder paused, and then
added, “Frankly, I shouldn’t be surprised if they all get out soon, and there’s an end.”
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“Where do you think they’ll go?”
“Somewhere or other, who knows? Lots around here already have. They go to the powers that be in the volost
to get their passport,\fn{ Their permission to leave the place where they were living; we have never had internal passports in
America.} then they’re off—where to, who knows? Well, with that life, who can blame them? That’s our school
over there, by the way,” he said proudly, pointing at a fine smart little house with a fence, standing on a rise at
some distance from the other houses.
“Did the zemstvo\fn{The village governing authority.} build that?”
“No, it was the landlord did. What I mean to say is, that was where they lived themselves, the master and
mistress, only the mistress doesn’t live here any more, so she made it over for a school, God bless her, and she
pays the teacher herself. The heating and the janitor, of course, that’s communal. It’s a good school we have here
—they don’t even have one like it in Krivinsk, you know!”
“Do many of the children go to the school?”
“All of them do, all the girls, and the boys too. They even send the kiddies over from the station, from the
settlement there. It’s ever such a good school. One of my own lads is there, 14 years old he is now, and doing ever
so well at his studies. Why, I’m even hoping he might go to school in the town now, with God’s help. The lady
teacher thinks he should go. Well, who knows what it’ll come to? But he’s a good lad, he works really hard,” the
elder said, smiling with pleasure at the thought. “Soon as he claps eyes on a book, he starts shaking all over.”
“How do you get him books round here?”
“How? Well, he can borrow some down the school, and I buy him a few in town, every now and then. But he
always wants more. Every time I go into town, he starts in on me. ‘Dada, buy me a book, please buy me one, a
nice fat one!’ I’ve said a few bad words to him sometimes, God help me!”
“Why should you do that? Surely it’s a good thing for him to like reading.”
“Well, I know there’s no harm in it, but all the same … well, if he’s reading he can’t be working, can he? I
dunno! Ah, but that’s Mareevs’ over there, see! Nearly there now!”
179.85 1. Buruldai Bogdo Khan 2. Sharu 3. Hunkuvai And The Horse With Round Head 4. Varhan Tulai Hubun 5.
Altin Shagoy 6. Verente Khan And His Son Sokto 7. The Twin Boys, Altin Shagoy And Mungun Shagoy: Seven
Folktales\fn{by Manshut (c.1860- )} “twenty versts from Ust’Ordynskiy,” Ust’-Orda Autonomous Okrug, Russia
(M) 36
1
Buruldai Bogdo was the eldest of thirteen khans and was master of seventy-three tongues. He was seventy
years old, and his wife was sixty. For many years they had no children. Finally, behind seventy-three curtains twin
boys were born to them.
One night while all in the yurta were sleeping the father and mother were stolen away; it was unknown by
whom. When the children opened their eyes in the morning they could see no one. Immediately one of the boys
became as a child of three and the other as a child of four years of age. They went into the forest, turned
themselves into squirrels, and began to eat nuts.
The next day seven hundred men came through the forest looking for the boys, but they could not find them.
When the men had gone the boys took their own forms and walked eastward till they came to a yurta so immense
that it had seven hundred doors. The elder brother sent the younger brother in to see what kind of a place it was.
He went through thirteen doors, and came to a sixty-three headed, six-horned Mangathai, sleeping soundly. The
boy was frightened and started to go back quietly, but when he had reached the third door the Mangathai woke,
opened the eyes in all his heads, and called out:
“Whoever you are, if pure, greet me; if impure, leave me.” Then seeing the boy he asked:
“Where do you come from?”
“I am the son of Buruldai Bogdo Khan.”
“Your father has injured me, has done me great harm; now you have come to torment me!” cried the
Mangathai, in a rage. He seized the boy, bound him, and said,
“Tomorrow I will eat you.”
The brother, who was waiting outside, grew tired, turned himself into a squirrel and went back to the forest.
The Mangathai went to the woods for spits on which to roast the boy. While there he met a merchant returning
with goods from various countries. The Mangathai invited the merchant to his yurta and entertained him. The
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merchant heard a child crying.
“Who is that?” he asked.
“The son of a man who has done me much harm. I am going to eat him tomorrow,” answered the Mangathai.
The merchant gave the Mangathai seven kegs of strong wine. The Mangathai drank the wine and grew merry;
then some of his heads talked about war, some went to sleep, some cried, and others laughed.
“Give me the boy,” said the merchant, “I will put him on the spit for you.”
The Mangathai gave up the boy, but the merchant did not kill him or put him on the spit. He took him home
and made him his own son. The boy cried and cried.
“He is afraid of the Mangathai,” said the merchant’s wife. “Go to the seven Lamas and let them soothsay;
perhaps the child is sick.” But the boy said:
“I am not sick; I am crying for my brother.”
The merchant sent seven hundred men to look for that brother; but he was still a squirrel, and the men searched
nine days without finding him. Then the boy went with the men to look for his brother. He turned himself into a
squirrel, and instead of finding the brother the seven hundred lost the boy they had brought with them. The two
squirrels met, but the elder did not recognize the younger.
“Is this an enemy,” thought he; and he went straight up to Esege Malan. The younger brother followed him to
the door of Esege Malan’s yurta, but did not go in.
“Let my brother come out!” he cried. “If not I will choke myself.” But the elder brother did not believe that the
other squirrel was his brother, and he would not go out.
“I have a birth-mark as big as ten finger-tips under my left shoulder; so has my brother,” said the elder boy to
Esege Malan. “If this squirrel has the same, he is my brother; if not, he is an enemy.”
The mark was found, and the two brothers embraced. Then they went to the merchant, who was flogging the
seven hundred men, first for failing to find the one boy, and then for losing the other. The merchant was glad to
have two boys in place of one, and set them to herding cattle; but they neglected their work, and the calves took
all the milk from the cows. The merchant was going to flog the boys, but his wife would not let him. He asked
where they had been and why they were gone so long.
“We have been wrestling with the son of Khan Laraja Mina,” answered the boys. The second day they drove
the cows home very late, and the calves had taken all the milk.
“Where have you been?” asked the merchant. “You have not been watching the herd.”
“We went up to the sky to order bows and arrows of the ninety Heavenly Blacksmiths. Our bows and arrows
will be ready in seven days.”
At the end of the seven days the blacksmiths had the bows ready and a quiver of arrows for each boy. The
brothers took their bows and arrows home, and the merchant gave a great feast.
“I found these brothers in an open field,” he said to the people. “I ask you to give them names.”
He put out a piece of butter as big as a cup, and a piece of meat as big as a plate. An old man ate the butter and
the meat, and said:
“The elder boy I name Altin Gorye; the younger, Mungun Gorye.”
The people gave each boy a horse; the elder a red stallion ninety sachens long, with ears nine sachens in
length. The horse had forty teeth, four big ones and thirty-six smaller ones. They gave the younger boy a bay
stallion eighty sachens long, with ears eight sachens in length. He had forty teeth—four big ones and thirty-six
smaller ones. The brothers had now all that was needed for warriors, and they made ready to travel until they
found their father and mother.
“When you were young I took you and have cared for you always. Why do you leave us in our old age?” asked
the merchant.
“We are going in search of our own father and mother, but we will come back; for though we live a thousand
years we will not forget you.”
They went then to the place where they were born; but everything had dropped away, except a hitching-post
that had stood near the yurta. On that hitching-post the father had written:
“If my sons live, let them read this: ‘We are taken by Bugu Curte Zulut, and are in his power. If you are able,
rescue us! In the yard of the sheep house is sheep’s flesh, and an iron vessel full of arsa.’”\fn{Solid sour, sour milk}
The brothers opened a granary, and found oats for their horses. They found the sheep’s flesh and the arsa; they
ate and drank, and were about to leave the place when they saw that it was written on the hitching-post that they
must travel eighty versts a day for eight days.
They had traveled for three days when they met the two sons of a khan. Those two, by their magic, knew of the
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coming of the brothers, and preferred to meet them with war. They had an army, and weapons, and all things
needed.
The four advanced, but could not decide who should shoot first; finally Altin Gorye, the elder of the brothers,
said that the khan’s sons might shoot first. By magic the brothers caught the arrows and put them in their saddles,
then they laughed and said,
“You cannot shoot, and still you go to war. Now it is our turn. Yield not to any magic,” said they to their
arrows, “but go and scatter the enemy like sand before the wind.”
The arrows flew away from the bows, and both the sons of a khan were killed. The two brothers burned the
two men and burned their horses as well. Then they went to the yurtas of the dead men, found their wives and
children there, and said:
“We have come to see your husbands. When we came into the world some one stole our father and mother.
Have you seen them?”
“We are but women; we are not wise, like men. We know nothing,” they replied, but among themselvei they
laughed.
“Short hair, short sense,” said they, when the brothers had left.
The two traveled toward the west till they saw a beautiful yurta, closed and guarded; but it opened at their
command. They entered and found there their father and mother; their right eyes, hands, and feet were gone. They
did not recognize their children.
“Where was your home?” asked the brothers.
“In the opposite land,” said the man. “I was once the eldest of thirteen khans and I knew many languages. Two
sons were born to me. Have you not seen them?”
“We are your sons; while we were asleep behind seventy-three curtains you with our mother and all your
property were carried away. Though you are our parents, a merchant reared us. We are going for the Water of Life,
and will make you well again.”
They brought a vial of the Water of Life, restored the eyes, hands, feet, and strength of their parents. Then they
took father, mother, and all the property and families of the khan’s sons and went home to their father’s ruined
yurts, which by magic they made large and beautiful.
“Now,” said the younger brother, “we must go to the merchant.”
“Go,” said the elder; “I will remain here to guard our father and mother.”
They argued and disputed, and at last both went. The merchant was glad when he saw them, and he made a
great feast which lasted seven days and seven nights.
“We rescued you from death,” said the merchant. “When one brother was lost we sent seven hundred to hunt
for him. All this cost much time and treasure. Now you should not leave us. If you wish we will go to your
father’s yurts, but in any case we must not part.”
“Come with us,” said the brothers.
The merchant made all things ready, filled wagons with gold and treasures, and he and his wife went with the
brothers to their father’s home.
In time the two young men became great khans, but they lived always with their two fathers and two mothers.
2
Once there was a young man by the name of Sharau. He became restless, and one day told his mother that if he
had a small sum of money he would go out into the world and make a great deal more. His mother gave him what
he asked for, and he started out to begin life. On the road he met an old man with a cat under his arm.
“Where are you going with that cat?” asked the young man.
“I am taking it away to kill it,” replied the man; “for it fights my dog and scratches him.”
“Don’t kill the cat; sell him to me,” said Sharau.
“Very well, but what will you give me for him?”
“Will you take a hundred rubles?” The man could hardly hide his joy, but said, “Yes,” very grudgingly, and
gave the foolish young man the cat.
Then, as he had no money, Sharau started toward home, but he had not gone far when the cat sprang out of his
arms and ran away. When he reached home his mother asked,
“What have you done with your money?”
“I have bought a fine storehouse full of grain,” replied the young man. “If I had a hundred rubles more I could
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do as well again.”
His mother gave him the hundred rubles, and he started out with the intention of being very wise this time.
When only a short distance from his mother’s yurta he met a man with a dog.
“Where are you taking that dog?” asked the young man.
“I am taking him out to kill him,” replied the man. “He fights my cat, and takes her food from her; I have no
peace.”
“Do not kill the dog; sell him to me. I will give you all the money I have.” He was afraid that the hundred
rubles would not be enough to buy the dog, for he had paid that much for a cat.
“I will give you a hundred rubles for him.”
The man was glad to part with the worthless hound for such a big sum of money, and the young man started
toward home; but the dog bit and jumped, and pulled so badly at the leash that at last Sharau lost patience and
turned him loose. The dog ran away at once. When the young man got home his mother asked what he had done
with his money.
“I bought much fine grain,” replied he; “now I wish to marry. In a kingdom not far away lives Sazrai Khan
(Magpie Khan); he has a daughter Sarung-gohung (a kind of bird). I would like to marry her.” The mother went to
Sazrai Khan and said:
“I have a fine young son; you have a beautiful daughter. Let us become relatives.”
“How can that be?” asked Sazrai. “The father of your son was a merchant, and I am a khan. If your son will
build a silver bridge from my yurta to yours I will give him my daughter. If he does not build the bridge I will
have his head.” The mother went home crying.
“What are you crying about?” asked Sharau.
“You must find someone else for your bride,” sobbed the mother. “Sazrai Khan says you are a merchant’s son
and cannot marry his daughter till you build a silver bridge from his yurta to ours, and if you do not build this
bridge he will cut your head off.”
“Then I had better run away and keep my head,” said the young man, and he started off at once. He went far,
went until he came to a dense forest. In this forest he met the dog whose life he had saved.
“Oh, dog!” cried Sharau, “I saved your life; now do you help me. I must build a bridge of silver for Sazrai
Khan, and I know not how to do it, for I am a poor man.”
“Take this ring,” said the dog. “Go home, look at the sun, make three circles with your hand, and say while
turning around, ‘Let a bridge of silver be built tonight from my yurta to that of Sazrai Khan.”
This the young man did, and when he woke the next morning there was the silver bridge. He went to it, took an
axe and began to work, as though he were just finishing a difficult task. The khan came to look at the bridge, was
much surprised, but only said,
“Why are you so long at the work; were not all the hours of the night sufficient?”
“I have built it in one night,” said Sharau. “If any man can build it in a shorter time he may have my claim to
your daughter.”
“We will have the wedding in seven days,” said the khan.
After the wedding the khan’s daughter went to live with her husband, but she grew dissatisfied, and
complained bitterly.
“How is this?” she asked. “You can build a bridge of silver, and yet you live in this wretched old yurta.”
The young man said nothing about the ring, hid it very carefully. At night he slept with it in his mouth. One
night he coughed and the ring blew out and fell to the floor, but he grasped it quickly.
“What is that? What do you keep in your mouth?” asked his wife; and when he refused to tell she teased him
both day and night until, weary of her teasing, he told her that it was a ring with such magic power that if he
looked at the sun and made three circles with his hand while turning around he would get his wish, whatever it
might be.
“Let me keep the ring for you,” begged Sarung-gohung; “you may lose it.” She teased him a whole week,
teased until he gave it to her.
Now Sarung-gohung had a lover in a kingdom beyond the sea, and that very night while her husband was
sleeping she determined not to wait, but to rise with the sun, and try the power of the ring. So at sunrise she made
the circles, wished, and that moment she was with her lover. When Sharau woke and found his wife gone he went
to the khan and said,
“See what a wife I have. She has gone away and left me.”
“I gave you my daughter,” said the khan; “if you do not have her now, you have killed her.”
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Straightway he seized Sharau, bound him, and threw him into a dungeon. Then he said to him,
“I will wait seven days. If my daughter does not return by that time she is dead, and I shall have your head cut
off.”
The young man sat in the dungeon a day and a night. He had nothing to eat, and wondered what he could do to
save his life. The second day he heard a noise, and saw a cat coming toward him.
“You are a fool,” said the cat. “You should not have told about the ring. Your wife is in another kingdom, and
has married her lover. The dog and I have counseled, but can think of no way to help you. How long are you to sit
in this dungeon?”
“Seven days,” answered the young man. “On the eighth day I shall be killed.”
“If the dog and I cannot get the ring back within the seven days you are lost,” said the cat. “But be of good
courage; you saved our lives, we will try to save yours.”
The cat went to the dog and they counseled again. At last the dog said,
“Get on my back, we will go to that kingdom beyond the sea.” When they came to the place where the wife
was the cat caught a mouse that lived in the yurta.
“If you do as I tell you,” said the cat to the mouse, “I will let you go; otherwise I will crush and eat you.”
“I am without offence,” replied the mouse. “Why destroy me? Do not crush or eat me; whatever you wish I
will do.”
“This is what you must do. In the mouth of the woman in whose yurta you live is a gold ring; get it for me.”
The mouse worked all night at making a hole into the room where the woman was sleeping, and was there just
at daybreak. He sprang on to the bed, crept up to her face, and tickled her nose. The woman sneezed once, and a
second time, and the ring fell from her mouth. The mouse snatched the ring and was out through the hole that
minute. The cat went back to the dog, sat on his back, and they started for their own kingdom. The dog wanted to
carry the ring, but the cat said:
“No, you have a large mouth, and always keep it open. Whoever saw a dog running with his mouth closed? My
mouth is small. I will carry the ring.”
The cat wished; there was a boat. They were halfway across the sea when the cat sneezed, and the ring dropped
into the water.
“The man is as good as dead,” said the dog; “for we can never get the ring from the bottom of the sea.” They
came to land, caught fish, and were eating them when the cat found the ring in a fish she was gnawing.
“We must hurry!” said the dog. “Hold as tight as you can!”
And he ran as never dog ran before. When daylight came the dog looked at the sun, wished, and they were at
the dungeon. The cat went to the young man. It was the afternoon of the seventh day, and Sharau had lost hope of
rescue.
“Take the ring,” said the cat, “make the circles toward the west, and, though the sun is not shining in this
dungeon, you will get your wish.”
Sharau wished himself out of the dungeon and in the khan’s palace. He was there, and said to his father-in-law,
“My wife is living with a man in a kingdom across the sea. I want you to get her back.”
“You have killed your wife,” replied the khan. “If not, bring her here yourself and I will spare your life.”
The young man looked at the sun, made three circles with his hand, and wished his wife and her lover to be
there before him. They appeared immediately.
“Now,” said the young man to his father-in-law, “what are you going to do?”
“I will do to them what I was going to do to you today,” said the khan; and he had their heads cut off.
3
After this world had become a world, and this earth had become earth, and water had become water, there lived
near the northern side of the Altai mountains, on the ridge called Huhui, a khan so rich that he could not grow
poor, and so healthy that he could not die. This khan had a wife named Deri Sisin (Steel File). She held every
place where she was with her dignity and filled her own yurta with her presence. The thoughts of Deri Sisin were
as clear as the sunlight. The khan had a gray steed with a round head, and this steed was kept at pasture on the
Altai mountains, where thirteen elks pastured with him.
When the khan began to rule, his herds had not been counted for a long time, so he determined to count them.
He went first to Arin, his white uncle in the northwest, collected all his people, every clan there, ordered the elders
to assemble, and began to count on the northwest side. When he had counted all on that side he went to the
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southwest, and counted every animal in that place.
The khan found that his people and his cattle had increased very greatly, and he was much pleased; but he
failed to find his gray steed with round head. He saw tracks of a man and of an immense horse, and knew that
some one had come to the Altai and stolen his wonderful steed. Because of this he went home in great sadness.
Deri Sisin placed food and drink of all kinds before him.
“Why are you sad?” asked she. “What evil has happened?”
“Someone has stolen my gray steed with the round head,” said the khan, and he told of the tracks he had seen.
“You have a book given you at birth; look in that and learn what has happened. The book is under your
midriff.”
The khan opened his midriff, took out the book, read, and found that the son of Timur Shi Bain Khan had
stolen the gray steed with the round head. In the book it was written also that Timur’s kingdom was distant a
journey of fifty-five years, that the khan himself had not power to go so far, but there was a great hero, a certain
Hunkuvai, who could do it. To find this Hunkuvai, the khan summoned all subject people. All appeared except
one young man.
“Why did all come and not that man?” asked the khan. The young man's uncle spoke up and said:
“Hunkuvai, my nephew, is the only son of his father; he is not here because he has much wealth. He is so rich
and powerful that he did not regard thy call.”
The khan was enraged, and sent three heroes to bring Hunkuvai. When the three heroes reached Hunkuvai’s
yurta they saw that it was richer than even the khan’s yurta.
“We are here from our khan!” proclaimed the three messengers to the servants of Hunkuvai. Shik Shuri Nogon,
Hunkuvai’s wife, appeared before the yurta.
“Why have you come?” asked the woman.
“We have come at command of the khan to tell your husband that he is summoned.”
“For the last three days my husband has had a headache. He sees no man, goes nowhere,” answered Shik
Shuri. Then she seized a club and drove away those three messengers.
“Hunkuvai’s yurta is better than thine, O Khan,” said the three on returning. “It is so bright from gold and
silver that we could not look at it with open eyes.”
“Who came? Why did the dogs bark?” asked Hunkuvai of his wife when she went into the yurta after beating
the messengers.
“People were passing and the dogs barked at them,” was her answer. When he heard what his men said the
khan fell into a terrible rage.
“What!” screamed he, “you three heroes beaten, driven away by a woman!”
He sent nine heroes now to summon Hunkuvai. When they appeared in the distance the man at the yurta whose
duty it was to watch for people, told Sill Shun that nine men were coming. She went out to meet them.
“Why do ye come?” she screamed. “I have told all that no man is received here!” And seizing a great club she
beat away the nine heroes as she had the first three, but beat them more savagely.
“What is the trouble? Why do the dogs bark?” asked Hunkuvai when Shik Shun went into the yurta.
“A she elk ran by with her little one; the dogs barked at her.”
“We could do nothing,” said the nine heroes when they stood before the khan. “The woman clubbed us
savagely and drove us away.”
Confined by the khan in an iron prison was a very strong hero. The khan raged at the nine beaten men and let
out the strong hero, whose iron cap weighed forty poods. He seated this hero in a car drawn by nine stallions and
sent him to conquer Shik Shun. When he was near her husband’s yurta Shik Shun came out to meet him. She
seized her heaviest club and began at the hero. She clubbed him, and he fought with her till at last both had to stop
for breath. The woman tottered into the yurta, panting heavily.
“With whom art thou fighting?” asked Hunkuvai.
“I have seen no one,” replied she; “I am not well today.”
“She must be doing something,” thought Hunkuvai. “The dogs have barked three times. She is keeping some
secret from me.”
And he went outside to see what was taking place; at that moment the great hero was starting off in his car
drawn by nine powerful stallions.
“Why are you here?” shouted Hunkuvai.
“The khan has sent men three times for you,” answered the hero, “but your wife has let no one come near your
threshold.”
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“If that is true I will obey the khan’s orders.” So saying Hunkuvai made ready and went with the hero.
“Why not come at firstP” asked the khan. “I wish you to find and bring back my gray steed with the round
head. It has been stolen. You may be khan after me.”
“I am willing to go, but I must have the right steed and good fighting weapons. In three weeks I might start,”
said Hunkuvai. “Ask all the people to pray to the Burkans; you yourself pray, and I will pray too, that weapons be
given me, and a steed on which I may ride such a distance.”
When Hunkuvai went back to his yurta he had become more active; he was full of resolve and venom and was
twice as strong as before.
One day during those three weeks a stallion appeared in the courtyard, and on his saddle was a hero’s full
outfit.
When the time came to go for the steed with the round head the khan himself and all the people came to
Hunkuvai’s yurta. They prayed to the Burkans and asked for success. People said that no one could go with the
young hero, since the road was so long that if a boy of five years were to start he would be sixty years old at the
end of his journey, and if a man of full age were to go he would die while still traveling.
With each step which Hunkuvai’s stallion made he covered sixty paces, and went on increasing the length of
his steps. He threw out behind lumps of earth each as big as a calf a year old, and his speed was of that sort that in
one day he made the whole journey. Hunkuvai was at Timur Shi’s yurta on the following evening, and shouted for
someone to come out and meet him.
Timur Shi sent a man to say that the hour was late; the guest must sleep in some other place and he would meet
him on the morrow. Hunkuvai turned his stallion into a flint chip, went to the neighboring forest, and passed the
night there.
He met Timur Shi next day, ant they went out together to wrestle on a high place. When they had gone the
distance of a promontory Timur Shi and Hunkuvai began the trial of strength. Each seized the other, and they
wrestled for three weeks. They tore away all the flesh from the backs of their bodies, and bit away all that was in
front of them. At the end of the three weeks they were so feeble that when a slight wind blew they bent before it.
The sun and moon had grown red from the awful dust which they raised in that country and from the blood which
they shed there. They could not stop fighting, for neither could free himself from the other.
The thousand Burkans looked down from the sky and were frightened. They called an assembly and decided to
separate the two champions; so they sent Timur Buqu (Iron Bull), a great hero, to part them. When Iron Bull came
down from the sky and touched the two, they broke one of his legs. That strong hero went up to the sky again, and
declared to the Burkans that neither Timur Shi nor Hunkuvai would stop till one had killed the other.
Then the thousand Burkans asked Hohodai (Thunder) to strike and kill both with a thunderbolt. Hohodai tried,
but could not kill them; they did not yield to his thunderbolt, though it separated them. They rested for a time,
greeted each other, and smoked. Then they decided to shoot at each other with arrows. One went to the top of the
southwest mountain, the other to the top of the northeast mountain.
“I am master in this place and ought to send the first arrow,” shouted Timur Shi, when they were on the two
mountains.
“I came from afar, I am a guest, I should send the first arrow,” answered Hunkuvai.
After much disputing it was decided at last that Timur, as the master of the place, should have the first shot. He
took from his quiver an arrow having three edges, drew his bow, and said to the arrow:
“Cut my enemy into seven pieces, and cover the seven pieces with seven mountains, so that they may never
grow into one.”
The arrow flew straight at Hunkuvai, cut him into seven pieces, and covered each piece with a mountain.
Barely were they under the mountains, when the seven pieces turned into seven huge, raging wild bulls, broke
their way out with their horns, freed themselves, and became Hunkuvai. The hero, now in his own form, called to
Timur Shi from the northeast mountain and said:
“Now it is thy turn to stand and my turn to shoot!” Then he stretched his bowstring and said to the arrow:
“Strike him in his right arm above the elbow, break his spinal column below the neck, and kill him!”
The arrow broke the right forearm of Timur Shi and then his spinal column. The hero fell to the earth, but had
barely touched it, when he rose well and strong again, just as if nothing had happened. The two came down from
the mountains and met in the valley, greeted each other like friends, smoked, and talked.
“There is nothing left for us to do but to find where our lives are,” said Hunkuvai.
“Your life,” said Timur Shi, “is beyond the third valley. On the fourth mountain lives a black bear in whose
body your life is. I will take that bear by the ears and tear him in two; that will be the end of you.” Hunkuvai did
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not know where Timur Shi’s life was, and he asked his stallion to tell him.
“On the top of Sehir Mai, the white mountain,” said the steed, “is a great, flat round stone; under that stone are
thirteen skylarks; the life of Timur Shi is in those skylarks.”
Hunkuvai sat on his horse, rode away, and never stopped till he came to Sehir Mai. At the foot of the mountain
were bones, immense piles of them; they were the bones of men who had tried to go to the top of that mountain
and had perished—had fallen and been killed, for no man could reach the top of Sehir Mai.
“How are we to climb to that high summit?” inquired Hunkuvai.
“We must go back one day’s journey,” said the stallion, “then turn and rush to the mountain. With the force of
the running I may spring so high as to hang at the top. At that moment you cut a strip from each front hoof of
mine. I shall succeed then; otherwise I shall fail.”
All was done as the steed directed. Hunkuvai rode back a day’s journey; the stallion rushed with mighty force,
rose with one leap to the highest edge of Sehir Mai, and clung to it. Hunkuvai took his knife and cut strips from
the front hoofs of the horse, and he sprang to the summit.
Right there on the top of the mountain was the Water of Life, and Hunkuvai and his horse drank deeply.
Hunkuvai’s whip handle was hollow, and he filled it with water. This water he scattered down on the bones which
he had seen at the foot of the mountain, and all those men were alive again.
“A great hero has brought us to life,” cried out thousands of people. “May he go to whatever object he
wishes!”
Hunkuvai went farther, went to the great, flat round stone, but struggle as he might he could not raise it; so he
collected wood, lighted a fire on the stone, and heated it red hot; then he begged the thousand Burkans to make
rain fall. The rain came, and the stone split into four pieces. Hunkuvai raised one of those pieces, caught the
thirteen skylarks, killed ten of them, put three in his pocket, refilled his whip handle with the Water of Life, and
went down the mountain.
He went toward the fourth mountain, where his own life was in the black bear. He knew that Timur Shi was
going there. When near the mountain he saw a light, rode up to it, and there lay Timur 8hi with his back toward a
fire.
“I am sick,” said Timur Shi. “I have a terrible headache, I am warming my spine. Where have you been? What
have you seen, or what have you heard? What have you been doing?”
“I have just traveled around here and there. I have seen nothing of value, but I caught three little skylarks.”
“Show them to me!” cried Timur Shi. Htlnkuvai showed the three skylarks.
“Oh,” said Timur 8hi, :”those birds are sacred; a young person should not touch them. Give those birds to me. I
am master of this place, I will let them fly away.”
“Here they are,” said Hunkuvai, and he stretched out his hand as he strangled the three skylarks. That moment
Timur Shi put his palm on his mouth and dropped dead. His head fell toward the north mountain, his feet
stretched out south-westward.
Hunkuvai gathered wood, made a pile, and burned Timur Shi Bain Khan, broke his larger bones fine, and
scattered to the winds all that was left. Then he went to Timur’s yurta and searched for the gray steed with the
round head. At first he could not find him anywhere. But he looked and looked, and at last he found him in a
stable of three iron walls, one wall inside the other.
The steed could hardly stand, was barely living. Hunkuvai gave him the Water of Life from his whip handle
and led him out of the iron. stable.
Timur Shi had much silver and gold, flocks and cattle. He had thirty-three heroes to serve him, and a great
many people. Hunkuvai took away everything, took the thirty-three heroes and all the people. He told them the
way to his yurta, and went home himself by magic as quickly as possible, leading the gray steed with the round
head and riding his own stallion.
After he had ridden a part of the way and was on his own land, he came to a great Shaman place, Huhai
Hubshi, and stopped a short time to rest there. When going from home Hunkuvai had left his uncle, Hara Zaton
(Black Zaton), to manage in place of himself. While Hunkuvai was returning Shik Shuri gave birth to twins and
named them Huragin and Isbegin.
The uncle had hoped that his nephew would never come back and that he himself would manage all and
possess it. When he knew that his nephew had conquered and was coming, he decided to meet him on the road at
some distance, and he made ready. He distilled tarasun of ten strengths and mixed strong poison with it. From ten
pots of this poisoned tarasun he made one pot, from twenty pots of pure tarasun he made one pot. Next he killed
ten sheep and made the flesh of those ten into the bulk of one sheep. After that twenty sheep were cooked and
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made into the size of one sheep. Then he put all into saddlebags, went to the yurta, and called to his nephew’s
wife, Shik Shuri:
“Come out! I thought that my nephew had conquered, but it seems that he was beaten, and his own stallion
trampled and killed him. War is near us. Three hundred and thirty-three heroes are coming to drive away my
nephew’s cattle and take all he valued most. Give me the two little boys; I will hide them away in a place of
safety.”
“They are in the cradle,” said Shik Shuri. “They are but three days old; let me keep them till tomorrow. Let
them grow up a little. The next day take them whithersoever thou wishest.” As she would not give up the boys
willingly and Hara Zaton could not wait, he mounted quickly.
“While I am gone,”said he, “if you feed the boys badly or hide them in any place, I will kill you.” Hara Zaton
rode away to the Shaman Mountain, and there they met—the uncle and the nephew.
“I greet you, and am glad that you have gained a great victory,” said Zaton; and he stretched out his hand. \
Hunkuvai would not take it.
“While you wert gone two sons were born to you. They were born only four days ago.”
Hunkuvai never stopped, or gave his hand, but rode away toward his yurta.
“Nephew!” cried Zaton, “what is the matter? Why do you scorn me?”
Hunkuvai would not stop, would not listen.
“Oh, nephew, of what are you thinking? You have gained a great victory, but you are passing a holy mountain
without pouring out a libation. This is a sin, and, think, your sons are only four days old!”
Hunkuvai stopped. He stopped because of his sons. When they dismounted Hara Zaton embraced his nephew
and kissed him. He seemed very glad, the deceiver. They poured a libation of good tarasun, sat down, ate, and
drank. Zaton drank very little; he just feigned to drink. Soon they had drunk all the pure tarasun and eaten the
good meat.
“Well, uncle,” said Hunkuvai, “since we have begun let us finish. Have you more tarasun?”
The three horses were tied to trees near them. Hara Zaton now brought the poisoned meat and drink. The
nephew ate and drank and soon dropped down without life or motion. From his right nostril a green and a blue
flame quivered, from his left came a red flame. The uncle sat down at some distance, with a drawn bow, ready to
send an arrow should his nephew revive. He sat there day and night and waited. On the third day Hunkuvai raised
his head somewhat, and saw that Hara Zaton was sitting with bow drawn ready to send an arrow.
“Uncle, it is thy wish to kill me! Well, kill, but spare my children.”
Zaton let the arrow go and killed his nephew. When the arrow struck Hunkuvai his stallion and the gray steed
with the round head tore themselves free and called out to Zaton:
“While we have hoofs you will not possess us, we will fly to him who made us!”
And they went to the sky. The widow of Hunkuvai knew by her magic of all that had happened.
“The murderer will come tonight,” thought she; “I must save my two sons.”
She put one boy under her right armpit, the second under the left one, and hurried on toward that same Shaman
mountain. By a turn to the northwest she came to a spot where two immense pine trees stood close together. She
made two small pits under those two pine trees and put her little boys into them. Shik Shun wished to hurry home
and be there before the evil uncle. When she had left her sons behind and had gone some distance, she looked
back. The children had crawled out of the pits and were sucking each other’s fingers. This sight made the mother
cry. She turned back, and gave them her breasts; then she put the boys down in the holes and vanished. Near the
yurta Shik Shuri saw a ewe with two little Iambs. She killed the Iambs, heated an oven and put them into it, and
when both were well burned she placed the bones in a bag, took the bag to a lake, tied a stone to it, and sank it at a
place which she marked carefully. Now it was daylight, and she went back to the yurta and waited. Hara Zaton
was not long in appearing.
“Come out,” called he to Shik Shuri. She went out to him.
“I saw my nephew’s body lying dead,” said he. “Give me the little boys. 1 will put them in a place where no
enemy can find them; I will feed and bring them up carefully.”
“You did say,” replied Shik Shuri, “that warriors were coming to kill us. 1 thought that we should all have to
die; so I burned the boys, put their bones in a bag, and hid them.”
“Show me where they are hidden. I must know the place,” said the false uncle.
She led him to the place, raised the bag, and showed it to him. He took the bag from her and carried it to the
yurta. Whether from fear that the bones might come to life, or thinking that they would strengthen him, for the
boys would have been great heroes, he ground the bones into very fine dust, mixed the dust with fat, cooked the
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mixture, and ate it.
Hara Zaton moved now into his nephew’s yurta and took possession of all his wealth and utensils. He put Shik
Shuri’s left eye out, broke her left arm and left leg, and set her then, as a serving woman, to feed the dogs of his
courtyard.
The two boys, Huragin and Isbegin, grew up under the two pine trees very quickly. They made bows for
themselves, and then arrows. In two days they killed birds as well as rabbits; they ate them raw. On the third day
they killed nothing, though they hunted till midday. After midday they met in a small valley of a great forest
Dainjin Sharaman, a Mangathai of seventy-three heads.
“I have traveled the forest all day and found nothing till now,” said Dainjin Sharaman; “here I find splendid
eating!” And seizing the two boys by the feet, he strode on, holding them like sticks. At his yurta he tied each boy
to a pillar, cut two slices of flesh from their thighs and spitted them for his supper. While the pieces were roasting
he fell asleep. The two boys, from pain and fear, cried bitterly.
At just this time a man who was as rich as any khan but was childless was passing with eighty packs of
merchandise. He heard the boys crying, and stopped all his train. He went into the yurta and roused the sleeping
Mangathai.
“Why do you eat the flesh of these boys?” he asked.
“I hunted all day and found nothing till I met them. Their flesh is good, and I am glad to eat it.”
“Well,” said Turgubai, the rich merchant, “eat what is on the spit, but sell me the boys. I will give you eighty
horses for them.”
“Take them!” said the Mangathai.
The merchant took the boys to his home, cured them, and called them his sons.
Huragin and Isbegin lived a whole year with the merchant. They grew large, and became skilful hunters, filled
their father’s storehouses with game and with fine fur of all sorts.
“Hunt no more, I have no place for game,” said the merchant, at last.
“Let us herd cattle then,” said the brothers.
Near by was Tomtoy mountain. They drove out the merchant’s flocks and herds to pasture on that mountain.
While the cattle were eating, the boys exercised, tried their strength; hurled stones, as big as a sheep, so far that a
man would need two days to go to the place where the stones fell. Then they threw great rocks, as big as a
bullock, and those fell one day’s journey distant. Near by was a fallen cliff covering two acres; they carried this
cliff home in turn—one brother carrying it a short distance, then the other. They placed the cliff near the gate, and
carved on it the history of their lives since they hunted the first time. They told how they had searched for game,
how the Mangathai treated them, how the merchant had bought them. They told all the present as well, and added:
“If any man harms our new father we will take dreadful vengeance on that man and then slay him.”
They went into the yurta, ate and slept, and afterward went to the high mountain where they had found the
fallen cliff. The boys had never been to the top of Tomtoy. As they climbed they heard cattle roar and men cry.
The cattle roared much, and the men cried as if suffering terribly, and these sounds seemed to come from a
distance. When the boys reached the top of the mountain they saw a long narrow valley. From the beginning to the
end of that valley was a row of pots; in each pot were ten bullocks, and at the side of each pot was a huge spit
with ten men impaled on it. The two brothers sat down on the mountain-top and looked.
“Who is doing all this?” asked they.
Then by magic they learned that those were the people and cattle of Todai Bain Khan. This khan had warred
for three years with Shara Nagóy (Yellow Dog), mad master of the Land of Peace, and had been conquered. Todai
Bain Khan had two daughters, Altan Hurubshe and Mungun Hurubshe. When he had beaten Todai, Yellow Dog
demanded those two daughters. Huragin and Isbegin, the two brothers, now planned on the mountain-top how to
conquer Yellow Dog and assist Todai Khan.
“How much harm Yellow Dog is doing!” they thought. “He boils one thousand bullocks each day and spits one
thousand people.” Now the two brothers took two huge round stones, which were like two great wheels, heated
them as red as red cloth, and one said to the other:
“Yellow Dog has such jaws that when he travels the upper one touches the clouds and the lower one grazes the
earth. At sunrise he rushes up the valley toward the spot where we are now sitting, and goes toward the sun with
open mouth. At that time we will roll these two red-hot stones into his mouth. If we are lucky he will swallow the
two, and they will burn out the heart in his body.”
The next day, as the sun was rising, Shara Nagóy rushed toward it with open mouth. The two brothers rolled
down the hot stones. They bounded into his mouth. He sprang high, howled dreadfully, and fell backward. His
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head struck the northwest mountain, and his feet stretched to the southeast mountain.
When the mad master of the Land of Peace was dead the two brothers went along the valley, threw the
bullocks from the pots, and drew the men from the spits. Some were half roasted, and some half alive. They
brought all to sound health, the bullocks from the pots as well as the men from the spits, and then went toward
Todai Bain Khan’s yurta. When they were in sight of the yurta the largest and oldest blue mare, the largest and
oldest red cow, the most aged and decrepit old woman, came out and addressed the two brothers:
“In vain have you come to relieve us. Do not go against Yellow Dog; he will kill you, and we shall be lost,
whatever else happens.”
When Todai Bain Khan heard that Yellow Dog was dead he harnessed eight blue horses and hurried forward to
meet the two brothers. After the greeting they went with him to his splendid yurta. Nine days they spent there, and
Todai Bain Khan made great feasts of all kinds to please them.
“You have done such a deed,” said he, “that it could not be greater. I will give whatever reward may seem good
to you.”
“We live far from here, no reward is needed; only give us your two daughters.”
“I will do that,” said Todai Khan; and he went to prepare the wedding.
A sea of drink and a mountain of meat were made ready. The wedding lasted nine days and nine nights. When
the time came, and the brothers were ready to go back to their father’s yurta, Todai Khan gave orders to harness
eight bay stallions and send with them a low chariot and eight heroes.
The mother went half-way home with her daughters. On the road they stopped at the yurta of Dainjin the
Mangathai, who had cut flesh from the two brothers and spitted it. The brothers seized him, put chains on his
wrists and ankles, chains weighing forty poods. They laid a strong beam across the smoke-hole and hung him face
downward over the fire, where he died, and they continued their journey, rejoicing. At last they reached the yurta
where Huragin and Isbegin were born and where their false uncle was master. Near the yurta they met a woman
with one eye, one hand, and one foot; she was carrying meat to the dogs of the place, and lamenting.
“What khan’s children are you?” she inquired of the brothers. “Have you ever known my Huregin and Isbegin?
Have you ever heard of them? Are they still living in any place?”
“We have heard that Dainjin the Mangathai caught them in Hapgata valley, that he spitted their flesh, and then
ate it.”
“Oh,” cried the mother,” I had hoped till this day that they were living, and that hope held me up in my
misery.” Then she fell back and died there before her two sons.
The brothers went in and seized the false uncle. They carried him and his family northward to the foot of a
mountain where three roads met; there they nailed them to seven pines, put an empty cask near each pine, with a
dull knife and a pair of blunt scissors fastened to each cask. Above each person was nailed these words:
“If a man passes this place he is to cut off with a knife a small piece of flesh from each person hanging here. If
a woman passes by she is to cut with the scissors a small piece of flesh from each person. The one who fails to do
this will be beheaded.”
The two steeds which had gone to the sky rushed in from the west and stopped at the hitching-posts near the
yurta. On them was everything necessary for the outfit of horse and rider. The two brothers took the horses and
removed the outfits; then they prayed long in thanks, prayed three days and nights to the Heavenly Burkans; after
that they mounted the steeds and rode away beyond thirteen lands to the northwest, where stands a high mountain,
Sehir Mai, the White mountain. On that mountain were the healing Water of Life and the red restoring larch tree.
They went to the top of the mountain and took bark from the tree and water from the spring.
Khan Herdik Shubun (eagle) had gone up three fourths of the way; three years was he flying. He could go no
higher and lay there exhausted, barely living, holding on by his wings and his beak to the mountain side. The
brothers took some of the water from the spring and some of the bark from the red restoring larch tree, and
sprinkled the eagle with the water mixed with the bark. He revived, circled three times about, then flew to the
mountain-top and still higher.
“Thanks to you,” said Khan Herdik. “If war or any peril threatens call me, I will fly to you; we should help one
another.” Then he vanished in the clouds.
The two brothers hurried home. They put some of the bark in Shik Shuri’s mouth, poured in the Water of Life,
cured her. She grew young; regained hand, foot, and eye. When she came to her senses she knew her two sons,
embraced and kissed them, led them into the yurta. There were five of them now.
“Was there a father of ours?” asked the brothers.
“There was, but he was beaten in battle and killed when you were infants.”
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“You are hiding something from us, you are afraid to tell us. We will dig out and discover the ashes and bones
of our father, wherever they may be.”
Shik Shuri took their father’s book out of a box, brought it to her sons, and they read all that was in the book.
They read how their father went to find the gray steed with the round head, how their uncle had killed him. All
was described there. They saddled their two stallions and rode away. Shik Shuri had no power to stop them. They
went to Huhai Hubshi Barsam, the Shaman mountain, and there found their father’s bones, over which moss had
grown.
Huragin and Isbegin gathered the bones; all were there save the great toe of the right foot. They searched
everywhere, and at last found the trail of Ungin (fox); she had stolen the toe. They followed the trail, followed till
they discovered that Ungin had been eaten by Shono (wolf). Going farther, they saw that Shono had been
devoured by Hara Grojung (black bear); yet farther on they found that Hara Grojung had been eaten by Bara
(tiger), and then that Bara had been eaten by Irbit (lion).
They hunted till they came upon Irbit. They killed him and found in his stomach the great toe of their father;
then they returned and fixed the toe to the foot properly. They sprinkled the skeleton with the healing Water of
Life, mixed with powdered bark from the red restoring larch tree. The first time they sprinkled flesh came on the
bones, the second time Hunkuvai was like a man sleeping, the third time he was living and well.
Then Huragin and Isbegin went home with their father, and all feasted for many days.
4
Once there were two brothers—the elder Albat Mergin Hubun and the younger Varhan Tulai Hubun. The elder
had a wife named Deri Sisin (Steel File); the younger was not married.
“Let us try and see which of us is the stronger.” said Varhan to his brother one day.
They went to the shore of the Yellow Sea, and there found a stone as big as a great stallion. The elder brother
raised this stone to his girdle and sank in the ground to his waist. Varhan, the younger brother, raised the stone,
swayed it thrice, and hurled it into the Yellow Sea.
Then they went home and began to shoot with arrows. Albat Mergin took an arrow with forty edges and said to
it:
“Beyond the thirteenth mountain is an elk and his mate. If I am to live, kill them; if not. let them live.”
The arrow did not strike the elk, but chanced on a hundred and eight headed and thirteen horned Mangathai,
went in at the side of his sixth rib, and killed him. Varhan, the younger brother, sent his arrow beyond the twentythird mountain and killed two elks there.
“You have conquered,” said Albat Mergin. “You may not live on as you have been.”
Varhan cut his forehead. opened it. and took out a book. In the book he read that the most beautiful woman in
the world was Shandagan Sagai, daughter of Esege Malan, and that she was to be his bride. Beyond a certain
mountain. where she pastured with thirteen asses. was a milk-white mare, with her colt going after her. The colt
was ninety fathoms long and dark gray in color.
Varhan Tulai led home this colt, fed him for thirty days, saddled him, and started to ride to the sky and find
there the yurta in which lived Shandagan Sagai. the beauty of all the world above and below. He rode long and
fast till his horse was wearied; then he turned him into flint, put the flint in his pocket, made himself a wolf, and
raced on and on. Traveled as a wolf till he was tired; then he took his own form again, and rode on the dark gray
colt till at last he reached an opening, the door through the highest point in the sky. This door is called Sinbur Ulai
Tolgai.
Varhan Tulai went through and saw on the other side the end of a great yurta; then he went farther and saw the
whole yurta. It was splendid and so immense that it reached up till it touched a second sky. When he came to this
beautiful yurta he went in, and there in the seventy-fifth chamber found Shandagan Sagai.
“Where have you come from?” she asked, “and where are you going?”
“I am the son of Galtun Umri. I am going to find a bride, I am looking for Agin Nogon." Shandagan Sagai
made tea then from a silver kettle, and they drank together.
“I have traveled far,” said Varhan Tulai. “I am tired; something troubles; something irritates my head. Look in
it.” He put his head on her knees. Her fingers, searching through his hair, gave him wonderful pleasure, and he fell
asleep.
All at once she screamed. Varhan sprang up and rushed out. There were seventy-four doors besides the outer
door, seventy-five in all. He shut these, and there were ninety-five chambers before him. He closed every chamber
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tightly; then made the house very small, as small as a little box, put it on his horse, and with Shandagan Sagai
inside raced away swiftly.
Esege Malan had three shalmos (invisible spirits) in his service, three attendant spirits, who went around
through every place, watching all the time and looking in all directions very quickly. These shalmos saw that the
house was gone, the daughter gone, all things gone. They hurried to Esege Malan and told him. Esege Malan
opened his doors and saw Varhan Tulai stealing his daughter away—saw him far off, hurrying, racing with all
speed. He called the three shalmos and sent them to bring to him a perfect fool. They brought the fool quickly, and
Esege Malan said to him:
“I brought you, fool, for this purpose. A man came and stole my yurta, with my daughter and all her property.
Hurry, hasten, overtake him, catch him, kill him, and bring back my daughter.”
“Give me means and help,” replied the perfect fool.
Esege Malan sent three hundred champions with clubs, three hundred more with hammers, and three hundred
with sharp swords, to help the fool. They went swiftly and were gaining on Varhan Tulai. He was on earth now,
hurrying always. His horse was untiring, but the fool and the champions were gaining, coming nearer each
moment; so Varhan rose in the air with his horse and rushed to a high country at one side. The fool and his men
lost the trail, but the fool knew what to do. He rose in the air also.
“I will fly too, but you stay here,” he said to his nine hundred helpers. They passed the night at the place where
he left them. During the night they burned up all the trees in the forest around, and their horses ate up all the
grass, and since that day nothing has grown there.
The fool saw Varhan at a great distance. When he had almost caught up with him Varhan turned himself into an
old man and sat down near a spring of pure water. He had made a hut there, and a woman was sitting inside; the
woman was Shandagan Sagai. Varhan, with a girdle of the inner bark of a larch tree around his middle, seemed
very poor. This trick did not mislead the fool, however.
“What manner of man are you, who has stolen the daughter of another and with her his house and goods?” he
asked. “What right did you have to do this?”
They sprang at each other, closed, and began to fight, and they fought for nine days with little rest for
breathing. At last the fool threw Varhan Tulai over three mountain ranges, then rushed after him, and when he
came up, he asked :
“With such small power how could you think to be a hero?” Varhan had sunk to his waist and was hardly
living, but when he heard these jeering words he grew terribly angry; he rose out of the earth, and as he rose he
overturned one hundred and fifty acres in a circle around him.
“Though you are a perfect fool, you have thrown me across three mountain ranges,” cried Varhan; “now I will
throw you so far that you will never be seen again!” That moment he seized the fool and threw him over seven
mountain ranges. He sank eighty fathoms through the earth and stayed there.
Varhan Tulai returned to his hut by the spring, took Shandagan Sagai with all her property, and went home. He
found nothing there; his yurta was gone, his cattle gone, all was gone. There was nothing where the yurta had
been save one black raven and one yellow fox. Nearby was a hitching-post with these words on it:
“Under this post are ten pots of tarasun and the flesh of ten sheep. Eat the meat and drink the tarasun. We have
been taken from our home, and are captives of a hundred and eight headed Mangathai. Find us, and save us.”
Varhan ate and drank and then went to rescue his people. He traveled till he came to a bottomless swamp and a
dense forest. He passed both. Beyond the dense forest he saw his brother’s stallion, with one eye out and a broken
leg. He made his own horse poor, a little, gray, wretched creature, and himself a miserable, starving old man with
hair sticking out a whole foot through his cap and fingernails growing out through his gloves.
He went farther and saw seven hundred of his brother’s bullocks, six hundred sheep, five hundred goats, and
only one he-goat. Farther still he saw two dogs. Two wolves ran up to fight with the dogs. Varhan killed both
wolves and went farther. Next he met four young men on four red horses. Each man had an iron whip.
“Where are you going?” asked Varhan.
“We are herdsmen,” they said; “we run after cattle.”
Varhan waved his whip thrice; the horses were fettered and the men were tied to their saddles. Farther on he
saw the hundred and eight headed Mangathai walking along.
“Where are you going, old man?” asked the Mangathai.
“I am one of Tudai Khan’s herdsmen looking for his cattle. I have come to see if they are with yours. I am dry;
have you nothing to drink here?”
“You know a great deal,” said the Mangathai; “do you know where Varhan Tulai Hubun is? If you know, tell
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me.”
“Of course I know. He was killed long ago by the perfect fool. What a great man Varhan Tulai was, a bonny
fellow! It would take three days to walk over his bones.”
“This moment I will spit something,” said the Mangathai. He spat out a big stone.
“I will give you this stone to keep. Go home and put it away carefully,” he said. “While you have the stone no
one will offend, no one will harm you. I must go after my cattle.”
Varhan Tulai broke the stone against a tree, and a box covered with tin fell out. He opened the box. Sixteen
little birds were in it; thirteen he killed and three he put in his pocket. Then he went to find the Mangathai’s yurta
while the Mangathai was off hunting for his cattle.
The Mangathai’s wife was at home, an angry woman with an ugly face. On one of her knees Varhan’s brother
was sitting; on the other was Deri Sisin, Albat’s wife. Whenever the Mangathai woman went out they had to go
with her.
“Why did you make my brother and his wife your servants?” asked Varhan, as he pushed the woman over and
caught hold of his brother and Den Sisin.
“My husband will come quickly and pay you for this!” screamed the Mangathai’s wife.
“He will not come to me, for I am going to him,” said Varhan.
Then with a horsehair rope he bound her securely, and leaving his brother and sister-in-law, went to find the
Mangathai. While he was going he squeezed to death the three birds that he had in his pocket. When he reached
the Mangathai he found him dead. Varhan brought dry trees and burned the body. Then he made a wooden mill
and ground up the larger bones of his enemy, turned all into ashes and scattered the ashes everywhere.
“Which will you have, seventy tree tops or seventy good horse tails?” asked he of the Mangathai’s wife.
“I could make firewood of the tree tops,” said she; “I could make ropes of the horse tails.”
He took seventy tree tops, made a stake of them, put her on the stake, impaled and killed her; then he brought
her to life again. Next he took seventy horses, tied her to their tails, and tore her into seventy pieces. After that he
put the seventy pieces together and made her alive a second time; then he impaled her on a stake again and left
her there. He searched the house carefully. In one chamber he found an iron cradle; in the cradle an infant, the son
of the Mangathai. Varhan seized the boy and threw him against a corner of the chamber to kill him.
“Oh, no!” cried the child, “you cannot kill me today.” Varhan threw him to the second corner.
“No,” cried the boy, “you cannot kill me today.” He threw him into the third corner.
“Oh, no!” said the child, “you cannot kill me today.”
“What shall I do to kill this creature?” thought Varhan. “Dig me a hole twenty fathoms deep,” said he to his
men, and put all the wood into it that you can find about here.”
It was done, and down deep in the hole a great fire was built; then they threw the young Mangathai into it.
“Oh, how pleasant and comfortable it is here, so warm and nice!” cried the boy; and he began playing with the
hot coals. As nothing could be done to kill the child, Varhan went to take counsel of the thousand Burkans. They
gave him four chains.
“Fasten these chains,” said they, “to his hands and feet and take him to a place in the forest where there are
four trees; chain him to those trees. Near the trees build a house. Inside the wooden house make an iron one,
inside the iron house a lead one. Pack all the space between the wooden, the iron, and the lead houses with ice;
when you have done that stay inside the lead house for nine days. During these nine days we will make a dreadful
heat, and the boy will burst.”
Varhan built the houses; then he and his brother and his brother’s wife took refuge in the lead house, while the
Burkans made such a terrible heat in all the country around the Mangathai’s house where the boy was that he
became dreadfully swollen and at last burst. When the nine days were over Varhan and his brother came out of the
lead house, burned the body of the Mangathai child, scattered the ashes, took all of the cattle and wealth of the
Mangathai, and went home.
When Varhan reached his yurta his wife was gone; she had fled back to Esege Malan, her father. Varhan started
on a second journey to the sky. While he was on the way up Shandagan’s father saw him, and going to Hohodai
Mergen (thunder), he said,
“Strike that Varhan with a thunderbolt and kill him.”
Hohodai did as Esege Malan commanded, and Varhan fell to the earth; the sun and the moon fell with him, and
it became dark in every place. The thousand Burkans held a council and said to Esege Malan:
“You must send messengers to bring back the sun and the moon. We cannot live in this way.”
Esege Malan sent three hundred heroes with three hundred horses and three hundred crowbars to raise the sun
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and the moon, but the heroes could not raise them and went back. Esege Malan now called the seven heavenly
smiths from the sky and sent them down with their forges; he sent also the three hundred heroes, and this time
each hero carried a hammer ninety poods in weight. The smiths were to heat up and the heroes to hammer. They
worked a whole month, but accomplished nothing; everything they did was useless. All this time there was
darkness everywhere. At last the thousand Burkans held a second council. There was one very great sage, Zarya
Azergesha (hedgehog). They sent this wise old Burkan to Esege Malan, and he said:
“Bring to life Varhan, whom thou hast killed, and delay not; give Shandagan Sagai to him. Are the sky and the
earth to be in darkness because of thy daughter?” Esege Malan said,
“I will give him my daughter immediately.” And that moment he summoned Herdik Shubun (the eagle), and
said:
“Take my daughter to the place where Hohodai Mergen struck her husband with a thunderbolt. Take with you a
bottle of the Water of Youth and Life. Pour the water on Varhan’s body and bring him to life again.”
Khan Herdik did all that Esege Malan commanded. Varhan Tulai Hubun sprang up alive and well, and that
instant the sun and the moon rose to their places in the sky. Varhan went home with his wife, collected all the
people, killed sheep and cattle, and made a grand wedding-feast.
“I have been traveling for a long time,” said Varhan to his wife; “I am tired and want to sleep. I want to sleep
four days and four nights. Do not rouse me, unless evil people come and there is great need; then strike me on the
left thigh with your fist.”
He lay down and was soon sleeping soundly. After two days a woman rushed up to the door.
“I am afraid of your dogs!” she screamed. “Let me in! let me in! I am your neighbor!” She was a Mangathai
woman who had come to steal away Varhan; but Shandagan Sagai, thinking that she was a neighbor, let her in,
brought a silver kettle, made tea, and gave her honey, then went out for a moment to get tarasun, leaving the
woman with Varhan, who all this time was sleeping behind seven curtams. When Shandagan came back the
strange woman was gone. Varhan was gone also.
Albat Mergin, his brother, went in search of him. He followed the woman's trail till he came upon a sixty-three
headed Mangathai. For seven years Albat Mergin fought with this Mangathai, and during those years Vardan’s
wife had two sons; the elder was called Altin Shagoy, and the younger Murgun Shagoy. The boys grew very fast.
When they were nine days old a ten-year-old ram’s skin was not large enough to make a coat for either one of
them.
Soon they became wonderful marksmen and great hunters. There was a company in the country nearby, youths
who arranged to shoot at a mark three versts off; no one could hit at that distance except the two brothers.
“We hit! we hit!” cried the others.
“Why say that when you know that it is we who hit?” asked the brothers. The youths were confused and angry.
One of them spoke up and said:
“If you are such men to shoot why not rescue your father from the Mangathai?” The brothers had never
thought about having a father, but now they went home and asked their mother if a Mangathai woman had carried
off Varhan Tulai Hubun, and was he their father?
“Vorhan Tulai was your father,” answered Shandagan Sagai, “but he died before you were born.” They did not
believe this, and when they could not find out where their father was they went to the field and made a plan there.
“Go into the house,” said the elder brother; “the kettle is boiling. I will cry from outside that the calves have
sucked the cows dry; our mother will hurry out. Then you cry from the house that the water is boiling over. We
will run in, take the cover off the kettle, seize her and hold her hands down in the water till she tells where our
father is.” The younger brother went into the house and was talking with his mother, when suddenly the elder
brother, who had remained in the field, cried:
“Mother, come quickly! The calves are sucking the cows dry, we shall have no milk!” The mother hurried out,
but had not reached the field when the younger brother cried from within the house:
“Oh, mother, come quickly! The water is boiling over and putting out the fire!”
Shandagan Sagai rushed back, and the elder boy followed as though to help her. When she was inside the
house the two brothers seized her hands and held them in the hot water.
“Tell us where our father is,” said they.
“Thy father’s ashes are where his sons’ ashes should be,” replied she angrily.
They put her hands into the water a second time, and she told them everything, for the water was very hot.
Then the two brothers took their weapons and started away on foot. They went to the boundary of their father’s
land, took twelve tapers in their hands, and implored the Burkans for horses. They prayed one day and night,
225

holding the twelve tapers. The second night they put twenty tapers on the ground and prayed for three days and
three nights.
On the fourth day, in the morning, they saw four bay horses near them, and on the saddle of each horse was a
hero’s outfit. They mounted two of the horses and rode away, leading the other two. After riding for a long time
they met their uncle, who was on his way home.
“I have killed the sixty-three headed Mangathai,” said Albat Mergin, “but have seen nothing of my brother,
Varhan Tulai Hubun.”
“Varhan Tulai is our father,” said the two brothers, “and upi are our uncle.”
The uncle turned back then and went with his nephews, and they rode straight to the house of the Mangathai.
They saw no one there, but found tracks going into a forest. They followed the tracks, went on and on, till at last
the boys found their father. On his head was a wheel ninety poods in weight, and eight iron spikes were sticking
into his body, four in his right side and four in his left side. Albat and his brother seized seven young Mangathais
and bound them, bound their mother also. Then they took the wheel from Varhan’s head and drew the spikes out.
Nearby was a great, broad, level-topped mountain where four roads crossed. At the crossing were eight
immense larch trees. To this place they brought the young Mangathais and their mother and tied each, with a
strong hair rope, to a larch tree. Then they nailed their heads, feet, and hands to the tree trunk and took the ropes
away. A barrel was placed before each Mangathai, and by each barrel hung a blunt knife and a pair of dull
scissors. On each tree were these words:
“Whoever passes, man or woman, must cut a bit of flesh from the body of each of the eight hanging here. Let
every woman cut with the scissors and every man cut with the knife. Whoever fails to cut will be nailed to a tree
as these eight are nailed.”
They left the Mangathai woman and her seven sons at the cross-roads, turned the Mangathai’s house bottom
upward, took all that she had, went home with it, and lived there afterward, rejoicing.
5
To a forest at the foot of a mountain came a man seventy years of age and a woman who was sixty. They
cleared a small space there, and the man cut down trees to build a yurta. When the yurta was finished they lived in
it, and soon the old woman gave birth to a son who was silver below the waist and gold above it. In two days after
his birth the skin of a two-year-old sheep was too small for the boy. In three days the skin of a three-year-old
sheep was too narrow for him.
The two old people had a very scant living. They had only one cow, and the cow had not milk enough for that
boy three days old. The father and mother began to scold their young son.
“What a glutton you are!” they said. In five days the boy said to them,
“I am your only child, and you are not able to nourish me; what would you do if there were two or three other
sons?”
“Such as you are there can never be. To pour milk on the ground or give it to you is all one. You never have
enough, no matter how much we may give you.”
“You are mistaken,” said the boy; “a bigger glutton than I am may be given to you. You grudge me milk from a
cup, but if one were born who would eat your cow up what would you say then?”
He drew from his mother’s breast also.
“When I drink a little from the breast I am satisfied,” added the boy.
“Though young, he understands,” said the parents in alarm. “Let us throw him out! Let us be rid of him!”
“Throw me out if you wish,” said the boy, “but if you do that, take me far away to a mountain; do not throw
me out near by. There, far away, I will ask food of the Heavenly Burkans.”
The father and mother thought their son was making sport of them beyond forgiveness and that they must get
rid of him.
“Oh, an evil, a very evil child was born to us!” said the father and mother.
A lofty mountain stood opposite. The father took his son to that mountain and left him on the summit. The
child cried for one half of twenty-four hours, then turned to the thousand Heavenly Burkans, and asked :
“Why make parents who will not nourish me? Since ye have made them who have thrown me away, give me
food and clothing, give me a horse and an outfit.” He cried till he fell asleep.
When he woke the next morning he was in a room in a strange yurta. Many people were there, and herds of
horses, and many cattle were pasturing on the meadow near by. The boy went out, looked around, came back, and
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passed a second night.
When the father took his son to the mountain the child could not walk. The next morning the parents, looking
at the mountain and wondering what had become of the boy, noticed the beautiful yurta and marveled that it had
appeared there in one night.
“Some enemy of ours has come, surely to kill us in the end,” said they. “Let us go up to the mountain. Let us
give an offering to the Burkans. Our son must be dead by this time.”
They did not go to the mountain; they made no offering to the Burkans.
The boy stayed nine days and nights in his yurta; he walked through all the rooms in it. On the night after the
eighth day he found a book. This book, which was as big as a common door, had fallen in through the smokehole. The boy read the book, and understood all. It was written that he would be a great khan. It was also written
what land would be under his power, and his name, Altin Shagoy, was given there. He read three and a half nights
and as many days as nights. In the book it was stated that all his people and all his herds were in good condition.
Soon Altin was as if ten years of age, and he said,
“Now I must count all my people, my cattle, and my herds of horses.”
His mother now gave birth to a second child, a real glutton, a terrible eater. People brought word to Altin that
his father and mother had a daughter, that they had killed their one cow to feed her, and were suffering from want,
that his mother was dying of hunger. Altin commanded to drive ten bullocks to his father’s yurta, and he went
himself with the men who drove them. He helped to prepare meat for his mother, then took her and his father and
sister to his own yurta.
“You thought me a glutton when you threw me out,” he said, “but now you have a real glutton.”
The young sister was terrible; she cried, cried night and day, and when not crying she was drinking milk. Altin
read in his book, and found that the child must be named and have a cradle. He called together the people, gave a
great feast, and had his sister named with proper ceremony. She was quiet after that, she cried no more; her father
and mother had peace and rest.
“I must count my cattle,” said Altin, when he was the size of a boy thirteen years of age. His steed, given by
the Burkans, was on the mountain Tiphen Ulan Hada. He went to that great mountain on foot, reached the base of
it, climbed and climbed. At last he stopped, for he could go no farther. He turned into a falcon then and flew up—
flew for three days, flew till he came to the summit.
On that mountain stood a golden-trunked, silver-leafed aspen tree. At the foot of that tree the Water of Life
gushed forth. The horse was not there. Altin drank water, turned into a reed and waited. At midday the horse came
to drink. On the horse was the whole outfit of a hero.
It never rains on that mountain and never snows there. When the horse come toward the spring he stopped on a
sudden, before touching the water.
“What is this?” he asked. “There is an odor of flesh here. It smells of man. No man should be in this place.”
The horse did not know that his master was born yet.
“No man but my future master has the right to be here,” said he, looking around everywhere. Seeing no one, he
began to drink. From the reed Altin became himself and seized the bridle. The horse was so frightened that he ran
and dragged Altin, dragged him a day and a night, around that great mountain.
“If you wish to kill me,” said Altin, “kill me quickly. If you wish to save, stop at once. If not I shall be dizzy
and die very quickly.”
The horse stopped, and Altin mounted. Unused to being ridden, the beast rushed away, ran one day and one
night around that flat-topped red mountain. At last, after twenty-four hours, running, the horse said,
“Now I am ready for the saddle.”
“What magic do you have?” asked Altin.
“I have this magic.If one puts a cup of milk on the fire I can run three times around the world before it boils.
What strength so you have?”
“I am so strong that none can conquer me. How are we to go down this mountain?”
“Shut your eyes,” said the horse. “Hold fast, very fast to the saddle, bind both your ears with a kerchief. If you
do not your head will be dizzy. I will go back one mile, run with all my speed, spring into the air, and alight on the
earth safely.”
When they were ready the horse went back, then rushed toward the edge of the mountain. Altin held fast, heard
nothing, felt nothing, and found himself at home on his own mountain, right in front of his yurta. He tied the horse
to the hitching-post; then he saw his sister. She was walking already.
“Where have you come from, brother?” she asked, and she went toward the horse.
227

“Do not come near this horse,” said Altin; “he might kill you.”
“Why should the horse kill me? I ought to be friendly with my brother’s steed.” She walked around, looked at
the horse carefully, then went to her father and mother.
“Oh, my brother has a fine steed,” said she. “He is fat and big and must be very strong.”
The father went out, and when he saw the horse he was so terrified by his size that he fell to the ground
without sense. When he recovered he was so weak that he could not rise; he crawled into the yurta on his hands
and knees.
Altin drank, sat on his horse, and rode to count his herds and his cattle. He drove all the animals into an
immense meadow, counted them for three days and nights, but could not finish. On the fourth day he discovered
that three years before the best mare in his herd had had a colt; that colt was gone. They searched for bones to see
if a wolf had eaten the colt, but could find none.
At last on the north side of the meadow they found a trail. A thief had stolen the colt. Three brothers lived off
in that direction, and Altin thought that they had taken it; so he rode to their yurta and tied his horse to their
hitching-post. The post would not stand, came out of the ground. Altin took an arrow, thrust it into the earth, and
tied his steed to it. Then he went into the yurta and upbraided the three brothers, stamped with his feet till their
yurta was quivering.
“Did you think that that colt was without an owner?” he shouted. “How did you dare to take what was mine?”
He went out of the yurta then and saw his colt in a pen with two other young horses. The colt was tremendous
to look at, immense, like Altin's own saddle horse. The three brothers spoke up now very boldly.
“Do not shout so loud!” they said. “If you wish war we are ready. There is a place not far from here called
Taimi Sagan Her (Open White Steppe). On that steppe are five very large pine trees; where we can see who is the
strongest.”
Altin mounted immediately and rode to that place. He made a fire, let out his horse, and lying down to rest, fell
asleep. That minute he turned into stone. The three brothers followed Altin and said to one another as they
traveled,
“If he is sleeping we will finish him quickly.”
They found him lying on the ground asleep, and they shot at him with three arrows. Altin made no move. He
woke, took his own form, and thought that fleas from the dust had been biting him. Seeing the brothers, and
finding the arrows by his side, he inquired :
“What kind of persons are you, who try to kill a man while he is sleeping? You will never be able to do that to
me, for when I am asleep I am stone. How have you planned to attack me—all three at once, or one after another?
Will you meet me with arrows or with wrestling?”
“I will go against you alone,” said the elder brother. “We will wrestle and we shall see who is stronger, you or
me.”
That moment Altin seized the boaster by the back of the neck, whirled him three times around his own head,
struck a pine tree with his body, and killed him.
The second brother came now. Altin treated him in the same way; killed him as he had his brother.
Next came the youngest. He was very strong, almost the equal of Altin. The two struggled three days and three
nights. Each bit away all the flesh from the front of the other’s body and tore off all the flesh from his back. They
made ditches in the ground with their feet as they wrestled. Crows and magpies flew in from the north and the
south, carried the flesh away, and ate it. On the fourth day Altin threw the third brother, who before death spoke
these words:
“In vain have I fought with you, but I fought for the sake of my brothers.” Then he died.
Altin pulled up three pines by the roots and burned the three brothers. He went then to their yurta, turned it
bottom upward, and took all their people, property, and cattle, and went with his own three horses to his yurta on
the mountain.
“I have counted my horses and colts,” he said to his father. “All is finished; I will go now and seek a bride for
myself.”
“You shall do that,” said his father and mother. “We are old; it is time for you to marry.”
For three days Altin read in his book.
“Gal Nurman Khan, your bride’s father, lives in the far South,” said the book. “His daughter’s name is Gagurai
Nugun; she is your bride.”
Gal Nurman let no one come near him, and never slept day or night except a moment just before daybreak;
how was Altin to go to such a man, how was he to leave his sister, how was he to leave his father and mother, who
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were old now and helpless? He collected the people to ask advice of all who were above ten and less than fifty
years of age. He put out food and drink and told what he wanted.
“I am going,” he said, “to find a bride. What man will manage while I am gone?” One old sage, eighty years of
age, who chanced to be there, said:
“Though I am old, I have wisdom. This is my advice: take a lettered man from the people; let him manage in
your place.”
“Where can I find such a person, a good man?” asked Altin. No one spoke, till at last the old man said:
“I have a son of twenty years who knows seven languages. He may manage the country for you.”
Altin sent three horsemen to bring him.
“The khan asks you to come,” said the messengers. The young man was in one shirt.
“I am khan for myself,” said he. “I owe your khan nothing; I taught myself with my own father’s means, I took
nothing from any man, I am not in debt to anyone. But since the khan calls I will go.”
He put on a black shuba, black trousers, a cap, and fishskin shoes; then he went to Altin, who came out to meet
him, took him by the hand, and led him into the yurta.
“What will you eat?” asked Altin. He had drink placed before the young man, and next the book which he
himself had read.
“If thou finish this book in three days,” said Altin, “I shall believe that if thou art here in my plac—it will be as
well as if I were here myself. If thou canst not finish, it will be worse.”
The young man began to read. He finished in season.
“You are wise,” said Altin. “You are here now in my place, and I will leave you. When I come back you will
go to find a bride for yourself.”
“I cannot stay here,” said the young man. “My mother is seventy years old and my father is eighty. Who will
nourish them? I have no brothers.”
“Bring your father and mother to this place,” said Altin; “be my brother.”
"My father’s yurta and my own affairs are dearer to me than all other things,” said the young man. “I had never
a thought to leave them.”
“I am going away for nine years,” said Altin. “Leave thy parents at home and visit them from time to time.
Send them food and clothing. Take from my things whatever may be lacking in your yurta.”
The young man consented, not wishing to offend Altin Khan.
“I am satisfied,” said Altin. "But when I am away I need to know that you are well. Can you give me a sign?”
The young man gave his own silver ring.
“If I am well and in health,” said he, “the ring will glitter. If I die it will fall into two parts. Give me a sign
also.”
“I will show you your dwelling-place first,” answered Altin, “and then give you a sign.” After he had showed
him a yurta aside, he gave him an arrow and said:
“Keep this arrow carefully. If I die it will rot. If I live it will be as it now is.” Altin was ready to mount when
on a sudden he thought of something he had forgotten, and called out,
“I have not summoned the people to wish me good fortune.”
He summoned them, then placed out meat and drink in plenty. They gave good wishes, and he went toward the
South, unattended.
“I can go mightily if you wish,” said Altin’s steed.
And he rushed forward like a strong wind. Soon he was at the boundary. The sun was high when Altin left
home, but he was on the boundary at midday. Taking tobacco, he smoked.
“We can work well together,” he said to his steed. About evening they came to three roads, and a yellow fox
crossed before them.
“How dare you cross my path?” called out Altin, as he let fly an arrow, which cut the fox in two. The hind part
sank in the earth and cried to Altin:
“I shall tell the Heavenly Tengeris what you have done to me.” And the head and fore part flew to the sky.
Altin rushed forward rapidly, but as he did a heavenly hero came down from the sky and stood before him.
This hero’s name was Tiyil Btige Tengeri. He rushed straight at Altin, struck him across the breast, cut him in two,
and seizing the upper part flew to the sky with it; the lower part he left where it fell.
“I did this,” he said, while flying, “because you have killed my one daughter. I sent her to earth on no evil
errand; she went to find and dig lily roots.” When his master was gone Altin’s horse stood still and dropped tears.
“Cry, or not cry,” he said at last, “I must do something.” And he changed himself to a falcon.
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“I will go now,” he thought, “and ask the one who made me why my master has been killed. That wretched fox
cuts the road to people; what right has she to cause a man’s death? I will make her take up to heaven what is left
of my master.” The falcon flew to the sky, straight to Zayasha Zayan Tengeri, who had made him, and told what
had happened.
“There will be a council,” said Zayasha, and he sent at once for the thousand Heavenly Burkans.
“Who dared to kill the man whom I made?” he asked, when all the thousand Burkans were assembled the next
morning at daybreak. They told him, and then summoned Tiyil Bilge and sentenced him to bring the lower half of
Altin’s body to the sky.
“You have not done right,” they said; “your daughter was to blame altogether. She has led an evil life on earth
and has no right to cut across people’s paths.”
Tiyil Bilge went down to the earth and got the lower part of Altin’s body three days after he was killed. It was
still there near the crossroads. Altin’s sister came to the sky now; she complained bitterly, and asked the Burkans
who had dared to kill her brother. Tiyil Bilge took the two parts to the heavenly smiths. Seven days and nights
they worked over Altin. Hardly could they bring him to his right form again. They could not put the breath back;
the thousand Burkans had to do that, and start life anew in him. Then Altin commanded his sister to go home,
without delay. She turned into a raven and flew to the earth.
“Must I fight with anyone on the way?” asked Altin, as he left the Burkans.
“No, you will go forward with good fortune,” they said. “You will go to your father-in-law. Opposite his yurta,
on a very high mountain, is a golden aspen. There is Water of Life at the foot of that tree, and on the top of the
tree sits a white cuckoo as big as a horse’s head. This bird knows all that is done in the sky, everything thought out
there by the Burkans. She can bring the dead to life and give riches to poor people; she has immense wisdom, this
cuckoo. Drink of that Water of Life, give some to your horse, and ride forward next morning. From here to that
mountain are golden stairs.”
Altin reached the mountain and never stopped till he stood by the golden-trunked aspen tree. He dismounted,
then drank of the water, gave some to his horse, made a fire, and ate silver leaves from the aspen. Whoever ate of
those leaves was not hungry or cold thereafter.
Altin looked straight south and saw the immense yurta of his father-in-law. It was a whole mile in length,
enormous in size, and so high that its roof touched the sky. He slept well that night, and rising very early, went
down the mountain to the great yurta. He rode up, tied his horse to the hitching-post, and hurried in. Gal Nurman
had just risen. Altin walked up to him and said:
“A greeting from me to you, father-in-law.”
“What sort of a fellow are you, who hast come to me without invitation?” asked Gal Nurman. “How have you
dared to appear here? No one may come to me, either on foot or on horseback!”
“Your daughter is to be my wife. This has been settled by the Heavenly Burkans and depends on them.”
“If that is true,” said Gal, “you can see her. She is beyond seventy-seven doors; go to her.”
The doors were of iron, strong and heavy. With a kick Altin opened each door. When he reached the seventyseventh chamber a maiden was sitting there. She was very beautiful, she shone as the sun shines in the day and the
moon shines during night hours.
“How did you open the doors?” she asked. “No one has ever before had strength to open them. My father has
never let anyone pass. How did you pass?”
“I am Altin Shagoy; you are my bride; that was fixed by the Heavenly Burkans, and recorded in my book of
life. I have seen your father, and he sent me to hear what your wish is.”
“I do not credit your book,” said the maiden. “I do not know if you art telling me truth or are lying. Perhaps
you have come for my beauty, with the desire to deceive me. As to my father I do not trust him in anything. Are
you really to be my husband? But I will read in my book and discover.”
She had in her bosom a small book, the size of a man’s palm. She took it out and read:
“You art to marry Altin Shagoy.”
When she read that she commanded to bring food and drink and began to entertain Altin. In the morning Gal
Nurman cried outside Altin’s door:
“You are sleeping long!” Altin went out to his father-in-law.
“Why sleep so long?” asked the khan.
“I came from afar and was weary; why should I not sleep?”
Gal Nurman entertained Altin, and then sent him back to his bride in the seventy-seventh chamber. At sunrise
on the second day Altin rose and went out immediately.
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“Why sleep so long?” inquired the father-in-law. “Didn’t you rest? Couldn’t you rise earlier?”
“When I am tired I am more tired the second than the first day.”
“Come and drink and eat with me,” said the khan. “I am going to give you my daughter, but I have a yellow
dog on a distant mountain. If you bring that dog, you canst take her to your yurta; if not, you’ll not get her.”
Altin went to his bride, consulted with her, asked her how he was to get the yellow dog.
“No one can get that dog,” she said. “Better go back to your yurta. Many and many a bridegroom has come
here and lost his life in trying to bring that yellow dog to my father.”
“I think that you will aid me in getting the dog.”
“How can I aid you? I can do so only in one way. Through my magic you wilt be able to live without
sleeping.”
“I shall go in any case,” said Altin, “and shall bring back the dog.” He went then to Gal Nurman, and said,
“I am going for your dog.”
And he rode away northward very swiftly, never stopping till he came to the Black Sea. There, near the coast,
was a single great pine tree. On the tree were three beautiful maidens; the first one was crying, the second was
laughing, the third was singing.
“How is this?” asked Altin. “Why are your minds so different?”
“We are the daughters of Khan Herdik Shubun (eagle). Our father warred three years with Mogoi Khan. At the
end of that time Mogoi broke our father’s wings. We sent him to be cured at a place on a distant mountain. Now
Mogoi Khan wants to eat us while our father is gone. He will come today and eat my sister who is crying,
tomorrow he will eat my sister who is singing, and the third day he will eat me.”
“Where does Mogoi Khan live?”
“In Hara Dalai (the Black Sea), directly opposite. When he comes out the whole sea roars and rages. He has
two heads, and one great eye in his chief head. That eye is as big as the moon. If you can send an arrow into it you
wilt kill him immediately. But to send such an arrow is terribly difficult. If it brings back even one drop of blood
you will die, without rescue.”
“Leave this place, save yourselves!” said Altin. “Do not wait for him.”
They would not move; they stayed there. Altin left his horse in the field near the pine tree, and went on foot
toward the sea, taking with him his bow and arrow. Near the place where Mogoi was to come out of the sea Altin
became a reed. Soon the sea began to roar and rage, and he saw Mogoi Khan coming. Altin drew his bow, and
aimed at Mogoi’s one eye.
“Bring not back a drop of blood, wipe yourself clean,” said Altin to the arrow.
The arrow went straight into the eye, and tore Mogoi Khan’s head into many small pieces. The arrow did not
return. It could not, it was bloody.
Altin took his own form, and ran back to the three sisters, ran swiftly. But Mogoi Khan was terribly poisonous.
All Altin’s hair fell off, and for one mile around each spear of grass withered up.
“I have conquered your enemy,” said Altin to the sisters.
“Where are you going?” they asked.
“I did not come to save you,” said Altin, “but to get the yellow dog for Gal Nurman Khan. I wish to see your
father, Khan Herdik; perhaps he can help me.” They made no answer at first; then the eldest sister said:
“I should be your wife, but since you are wooing the daughter of another khan it would not be proper to talk of
that. But remember, I will be your son’s wife. Our father is helpless and cannot aid you in any way.”
Altin rode to that mountain from which golden stairs reach the sky. He went up those stairs on his steed, went
to the heavenly smiths for hoofs, chains, and fetters.
“We have no time to make those things,” said one of the smiths. “We work always for Esege Malan.”
“May your bellows burst! May your hands not rise! And be you crooked!” cried Altin in a rage.
All happened as he said. He went to each one of the other smiths, got the same answer always, and cursed
them all in the same way. The first and second and third smith cried:
“Come back! Come back! Recall your evil words, and we will do whatever is your wish.”
He restored them, and they worked quickly, made everything well, made all that he asked for. Altin took the
hoops, chains, and fetters, went down the golden stairs on horseback, and went then to the mountain where the
yellow dog lived. Five days and nights was Altin climbing that great mountain. He was thinking always:
“Which is the better time to seize the dog, morning or evening?”
Just before daybreak he reached the summit of the mountain. He put his horse in his pocket as a flint chip,
became a raven, and going in search of the dog, found him sleeping.
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“If I am well, let all these chains, hoops, and fetters fasten to him!” chanted Altin, as he asked aid of the
Burkans. That moment all those chains and fetters were on the dog. The dog woke up, fettered. He sprang, ran,
pulled. No good in all that! He could do nothing; he was bound beyond loosening. The raven was there near him
as he struggled.
“I have heard that Altin is born,” said the dog. “He must have come. He must be here; no one else could do this
to me!”
“Altin has come indeed,” said the raven. “I am he.”
“Let me go,” begged the yellow dog. “I will go with you, or do you wish to kill me? Free me. Let us be
friends.”
Altin took his own form and mounted his steed. He let hoops and fetters drop and led the dog by the chain. He
was near Gal Nurman’s when he met two men on the road. The two said:
“Let the dog loose. That is Gal Nurman’s command; he has sent us to meet you.”
“Gal Nurman would not believe me if I went to him without the dog; he would make me go again on this long
journey. You must be strange people and think me very simple. Eat up those two men and their horses!” said Altin
to the yellow dog.
The dog ate them straightway. Altin reached the yurta of Gal Nurman, tied his steed to the hitching-post, tied
the dog to the right corner of the yurta, and went to his father-in-law.
“I have brought the yellow dog,” said he. “Come and look at him.”
Gal Nurman looked out of the door, saw the dog, and was so frightened that he fainted and lay there without
motion. Altin shook him till he brought him to his senses.
“See what your valor is,” said Altin; “you are afraid to even look at the dog. I went to him, captured him,
brought him to you. The dog has a dreadful appetite; he can eat up all you have, destroy all your property in one
day.”
“You have brought the dog, now you must get rid of him. He may eat up all my people!” said Gal Nurman, in
great alarm.
“Have the wedding tomorrow, and I will send the dog home.”
“I will have it,” replied the khan. Altin gave the dog one half of an ox, and said,
“Eat well and go back to your mountain.”
“Call the people together,” said Altin. “Let the wedding be tomorrow, for I must hurry home.” Then he went to
his bride.
“Where were you? What have you seen and done?” she asked. He told her how he had climbed the golden
stairs, how he had got chains, hoops, and fetters of the heavenly smiths, had fettered the yellow dog, and brought
him to her father.
“You have said nothing about the three sisters on the pine tree. When shooting the arrow you command to it
was to return to you. Why did it not come back? I know about those sisters and what they said. One said that she
would be your son’s wife.”
The next day was the wedding. There were many people, and they had much meat and drink. Ravens and
magpies had their fill.
On the fifth day Altin and his bride were at his own yurta on the mountain. And then the young man whom he
had left in charge went for his bride; but that is another story.
6
Yerente was ninety-five years of age, and his wife, Untun Duryai, sixty. Though they lived in an immense
stone yurta, they had neither son nor daughter. Yerente owned thousands and thousands of cattle, but for fourteen
years he had not thought to number them. At last he went to count all his herds, and on counting found that he had
lost one light bay stallion and eighty-five mares with colts and without colts. When he learned this he began to
shed tears.
”I am old, I have no children,” he lamented, “and now I have lost my best horses. At Dalantai lives a
Mangathai of seventy-seven heads. He is the thief; he it is who has stolen my horses.” And Yerente went home
weeping.
“Why are you weeping?” asked his wife, Untun Duryai.
“I am not weeping,” replied Yerente. “The wind made my eyes smart and made the tears flow.” They sat down
to eat and drink.
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“Though I was not weeping,” said Yerente, “I have lost many mares and a stallion. I must look for those horses
at once, I must find them.”
“Why do that today?” asked Untun Duryai. “You must not go now, you must stay with me.”
“I will go without delay,” said he; “soon I shall be too old to go, 1 shall not have the strength to travel.”
He made ready immediately, put on his trousers of bull-skin (there were seventy-five skins in that one pair of
trousers); then he drew on boots of fish-skin, put a silver belt around his body, a silk shuba over his shoulders, and
a sable-skin cap on his head. Next he took a quiver and all that belonged to it, ninety-five arrows. Then he drank
spider oil. He had no need of food for ten years after drinking that oil. When ready, he opened his iron storehouse
and led forth a red bull with horns sixty fathoms long, took a rope of rawhide, put it through the bull’s nose, sat on
the beast’s back, and rode away westward.
Yerente rode far, rode to a certain mountain beyond the boundary of his land, and there found his mares and his
stallion. The right eye of the stallion had been dug out, his right front leg had been broken. Yerente cured the
stallion and sent the beast home; with him went the eighty-five mares with colts and without colts. Then the old
man rode farther on the red bull to find the Mangathai and take vengeance.
After a time he met two young men on horseback; they had iron staffs in their hands and were looking for a
herd of lost horses. He called to them and said,
“I can tell you where that herd is.”
“How could you know, old man. You are lying.” And the two laughed at him as he sat on the long-horned red
bull.
Yerente was enraged at their ridicule. He sprang from the bull, seized the young men, tied each to the tail of the
horse which he had been riding, lashed the horses, and sent them rushing homeward over the sandy steppe.
Then he rode farther on his red bull. When he reached the top of the mountain he stopped there and looked
around on all sides very sharply, thinking where it was best to go. He saw on the horizon a yurta which seemed to
touch the blue sky; it was shining and splendid. Near the yurta stood the Mangathai’s stallion. This stallion was
black, except a white spot on the right side of his rump.
“Rise up!” called the stallion to his master. “Someone is on Onhoy Undir Ushin; it must be that an enemy is
coming.” The Mangathai came out in one shirt to look; then he sprang on the stallion and rushed to the mountain.
“Why did you take a herd of horses from me in my old age?” asked Yerente.
“You are old; so I was free to take them and keep them, and now I will tear you into small bits!” said the
Mangathai, springing from his black stallion and rushing toward the red bull.
Yerente slipped off the bull and went toward the Mangathai. They approached each other sidewise and came
together fiercely. Each with all his ten fingers tore bits of flesh from the other. The stallion ran at the bull and bit
his spine. The bull drew back, freed himself, and rushed with his long horns at the stallion, fought with him,
pierced him through the breast. Then the bull rushed at the Mangathai, pierced him, raised him on his horns, and
killed him. On the bull’s back was the horse’s head. The horse had bitten into the bull so fiercely that he could not
let go, and when he died his head was torn from his body. Yerente took the head away now.
“The Mangathai’s property is of no use to me,” said he, and he rode home on the back of his red bull.
All were well at his coming, but two days afterward Untun Duryai gave birth to a son and a daughter. Yerente
summoned the people. He put tarasun and meat before them on the first day; on the second day he placed the
infants in a cradle and asked for men to name them. A gray-haired old man from the North named the boy, called
him Sokto Khan. A gray-haired old man from the South named the girl Agüi.
Yerente sent home the first old man with honor, gave him trousers and a shuba, gave him the marrow bone of
an ox. The gray old man gave Sokto a cane. The second gray old man received trousers, a shuba, and a marrow
bone, and he gave Agüi a magic stick. Each of the midwives got a silk shuba and a carcass of beef. To the woman
who received his son he gave a gold ring; to the woman who received his daughter he gave a silver ring. The two
women gave each child a silver ring. All the people went home then, well satisfied and happy.
When ten days had passed the children were as if ten years old, and a ram’s skin was too small as a coat for the
boy to wear. At this time Duryai said to her husband:
“Go and get for me the flesh of a wild goat. I am tired of common meat.”
The old man had a red stallion ninety fathoms long. This stallion was far from the yurta, pasturing, with
thirteen wild deer, in the mountains. Yerente took his flute and played on it very sweetly; with this music he
summoned the red stallion, and it ran home quickly. Yerente put a silk saddle-cloth on the stallion, then a saddle
of silver; he put a silver bit in its mouth and silver trinkets on the saddle. Then he mounted, took bow and quiver,
and went to hunt.
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The first day he found nothing, the second day no more. That evening he prepared to spend the night in the
forest.
“I am old,” said he to himself; “that is why I see no game!”
The third day he killed many goats, took fifteen of them on his red stallion, and started homeward. When
halfway to the yurta the horse sank to the earth on his knees and began to listen. The old man grew angry at the
stallion; he thought he was lazy and began to beat him.
“Why stop half-way?” he cried.
“You hast lived to old age without gaining wit or wisdom,” said the stallion. “Why beat your horse?”
“Why do you stop?”
“I stopped for a reason, and now I will tell it. While you were away hunting game your wife went to Orhoy,
raised the Mangathai to life, and brought him with her to your yurta. At this moment he is hidden there behind
seventy-seven closed doors. They have pots of poisoned tarasun to give you. You are to drink first of good
tarasun; in the second pot will be poison. You will be drunk from the first pot and poisoned from the second. The
moment you are home let me out, take off the bridle, saddle, and all that is on me. Don’t let your wife touch my
bridle. Your wife wants to kill you and me. Don’t drink what your wife gives. If you drink you are dead. More
good I cannot do you. Your fate is told. Later on I will help your son and daughter.”
When they reached the yurta Untun Duryai came out to meet Yerente.
“How long you were gone! You have wearied yourself for nothing. Give me the horse. I will help you, I will
tie him to the hitching-post.”
“I have never let anyone tie my horse; I will do that myself,” said Yerente. He unsaddled the horse quickly and
let him out.
“Be as fat as possible,” he said to the stallion.
Yerente went into the yurta. Duryai took him by the hand, commanded to skin the goats and dress them. All
things were made ready; tarasun was brought in quickly. Duryai gave Yerente one cup after another, and soon he
was drunk.
“Let me have more drink!” he said.
“I do not know that there is more tarasun,” said the woman. “If there is I will bring it.”
Duryai was in high spirits; she brought another pot of tarasun. Yerente drank all from the pot and was
senseless. The poison came out in blue and red flames through his mouth and his nostrils. As her husband lay
there, Duryai called to the Mangathai:
“Your enemy is dead now, come out to me!”
The Mangathai came out, but Yerente was not dead. He sprang up, and the two fought; the old man fought his
false wife and the Mangathai as well. They struggled for three days and three nights. Yerente was beginning to
overcome the Mangathai.
“Why didst you raise me?” cried he to Duryai. “Better lie where I was if I must suffer a second time. Better lie
dead in peace than be punished in this way.”
Duryai took blue grains of barley and threw them at the feet of the Mangathai, chanting words while she
scattered them. The Mangathai grew stronger; then she threw red barley grains at the old man’s feet and chanted;
he grew weak and stumbled. On the fourth day Yerente was very feeble, and the Mangathai finished him, choked
him, killed him. The two put his body in a cask with ninety-five iron hoops on it and rolled the cask into the Hara
Dalai (Black Sea); then they feasted.
“You must kill your son and daughter,” said the Mangathai; “they may avenge their father’s death on me.”
“I cannot kill my own children,” said Duryai. “If you wish you mayst kill them.”
“I don’t have the strength in me to do it, I have fought so many days with your husband. I will rest, and then I
will see to them.”
In the night the red stallion broke into the yurta, stole Yerente’s son and daughter, and ran away southward to
the flat top of a high mountain. The Mangathai and Duryai went in pursuit. The red stallion galloped far and very
fast. They could not overtake him, and he saved the two children. On the top of that mountain was the Water of
Life.
“Let us go back,” said the Mangathai. “What can that horse do alone? What good is a horse without a master?
What good is a knife without a handle?”
The red stallion gave living water to the children. He found there by the spring an iron horn, from which they
drank. He kept them three whole years on the mountain. From the north came rain in summer, and for that reason
the right side of the stallion was covered with moss; on his left side the hair fell off from heat. For three years the
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children played; after that the horse said to them,
“You are large enough now. I may take you down to the valley. If you are lucky you will prosper.”
They went down the mountain, and then hand in hand wandered farther. Soon they came to a large open place,
where there were eighty-five immense pine trees. Beyond the trees was a splendid yurta which shone like silver.
Near the pine trees Sokto made a shelter for his sister.
“Stay here,” he said, “till I come;” and he went to the high silver yurta. Inside he saw a Mangathai with a
hundred and eight heads, and his wife, a very tall woman.
“Where do you come from—from what country?” asked the Mangathai. “You must be some khan’s son.”
“People say, I know not if truly, that I am the son of Yerente Khan, that I was taken from my father when an
infant.”
“Your father was my great enemy. I am glad that you hast come. I have need of you.”
Straightway the Mangathai struck Sokto twenty-five strong blows; then he shut him up in a stone storehouse
and gave him a little strip of black bread to eat. Sokto had passed many days in that storehouse, when some khan,
a friend of the Mangathai, was taking home seventy-five casks of tarasun. The khan gave tarasun to the
Mangathai. He drank and grew talkative.
“I have the son of Yerente Khan shut up here. I gave him twenty-five blows of a rod and a bit of black bread.
This will do for him daily till I kill him.”
“I have no sons; better give him to me,” said the khan. “Such a little fellow can do no harm.”
“If I do not kill him he may become my enemy.” The khan gave the Mangathai half a cask of tarasun to drink
and begged again for the boy.
“Let me have all your casks of tarasun and take him,” said the Mangathai at last. The khan took the boy home
and shouted at the gate,
“I have brought a son with me!” His wife was very glad; she took the boy into the yurta and said:
“I will summon the people to a feast and adopt him.”
All the people came, and while the feast was going on the boy began to cry. They fondled him and tried to
quiet him. On one side stood the new father, and on the other the new mother.
“Why cry?” they asked.
“There were two of us,” said the boy, “I and my sister. 1 left my sister in a shelter; I don’t know whether she is
dead or alive.”
The khan had four black horses brought, and he went with men to find the sister. Sokto went with them. They
rode swiftly, and never stopped till they reached the shelter. Agüi was not there. They found ashes which were
warm, and Sokto cried,
“She must be alive, and not far from here!”
They looked for tracks and found them. The time was early morning. The tracks led to a valley near by. There
was dew on the grass, and they found Agüi drinking dew, which she gathered on her palms. Her face and body
were covered with sores from the bites of insects; she had no clothing whatever. They gave her milk from home,
one spoonful. The khan took her in his arms and carried her; when half-way to his yurta he gave her a spoonful
and a half of milk. At the gate he cried out:
“I have brought you a daughter!”
The khan’s wife was very glad. She ran out, took the child in her arms, and carried her into the yurta. Then
they called all the people and had a new feast, which lasted nine days and nine nights. During that time the brother
and sister grew large and beautiful.
In the stable was a splendid gray colt.
“This colt will do for my son,” said the khan; and he made a bridle of red cloth, and reins of the same stuff.
Sokto cared for the colt; he was fond of horses. When a year had passed he said to his new father:
“Show me your shuba and trousers; I want to see your clothing and weapons.”
The khan brought his trousers made of seventy elk skins, and boots made of fish-skin. Sokto was two inches
thinner than his father, but the boots just fitted. Next they brought a splendid silk shuba, a silver girdle, and a
sable-skin cap, as big as a haycock.
“Now bring my bow and all my weapons,” said the khan. Sokto put on the clothes and stood there in his
father’s splendid outfit.
“Do not be angry,” he said to the khan. “I must go to see the place where I was born; after that I will come
back.”
“You are too young,” replied his mother. “Your years are not many. Your steed is young also. Better wait one
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year, even.”
“Once he has planned togo, let him go,” said his father. “We should not stop him.”
Sokto mounted, and started on his journey. He rode far; at last he let his horse out to graze. Then he prayed to
the thousand Burkans:
“Why create a man and leave him without a proper steed?” he asked.
Immediately the Burkans gave him a steed ninety fathoms long, with ears nine ells high, an outfit of arms, and
a splendid dress. He turned out his little horse, put his father’s dress and weapons under a rock, and mounting the
great new steed, went straight to the hundred and eight headed Mangathai who had flogged him. Sokto was now a
hero, and the Mangathai was terrified when he saw him.
“You had power and flogged me,” said Sokto.
And he caught the Mangathai by his waist and throat and pushed him toward the pine trees. He took ninetynine spikes and spiked him to the biggest pine; then he took ninety-nine hoops and bound him to the pine with
them.
“You will neither die nor be free. You can never free yourself, and another will not free you. You will stay here
forever,” said Sokto. Then he left him and went toward the yurta; when one verst from the place he sent an arrow
at it, saying to the arrow:
“Destroy the yurta and kill the wife of the Mangathai.”
The arrow went through the center of the yurta and hit the woman. She gave premature birth to a son and died.
The child sat on the floor and cried,
“Only three days from now was the time for my birth.”
Sokto threw the boy into a furnace and made a big fire there. The next morning he was playing with live coals.
“In what a nice, warm sleeping-place you put me,” he said.
Sokto got more wood, made a bigger fire. The child was alive the following morning. The third night Sokto
watched and saw water flowing into the furnace on to the infant and keeping him cool. A tube came from the sky
to the furnace.
“Three days were left me to be born,” complained the boy, “and nine days later I was to be ready for battle.”
The fourth night Sokto cut the tube and the child was consumed by the fire. The young hero then took the
Mangathai’s property and went home to his father’s yurta. All was silent there. He left everything he had brought
and went off to the great house where his mother and the seventy-five headed Mangathai lived. He called to them
from outside. Uutun Duryai recognized his voice.
“Whoever has a son,” said she, “will never perish! My son has come!” She touched the Mangathai with her
cane, and both went out.
“Which do you prefer,” asked Sokto, “a sharp stake or a square stone?”
“We want nothing of either,” they replied. “We wish you for our son to take care of us.”
“Come,” he said. “Walk out here before me. I will find a good place for you.”
He took them to where three roads met; on one side was a great pine, on the other an immense larch tree. He
nailed the Mangathai to the larch tree with ninety-five spikes, and his mother to the pine tree with ninety-five
other spikes. He left two great casks near them; by one cask was a dull knife, and by the other a blunt pair of
scissors, and on the trees he wrote these words:
“With the dull knife every man who passes must cut a piece of flesh from each of these two who hang here,
with the blunt scissors every woman who passes must cut a piece of flesh from them also. If not they will be
treated like this Mangathai, and this woman.” He turned the Mangathai’s yurta bottom upward, and drove away
all the cattle.
When he reached his father’s yurta he saw no one. He went straight to his birthplace. The snow that had fallen
there was untouched and unmelted. No living thing was in sight. An iron storehouse stood near the great yurta.
“What can be in there?” thought Sokto, the hero. The red bull was in that iron building; he had lived on his cud
all the time he had been confined there.
“Thanks to you,” said the bull. “But for the son of my master I should have perished.”
Sokto let the bull out to graze; then he went to Hara Dalai, the Black Sea, where his father’s body was in a
cask. He turned himself into a large fish, and soon he met a still larger one and asked:
“Why is this water so muddy, and why does it smell of blood? If you will not clear the water Aberga Zgohun
will summon thee.”
“Where are you from?” asked the larger fish.
“I live near the Gazada Dalai,” replied Sokto.
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“Go home; when you are gone I will cleanse this sea.”
Sokto took his own form again. Near the seashore was a mountain. He went to that mountain and waited. The
sea stormed thrice in three days; the third time it hurled the cask out, threw it a whole verst from the water. Sokto
came to the shore and beat the cask open, but found nothing in it save bones. He brought water from nine springs,
washed the bones with nine waters. From nine places he got juniper and burned it for incense. Next he took Water
of Life from the spring on the mountain and washed the bones three nights with that water; then Yerente became
alive and as well as ever. On the way home they met the red stallion.
“Through you,” said the red stallion, “I have suffered much, and your son and daughter have also suffered
greatly. Though I advised you would not listen; from this came all the trouble.”
The stallion seized Yerente by the neck, and shook him three times fiercely. Then they went to the khan’s yurta.
“I never thought that you wouldst be such a hero,” said the khan’s wife to Sokto.
The next morning all came together—two fathers, one mother, one sister, and one brother.
“If I say a word will you be willing that I accomplish it?” inquired Sokto.
“We will listen to all that you say,” answered his mother.
“Once my father was a khan. I should like to have all my buildings on the boundary between the lands of both
my fathers.”
“It is difficult to do that,” said the khan. “The buildings on both dominions are large and numerous. You will
be old before you canst move them all.”
“No, I can do it in one night if you say so.”
“Do what may please you,” said the mother.
That night Sokto sat at home, went nowhere. From evening until midnight he prayed to the Heavenly Burkans.
At midnight he fell asleep.
When he woke the next morning every building was on the boundary. The khan assembled all the people at the
new place and feasted.
“Now I wish to find a bride,” said Sokto.
“Without a wife it is impossible to be,” replied the people.
“You shouldst read your book of life,” said his mother.
He opened his midriff and found the book in his liver. He read this book for three days and nights—at night by
torchlight, in the day by sunlight. At times he cried, at times he sang songs.
“In the south country lives Gul Khan, and he has a daughter, Goye Gohlin Duhe; she is your bride,” said the
book.
Sokto began preparations for the journey. He kept his horse, the red stallion, standing on ice for three days and
three nights, gave him hay and a little water. This was to make his hoofs strong. Then during three days and three
nights the horse stood on sand.
“Now we may go!” thought Sokto.
“Brother,” said Agüi, “you are going far away; give me some sign by which I may know how you are, whether
dead or living, slain or in health.”
“I will give you this sign,” said he. “Outside, at the southeast comer of the yurta, grows a golden-trunked aspen
tree with silver leaves. On the twigs of that aspen tree thousands of little birds will be twittering. These birds will
speak in their own way; from them news may be heard through knowledge of their speech. If I die the tree will rot
and fall, and the birds will fly away. If I am well the tree will be green and beautiful, and the birds will increase in
it. Here is another sign,” said he, taking an arrow and putting it by his sister’s bed: “If I am well this arrow will be
red and increase in beauty; if I die it will fade and grow ugly.”
“You have done well,” said Agüi. “By these signs I shall know all about you. I will give you a sign.”
She handed him her gold ring.
“If I am alive and well, this ring will glitter; if dead or ill, or married in spite of my wishes, the ring will be
ugly and dim.”
Sokto assembled all the people, placed before them drink and meat in plenty, and asked them to wish him
success and remember him.
“I will bring a bride home to you,” he said, in parting. An old man, gray bearded to the knees, wished him
good health and success on his journey.
Sokto set out on a gallop, rode till he reached another kingdom, then halted, for right before him was a spring.
He took out his pipe and burned tobacco to the spring; then he threw tobacco into the water. He named all the
thousand Burkans and asked for a favoring journey. Then he rode farther, rode beyond the boundary of the
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kingdom. Soon he heard the tramp of ten horses and the voices of ten riders. He reined in his steed.
“Are those enemies or good people? A man should accomplish his purpose,” said he to himself. “Why should I
fear? Those are people like me!”
He hurried on, turned himself into eleven young heroes on horseback, made just such a tramping and sound of
voices as that which he heard, only greater. Soon after he met a big red-faced man. Each tooth in his head was as
large as a spade, and in his ears were rings as big as a cart-wheel. He was riding on a light bay horse, whose body
was eighty fathoms long and ears sixteen inches high. When they drew near they gave greeting and passed; then
they halted and turned toward each other.
“From what place are you?” inquired Sokto.
“I am going to Yerente Khan,” said the big man. “I have heard that he has a daughter, Agüi Nogun Duhe; I
want her for a wife, but though I have heard of her, I know not where to find her. I have been told that a hero is
her brother. Where are you from, and what is your name?”
“I am Nashin Huimer Hubun. I have also started to find my bride, Geye Gohun Duhe, but she is far away.”
They took a friendly farewell.
“Go your way; I go mine,” they said each to the other. “May we succeed, and our wishes be accomplished.”
The big man found Yerente’s yurta at last, and declared his wish without waiting.
“I am not willing to marry you,” said Agüi. “My brother has gone for his bride. I will not marry before he does.
I will marry you when the time comes, if you wilt do one thing that my brother does. Off in the field is a stone the
size of a bullock; throw that stone over your shoulder, from the place where it lies to this yurta. If you do that, I
will marry you; if not, I will never be your wife.”
He went straight to that stone, raised it to his waist, but could raise it no farther, and let it fall, then he mounted
his steed and went home without speaking to any man.
Sokto rode on till he came to a great iron yurta. In front of the yurta were twenty-five horse skulls on stakes;
crows had eaten the flesh from each one of them. Outfits, weapons, and dress were fastened there also. He
stopped, changed his horse into a flint chip, put the chip in his pocket, changed himself to a weasel, burrowed
under the house, passed through the floor, and came up to see who lived in that great iron yurta. He saw a hundred
and eight headed Mangathai sleeping; near his principal head lay an axe, his feet were fixed against the wall
firmly; from his mouth blue and red flames were quivering.
The weasel stole up, hid the axe, sprang at the throat of the Mangathai and cut it through; he crept out, then
became Sokto again and the flint chip became the red stallion.
“Do not boast of killing the Mangathai,” said the stallion; “no blood is sold cheaply by any man. This will be a
great Shaman place hereafter.” Sokto mounted his steed, rode farther and met a twenty-five headed Mangathai on
a gray stallion.
“How did you ride by my father’s yurta, which no man ever passes on foot or on horseback?” asked the
Mangathai.
“As I rode past I saw twenty-five horse skulls on stakes. A black raven was croaking, and a young fox was
walking about there. The place is deserted.”
“Is it long since you left your father’s yurta?”
“Three years ago I had the first wish to marry. I am going for my bride, Geye Gohun Duhe.”
“I should like to know who killed my father. I will find him wherever he may be,” said the Mangathai as he
rode away. Sokto took an arrow and shot it behind himself saying:
“As sure as I am alive and well, slay this twenty-five headed Mangathai and his horse.”
The arrow killed the Mangathai and his horse and came back to the quiver. Sokto went farther, and saw three
roads. Between two of them was a shed and in it a terribly wrinkled old woman. She had b ut one eye and one
tooth in her head.
“If you are the son of a good father,” said she, “stop. If the son of an evil father pass on without stopping.”
Sokto halted, looked in, and saw tarasun in a silver goblet.
“I am tired, O my grandmother, give me tarasun to drink. I am on a long journey, I am weary and thirsty.”
She gave the tarasun. He saw worms in the goblet, hundreds of them, but did not like to refuse the tarasun
given him.
“What good tarasun!” he said; “but give me more, O my grandmother. There is not enough for a drink here,
give a good large gobletful. Be generous. Why so stingy? O my grandmother, give me more, give me a-plenty.”
She smiled and went to the rear of the shed. This time she brought out three gallons in a strong roomy vessel.
He placed the vessel on the saddle.
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“I am at fault,” he said. “Before I drink bring your pipe, I will give you tobacco.”
When she turned to go for the pipe he threw all the tarasun on her, then galloped off very swiftly. She hurled
after him a scraper twenty fathoms long which was used in tanning leather. Then she fell down and that moment
seven acres of land were covered with foul worms. All the land covered by the tarasun was burned up
immediately.
The scraper followed Sokto; he felt it coming. He made a great stone mountain behind him and waited on the
other side of that mountain to see what would happen. He waited three days and nights, then the scraper pierced
through the mountain and came out on the other side. Sokto seized it and broke it.
Then he traveled on till he came to a light bay stallion eighty fathoms long and ears eight ells high; near the
stallion lay a young man whose flesh was almost eaten off by worms from his body. The horse had dug the earth
deeply and was very lean. Sokto let out the horse to graze. The rider lay still and motionless, though he was not
dead yet.
“You are my comrade,” said the stranger, “you will bury me. I passed an old witch at the roadside, drank of her
tarasun, and the worms from it have almost devoured me. I am the son of Shur Galgun Khan. I set out to find a
bride. My name is Shurak Taiji Hubun.”
Sokto brought water from nine springs, washed the young man, burned juniper from nine places, and cured
him. The two were great friends now. Sokto went farther and came to a meadow. In that meadow was a multitude
of frogs, some of them as large as a three-year-old bullock.
“Do not let that traveler pass,” said one of the frogs to another.
Sokto turned his horse into a flint chip and himself into a black frog as big as a young bullock, so that the
others should not know him; then he moved forward slowly. He moved for nine days and nights through that frogcovered meadow. When he was on the other side he took his own form again.
“Why did you let him pass?” asked some of the frogs when they saw him safe beyond their boundary, and they
were very angry.
Farther on was a second meadow covered with snakes of many kinds.
“Do not let that traveler pass,” said the snakes to one another. “If he crosses this meadow we will kill those
snakes which let him pass.”
Sokto went back some distance, made his horse a flint chip and himself a snake like the snakes of that
meadow. He spent seven days and nights among those hostile, venemous snakes, passed by them unobserved and
then became a man again. The snakes were terribly angry and had a furious battle when they found that Sokto had
crossed the meadow.
He went farther till he saw a mountain which touched the sky. He rode to the foot of it and found many bones
there and skeletons. He measured the horse bones; they were three times as large as the bones of his own steed.
He measured men’s bones; they were three times the size of his own. He wept for nine days and nine nights. The
mountain was so steep that no man could climb it. At last his stallion said:
“Be calm, there is no use in weeping! Go back one day’s journey and tighten my saddle girth. There is a hair
on the end of my tail from which three hairs grow. Take that hair and put it under your arm. It has magic power in
it. Hold to me firmly.” Sokto went back one day’s journey.
“Now,” said the horse, “I will rush with all the might in me, and spring to the top of that mountain.”
He did so. On the top, at the very edge, was a stone as big as an ox. The horse’s forelegs were beyond that
stone and he held to the edge of it. It was easy to fall and hard to hold.
“Throw that hair out in front of me,” said the horse.
Sokto threw the hair. That moment the stone disappeared; out in front was a good level road through a valley
and farther on a broad forest. They passed the valley and were soon on the mountain top, where there was a
golden-trunked, silver-leafed aspen tree. At the foot of the tree was the Water of Life, and a silver cup was
hanging from a branch of the tree. Without the cup no man could drink at the spring or take water out of it. Sokto
drank and gave water to his horse. Then the horse began to graze, and Sokto kindled a fire, made a bed of the
saddlecloth, a pillow of the saddle, lay down and slept soundly.
The next morning when he rose his horse had changed greatly; he was fat and strong. Sokto himself felt
stronger and better and planned how he was to finish his journey. Beyond the mountain were the lands of his
father-in-law. He mounted and rode toward them.
On the boundary Sokto made his horse gray and lean, made himself decrepit, white bearded to the knees, old,
and wretched. Then he rode toward the yurta. Five horses of various colors were tied to the hitching-post. Five
splendid young men had come to get brides and had entered the beautiful yurta. Sokto tied his poor, miserable,
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gray horse to the hitching-post, and walked into the yurta.
“A greeting, father-in-law!” said the wretched old man. The five young heroes laughed as he said this.
“What sort of bridegroom are you, poor old fellow?” they asked.
“Who are you, old man?” asked the khan.
“Why talk to me in this way? What a strange father-in-law! You have five daughters, they should choose their
own bridegrooms. Assemble the people tomorrow, let each daughter choose the man who pleases her.” The
daughters were behind seventy-seven doors at this time.
The next day the khan assembled the people and entertained them. He gave his daughters five marrow bones.
“Choose your bridegroom,” he said to each daughter. Each was to give a marrow bone to the man whom she
selected.
The five sisters went out together and four gave bones to four of the five young strangers. The fifth, who was
the youngest sister, would not give hers to the fifth stranger, but threw it toward the old man, and ran away
quickly. All wondered at this and were sorry for the fifth young man who was left without a bride. The khan gave
four fine yurtas to the four young strangers, to the fifth bridegroom, the old man, he gave a shed made of hay.
“You will live here,” said the father-in-law. The next morning he called out the four sons-in-law and said:
“I am tired of eating common meat, kill some wild goats for me.”
To the old man he said nothing. The old man’s bride went to her father:
“I will send my husband to hunt,” she said.
“Why send that old fool?” asked her father; “he will knock against a tree and kill himself.”
“Let him kill himself if he wishes, 1 am ashamed to be the bride of that old man.”
The four went out to hunt wild goats, and the old man went also. He made his horse lame. The beast could
hardly move he was so crippled and wretched. They reached the forest. The four young strangers hunted all day,
but found no game. The old man killed only one goat; when he shot it he said:
“Let the whole body be poison except the entrails; let the entrails be the cure.”
Then he sat down in the forest by a fire which he had made. The four came to him.
“Have you killed anything?” he asked.
“No, have you?”
“One small goat and I don’t know how to skin it.” They skinned it for him.
“Divide the meat into five parts,” they said.
He divided it; gave them the clear meat, and kept the skin and entrails. They carried the flesh to their father-inlaw. The old man’s bride cooked the entrails and took them to her father.She found him sick, swollen, very ill, and
complaining:
“I ate meat and am sick from it. Why bring entrails? Do you wish to kill me?” cried the khan in anger.
“Thou might even taste, even catch the odor!” urged the daughter.
He took a spoonful; found it good, took a cupful, was cured, became well altogether. The next morning he
called the four bridegrooms, and said:
“Go again to hunt but bring me the entrails this time.” Before they left the youngest daughter came to her
father.
“I will send the old man to hunt,” she said.
“Do not send him, his horse is lame. That old fellow can kill nothing.”
“Let him go,” begged the daughter; “if something happens to him I shall not be sorry.”
The four young bridegrooms laughed, ridiculed the old man. He grew angry at their laughter and jokes and
when they reached the forest he kindled a fire and sat down by it.
“Go to hunt,” said he. “I will stay here by the fire.”
He killed another goat. When he sent the arrow he said:
“Let the entrails be poison and the meat the cure.”
“What have you killed?” he asked of the four when they came in the evening.
“Nothing,” they said.
“Though I have killed one big goat I will not divide this time,” said the old man. They insisted on division till
at last he said:
“I will divide if each of you will give me a finger’s width of skin from his neck to the end of his back.”
They agreed to this. The old man cut the strap; then they took the entrails and left him the clean meat. The four
daughters cooked the entrails and gave them to their father. He ate them, and grew very sick; was swollen to the
size of a three-year-old bullock and began to cry:
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“My end is coming, my end is near! I must die this time!” The old man’s bride cooked clean meat and brought
it to her sick father.
“Why bring me meat?” he asked. “I do not want it.” She bowed down to him, entreated:
“Try a little.”
The meat was very savory. The moment the khan ate a mouthful he was well again. On the third morning he
called the four bridegrooms and said:
“Tonight my big gray mare will have a colt. Will you watch her? She has had three colts in three years and
each one was stolen from me.”
The four agreed to watch. The old man’s bride heard of this and said:
“I will send my husband to watch with them.”
“No need of him,” said the father. “Why send that fool?”
“I can spare him,” answered the wife. “I am not sorry for him. Let him kill himself if he wishes.”
“Send him then,” said the father.
The herd was in a valley, and the five bridegrooms went there. A heavy frost came down in the night and the
air was very cold. They built a fire and the four sat by it shivering. The old man was not cold.
“Warm yourselves,” he said to the four; “I will go to the other side of the valley.”
He went, found the gray mare, turned himself into a reed and watched to see who it was that stole the colt each
year. At midnight a fifty-five headed and fifty horned Mangathai came. The mare had her colt. The reed shot the
Mangathai with an arrow, killed him, took the colt and placed it with the mother. Then he collected sticks, made a
fire and burned the Mangathai. The ashes from his bones filled ninety-seven bags. Then the old man made a
windmill, ground all the ashes in the ninety-seven bags and let the wind bear the ashes away. All was finished by
morning. The four bridegrooms knew nothing of what had happened. At dawn the old man was by their fire. They
were nearly frozen, almost dead from cold. He gathered wood, warmed them, then asked:
“What have you seen during the night? What have you been doing?”
“We have seen nothing. What have you seen?”
“I have seen a fine thing. O have seen who it is that steals the colts, but O will not tell you.”
They urged and begged. At last he said:
“Give me four straps from the flesh of your thighs, then I will tell.” They looked at one another.
“We must give the straps,” they said . They cut the straps and gave them.
“I saw,” said the old man, “only this—that a shadow, a bird or something, I don’t know exactly what, took the
colt and swallowed it. That is all I saw.” The four returned, appeared before their father-in-law and said:
“At midnight came a shadow, or a bird, or something of that sort, we are not sure what, and swallowed the colt.
We could not shoot it.”
“For three years the same thing has happened,” said the khan. “Go home now and eat.” When the four had
gone the old man came.
“What are your four sons-in-law doing?” he asked. “Are they shooting? Do they kill anything?”
“My four sons-in-law saw last night how a shadow swallowed the gray mare’s colt. But thou, old man, what
are you doing?”
“Nothing, but getting straps.”
“Let me have them,” said the father-in-law. “What kind of straps are these?” he asked, as he looked at them.
“I got those straps from your four sons-in-law. They went to kill goats, killed none. I gave them clear meat, and
kept the entrails. You were sick from the meat, and were cured by the entrails. Then I gave them entrails for straps
from their backs; you were sick from entrails, and were cured by the clear meat.”
“You are wiser, it seems, than the four, and have better understanding than any one of them. How did you get
the other four straps from the bridegrooms?”
“For telling them that a shadow, or bird, seized the colt. I did not tell them what really happened. I will tell you
the whole truth. A Mangathai came in the night; I shot that Mangathai, and killed him. The colt is alive now, and
anyone may see it at the place where I killed the Mangathai.”
“You are the son of a khan, and thou are young,” said the father-in-law. “Be kind and take your own shape.”
The father- in-law bowed down a whole day, and begged:
“Tell the truth. Tell what your name is.” At last the old man said:
“My name is Khan Sokto, and I am the son of Yerente Khan.”
“Why didn’t you tell me your name?”
Sokto gave no answer. The father-in-law summoned the four bridegrooms, made them show their backs and
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thighs, tried the straps and saw that they fitted.
“You cannot be my sons-in-law,” he said. “You cut up your own bodies, and might cut up my daughters.” And
he drove them away that same evening.
The next day a splendid feast was given and it lasted nine days and nights, for Sokto was young now and had
his own form.
“Prepare the wedding quickly,” said Sokto. “I must go home to my father, my mother, and my sister.”
“Near the Gazada Dalai,” said the khan, “is Yellow Dog. Get that dog for me, and we will have the wedding
immediately. If not we will not have it at any time.” Sokto went to his bride and told her all.
“What does thy father wish to do with me?” he asked.
“No hero can get Yellow Dog,” said the bride. “Better go home than try. It is impossible to get it. Though many
men have gone for it no man has ever come back. Find some other bride; there are many maidens in other lands.”
“I will not go home,” said Sokto. “I will go for Yellow Dog. It is unknown whether I shall die on the way, or
come back, but I will make the trial.” Then he went to consult with his horse.
“You must go to the sky,” said the horse, “and tell Esege Malan; take advice of him. The seven heavenly
smiths may help you.”
Sokto made his horse into a flint chip, and went to the sky as a gray falcon.
“What do you have to do?” asked Esege Malan.
Sokto told what the task was. Esege Malan ordered the seven smiths to make an immense chain for the dog’s
neck, heavy fetters for his feet, and two iron hoops to confine his mouth. Sokto went to the smiths and they made
all that was needed. While they were forging Sokto chanted:
“As I live and am well this chain is to give Yellow Dog to me.”
He went through the heavens to where Yellow Dog was; he could not go on the earth, could not find him. He
saw the dog from the sky. When above the shore of the Frozen Ocean he threw the chain, fetters, and hoops, and
chanted:
“If I am victorious let this chain fasten around Yellow Dog’s neck, let the fetters fasten on his feet, and these
two hoops confine his mouth. If I am not victorious let them drop to the earth and be harmless.”
As he spoke they fell on the dog and captured him. Sokto then rushed down to the earth. The dog whined,
dashed about, but could do nothing. Then he stopped, and said:
“In all the world there was no magic that could harm me. I have heard that Khan Sokto is born; a great hero
must he be, for no other could bind me in this way. O Sokto, if you wish to conquer, conquer quickly. If to kill,
kill me now. If to help, help this minute.”
That moment the chain became laxer, the fetters dropped off, the hoops loosened. Sokto sat on his horse, led
the dog to his father-in-law’s yurta, and tied him to the hitching-post.
“Such a dog is not needed here!” screamed the khan. “Take him back to where you found him!”
“I cannot take him back,” said Sokto. “He eats a whole bullock at a meal.” The dog heard the conversation and
said to Sokto:
“Give me enough to eat, and I will go back to my own place alone. I fear nothing on earth. For ten years I shall
be a great friend to you. If any trouble happens between you and your father-in-law I will be on your side.”
Yellow Dog ate much; he ate a whole ox and went home to the edge of the Frozen Ocean. At Sokto’s wedding
all the people feasted nine days and nine nights.
“What will you give me as a present?” asked the bride of her father.
He gave her a bay horse, ninety fathoms long, his ears nine ells high, with a saddle of silver and housings of
silk. They mounted, and the people followed them. Sokto showed the road to the company. He tied to his horse’s
tail a larch tree so thick that nine men could not encircle it.
“When I halt on the road,” he said, “it means that we are to smoke; when I make a circuit with the tree it means
a night camp.”
He traveled swiftly and in nine days was at home. All were well there, and they were waiting for him. He
summoned the people; meat and drink were set out for all; but they waited for those who followed. In three days
they arrived and then every one feasted for nine days and nine nights. At the end of that time the guests went
home, and Sokto and his wife lived on as people live usually.
Now Narin Huimer Hubun, the big man who could not hurl the great stone, came a second time for Sokto’s
sister.
“What is your business, and why have you come?” inquired Sokto.
“I have come to ask for your sister.”
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“What is your reason for thinking to get her?”
“Esege Malan said that I was to have her as wife.”
“I believe you,” said Sokto. “But you must remain three years with me, help me in making lists of my people,
and counting my herds and cattle. I am terribly tired. For twelve years I have been traveling and struggling. I need
your assistance.”
Nairn Hubun agreed to this, and aided in counting the herds. At the end of three years Sokto said to him,
“It is time for you to have your own yurta.”
Then he invited the people and the next day began a wedding which lasted nine days and nine nights; at it
ravens and magpies ate all they wanted. The whole world ate, and was glad.
“I took care of your yurta for twelve years,” said the sister. “What will you give me for a present?”
Sokto had a bay horse eighty fathoms long, which had been trained for eight days.
“Take this horse,” he said, “and ask nothing of any other person. I thank you for your care of my yurta, while I
was struggling with Mangathais, and winning my bride.”
Sokto’s sister mounted and rode away with her bridegroom, contented and happy.
7
Very, very long ago lived Hodoy Shon Mergen Khan. He had a wife named Agwi Nogón; he had also a sister,
whose name we do not know. Hodoy Khan said one day,
“I will build a great white square roomy yurta.”
And he built for himself an immense house, in the upper part of which he made many windows, and in the
lower part many doors. The main building was gold on the outside and silver inside. The wings and rear buildings
were silver.
Hodoy Khan made bazaars, he made thirty-three of them, and thrice daily at each of these were exchanged
gold and silver for furs of all sorts; sablee, beaver, and ermine were offered for sale in them. He sold to twelve
other khans, and to peoples of seventy-three languages.
South of his golden yurta ten thousand cattle were at pasture; thousands and thousands of people were under
his hand, and obeyed him.
Hodoy loved his one sister very greatly, so he built a splendid yurta for her, with many windows in the upper
part and many doors in the lower. She was not living long in this splendid new yurta when the wife of a
Mangathai came to her. This woman was a lying, deceitful, old flat-nose, who began to persuade the khan’s sister
to marry her son, a hundred and eight headed Mangathai.
“My brother is very stern,” said Hodoy’s sister. “He is chief of the thirteen khans; I do not wish to disobey him.
He will not let me marry; he wants me to live in this house where I am, and be near him.” The mother went away
after these words.
“I will put an end to Hodoy Khan,” said she in her own mind.
She went out to the broad steppe, the open country, and got a plant which makes all people who eat of it swell
up, but does not otherwise injure them.
“Eat this,” said she to the khan’s sister; and foolishly she ate it. Then she began to swell up, and was terribly
frightened.
“Nothing can cure you, or save you,” said the Mangathai woman, “but the liver of Shara Nagóy (Yellow Dog).
Tell your brother to go for it.” She went then to her brother, and said:
“I am sick, very sick.”
“What have you seen in dreams?” asked Hodoy Khan.
“I saw in a dream that Yellow Dog lives beyond nine mountain ranges, and that if I eat his liver I shall be well;
if not, 1 shall continue to swell and shall die surely.”
“I have always told you,” said the brother, “that Shara Nagóy is a great friend of mine; how can you eat my
friend’s liver?”
“I tell you my dream,” replied the sister.
The sister went home. Hodoy Khan saddled a red horse that was ninety fathoms long and had ears three ells
high; he mounted, took his bow with its quiver, and rode away with all swiftness. He rode and rode, but still he
was far from Yellow Dog’s kingdom. Then he made his horse into a flint chip, put the chip in his pocket, made
himself into a wolf, ran on and on, but the wolf could not reach Yellow Dog’s kingdom. He traveled till a great
swamp was before him, then he turned himself into a falcon, flew and flew far; flew over the great swamp and
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over a wet meadow. After that he turned himself into a fox, and raced on, raced far beyond that. Still the fox could
not go to Yellow Dog’s kingdom.
Now Hodoy took his own form again and went toward Ulan Hada, a mountain which seemed to touch the sky.
He could not pass over that mountain, so he tried to go around it, but found at one side a stream of blood flowing
down straight in front of him. This blood was from people who had fallen and killed themselves while trying to
climb that mountain.
“How are we to pass this mountain?” asked Hodoy of his horse.
“We must go back eighty versts,” said the horse. “Then I will rush forward with all my might. But hold to me
firmly.”
They went back; the horse rushed forward, sprang, reached the top, crossed the mountain, went down on the
other side, and went farther, but could not reach Yellow Dog’s land for a long time.
They came to the boundary at last, and crossed it. Yellow Dog heard them approaching, and began to call to
them, to attract, and to draw them on by his magic. When Yellow Dog called Hodoy’s horse stuck his feet in the
earth and resisted, held back with all his strength. The wind made by Yellow Dog raised Hodoy’s skirts above his
head and was dragging them off. The power that drew him on was tearing the clothes from his body. Now on his
horse he rose to the sky to get nails there. The seven sky smiths gave him the nails, and he nailed his skirts to the
saddle behind and in front.
Yellow Dog then began to howl. and all the nails were drawn and dropped out of the saddle. All the trees in the
forest round about fell to the earth from the howling. The horse could resist no longer. It rushed forward swiftly
till Hodoy saw Yellow Dog’s open mouth before him, the upper jaw touching the sky, the lower jaw on the earth.
He did not move Hodoy was pulled off his horse and drawn into the mouth. He grasped an upper tooth with one
hand and pushed a lower tooth with his foot.
“Why come to fight me?” inquired Yellow Dog. “We were friends, you and I; for that reason I will leave you
alive.”
He placed Hodoy in a deep pit, poured living water upon him, that he might live and not die there.
“Remain here,” said Yellow Dog, “till a son of yours comes to rescue you.”
Then he placed a great heavy stone over the pit and left Hodoy covered there, safely. Next he turned to the
horse, put all Hodoy’s things on his back, and said:
“If your master has sons, or daughters, take these things to them.”
The horse went home, but found no one there except Hodoy’s wife. The sister was gone; the houses had
vanished; all was gone. The young Mangathai had taken sister, houses, cattle, people, and had left nothing behind
but a poor little yurta, and Hodoy’s wife, living in it.
Soon after twins were born to her; their backs were of gold and their hearts were of silver. They grew so fast
that three days after their birth the skin of a sheep three years old was too narrow to wrap around them. The
Mangathai by his magic knew that Hodoy’s wife had twins, and he said:
“We must kill those two children.”
A magpie flew into the yurta, and told the poor mother that the wicked Mangathai was coming to kill her two
children. She took the boys, put them on the red horse, with provisions, and rode away to a mountain. She left the
boys on that mountain and went home again quickly. Soon after the Mangathai came to her wretched little yurta.
“You hast two young sons,” he said. “Where are they? Where have you put them?”
One ewe with twin lambs was left to the woman. This ewe was the last of her flock. She had taken the twin
lambs and burned them.
“Tell me where your two boys are!” screamed the Mangathai.
“I threw them into the fire,” said the mother, “because they were shapeless, born prematurely.”
“If they were thrown into the fire there must be bones left. Where are their bones?”
“Here they are,” said she, showing the bones of the little twin lambs. The Mangathai looked at them.
“These are the bones of a beast,” said he, “not the bones of children,” and he fell to beating her with a club
very cruelly. She would tell nothing about her sons, except that the charred bones were theirs. The Mangathai
went home; then he sent seven hundred men quickly to search in all places, to hunt for the children and find them
at any cost. The men searched three days for the children. On the fourth day the whole company was at the foot of
the mountain and the boys on the summit.
“Let us go down,” said one boy to the other at midnight. “Let us take provisions from those men who are
hunting for us.”
When the boys reached the foot of the mountain the seven hundred were sleeping. The brothers took two
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saddled horses and two baskets of bomshoy (cream mixed with rye flour) and went back to the mountain top.
They sent home the red horse, ate bomshoy, and started; rode away southward; escaped on the two small horses.
The seven hundred could not find them, and went back empty handed.
The brothers rode on and on till they reached a broad meadow. At one side of the meadow was a poor little hut
with a big smoke rising out of it. They tied their horses to the hitching-post and went into the hut. There they saw
a gray old man, and a little old woman sitting by the fire, but no child was there.
“We are childless,” said the man and the woman; “be our children. Whose sons are you? Where is your
birthplace?”
“We were born on Ulan Hada. We know not our father or mother. We are willing to be your children.”
The boys let out their horses and sat down to eat. The next morning they went off with the old man to herd
sheep. While following the sheep they saw wild goats racing around through the forest.
“What beasts are those?” asked the brothers.
“If a man is a master at shooting he kills them; they are good to eat,” said the old man. “If he is not a master he
looks at them, and does nothing.”
The next day the old man made bows and arrows, and gave them to the twin brothers.
“Shoot,” he said.
They shot, and killed many goats. The old man and woman dressed and cooked the flesh gladly. Farther on in
the forest was a house.
“What is that?” asked the boys of the old man and woman.
“Small boys like you must not look into that house,” said the old people.
“Why not?” they asked. “Any man may look in, or he may enter.”
The next day, when out herding, they left the sheep, and went into the house. Inside were two hundred men,
one half of them crying, the other half laughing.
“Why are you shut up here?” asked the brothers. “Why are some of you laughing, while others are crying?”
“Those who are crying will be eaten today by the Mangathai; those who are laughing will be eaten tomorrow.
The Mangathai comes every day to eat people. Do go away quickly.”
“We have no fear of that Mangathai,” said the boys. “What will you give us if we kill him?”
“One half of our gold and one half of our cattle.”
“When the Mangathai comes we will be here. Shut the door, and bar it firmly. Do not let him enter.”
The two boys turned into two bees, one above the door, and one at the side of it. When the Mangathai knocked
the people answered,
“We’ll not let you in!”
“Who taught you to keep me out?”
“No one.”
“If you do not let me in at the door, I’ll come down through the smoke-hole!” said the Mangathai in a rage, and
he started to climb to the smoke-hole.
Then the two bees went one into one ear, the other into the other ear of the Mangathai, and stung the brain in
him till he died in great torment. The two hundred men gathered wood, burned the Mangathai, and scattered his
ashes; then they brought meat with tarasun, and feasted the brothers. The next day they gave half their gold and
half their cattle to the boys, who sent all this wealth to their mother’s yurta. They went back then to the old man
and woman, and said this to them:
“We are the sons of Hodoy Khan. We must go to our parents. We can live with you no longer.”
The old people cried, and begged, but the brothers went home in spite of their tears. They found the gold in
their mother’s yurta, and the cattle at pasture near by.
“Where is our father?” they asked.
“Your father was killed long ago while away from home fighting,” said the mother.
“Where was he killed?”
“I will not tell, for you are too young yet to hear of this.”
After that she boiled milk for them. When it was boiling they seized her, thrust her hands into the milk, and
said:
“Tell us now where our father is.” Then she told all that the red horse had told her.
“He is in Yellow Dog’s kingdom where a great stone confines him,” said Agwi Nogón.
The two brothers mounted their horses straightway and rode to Yellow Dog’s kingdom. When they were near
that great kingdom Yellow Dog heard them coming and pulled them in by his magic, and when they were close
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enough, he asked:
“Whose sons are you?” They told him.
“I was always a friend of your father,” said Yellow Dog, “but his sister forced him to come here to kill me, so I
put him in a pit, and placed a heavy stone over him. Draw him out of that.pit, and take him home to his own
place.”
The stone was very heavy. The elder of the twins raised it a little, the younger raised it higher, with great effort,
and then they rolled it to one side completely. Their father was wondrous to look at. His hair had grown out
through his cap; his toenails had gone through his boots, and his fingernails through his gloves. He was barely
alive when they freed him.
A raven was flying from the north, it was flying toward them with great speed. When. she came near, they
called out to her:
“Bring the Water of Life. Bring it quickly!”
The raven flew away, and wherever she found that water, she brought back her beak full, and poured it over
Hodoy. He revived at once, became youthful, shook himself and stood up.
“How long I have slept!” he said.
He begged Yellow Dog then to go with him and his two sons to punish the Mangathai, and kill him. Yellow
Dog agreed and they started off together. When Hodoy was near home he sent his sons to their mother, and went
with his friend to meet the Mangathai. Not far from the Mangathai’s house Hodoy Khan saw his own cattle, and
among them a bull that in fighting had lost one horn and one eye. They met two herdsmen and asked:
“Have you not seen any strange cattle? Ours ran away from us.”
The herdsmen gave no answer. Hodoy and Yellow Dog broke the necks of those herdsmen. The two friends
went on farther, and saw Hodoy’s horses. Again they met two herdsmen, and Hodoy asked:
“Have you seen my horses?”
They gave no answer, and received the same death as the other two. Next they met two women driving seventy
small calves. These women did not answer questions put to them, and they were killed also.
When the friends were near the house of the Mangathai they turned into two immense dogs of great strength,
and became of the very same age.
Everything was bright at the Mangathai’s yurta, gleaming. Guards would not let in the strange, dreadful dogs;
the dogs tore the heads off those guards, and then walked into the yurta very boldly. The Mangathai was sitting at
the left side of the room, his wife was at the side opposite, and was kneading a rawhide. The dogs began smelling
around.
“Such immense dogs,” said the Mangathai, “must belong to a very rich man; give them something to eat. It
may serve us to feed them.”
When food was given the dogs fought for it savagely. The Mangathai tried to quiet them. The dogs fell on him.
He rushed from the house, and ran off to save himself. The two dogs followed and attacked him outside. Yellow
Dog tore him to pieces, ate him up where he killed him—devoured every bit of his body. When Yellow Dog had
finished the Mangathai, the two friends took their own forms immediately.
“Now,” they asked of the Mangathai’s wife, “which will you have as a present, seventy horse tails, or seventy
sharp stakes?”
She answered not a word. They took her by the hair then, and dragged her to a place where three roads met,
nailed her alive to a very great larch tree, poured the Water of Life on her so that she might survive every torment,
and live on for countless years, unable to die. Then they put in front of the tree two casks, on one was a blunt
knife, on the other a pair of dull scissors. On the tree they wrote this inscription:
“When a man passes here he must cut, with the knife, a piece of flesh from this woman’s body; when a woman
goes by she must use the dull scissors in cutting.” Each time that flesh was cut from the woman a new piece grew
quickly, taking the place of the old one cut off by the knife or the scissors.
Hodoy now drove home all his cattle. Yellow Dog went with him, and they had a great feast; a sea of drink and
a mountain of meat for all present. Then he gave half of his cattle and riches to Yellow Dog, and conducted him
homeward with honor.
“We shall be friends,” said he, “from this day forth, and forever.” The next day Hodoy summoned all his
people and said:
“I have conquered the Mangathai, and these are my two sons.” Among the guests was one old man, white
bearded to the knees.
“I will give names to your sons if you wish,” said this old man. Hodoy gave permission.
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“The elder will be called Altin Shagoy, Gold Knee Cap; the younger Mungun Shagoy, Silver Knee Cap.”
And so it was.
118.2 The Sorcerer And His Apprentice: A Folktale\fn{by Natal’ja O. Vinokurova (c.1860River area, Irkutsk Oblast, Russia (F) 4

)}

nr. Irkutsk, Upper Lena

In olden times there lived this rich landowner. And he had many workers and servants of all kinds. There was
Ivan, who could do every sort of work but who most liked to go hunting. He hunted ducks and geese for the
landowner’s table.
Once he went out hunting and he walked and walked and got lost. He came out onto an open glade and there
he saw before him a crystal lake on which were twelve swans. He had never seen anything so beautiful before. It
was a pity to shoot them. He gazed and gazed at them, and then the swans flapped their wings and flew away over
the horizon. So Ivan set off home and when he arrived, the landowner asked him,
“Where are the ducks? Where are the geese?” So Ivan said,
“I didn’t kill any game. I didn’t hit anything.”
So the landowner ordered Ivan taken to the stables to receive twelve strokes of the whip across his back. They
took Ivan to the stables and gave him a few strokes. Then he set off very mournfully. He walked and walked
through the deep forest. There were all kinds of bushes there, and willows and trees, and even one brittle willow.
That’s the one he hid behind.
He looked as the twelve swans came flying by. One flew so close to Ivan that she almost brushed against him,
but then she touched the ground and became a beautiful maiden. They sang songs and danced the circle dances.
One—the youngest—danced best of all. Whenever she tapped with her little foot, the grass was a little greener;
when she waved with her hand, the flowers would bloom.
On and on the girls danced. They took off their slippers and white shifts, and threw themselves into the crystal
waters. They splashed and swam, and emerald circles went out from them. Ivan sat behind his bush, scarcely
breathing. He thought,
“It would be better to die than shoot these swans.” So Ivan went home with an empty bag. Again the
landowner asked him,
“Where’s the game—the ducks, the geese, the swans?”
“There’s nothing. I didn’t find anything.” Again the landowner ordered him beaten, even more.
On the third day Ivan once more went to the crystal lake and concealed himself behind the brittle willow.
Suddenly he saw the twelve swans flying toward him. As soon as they touched the earth, they became beautiful
maidens such as you can’t describe in a tale or write about with a pen. And the youngest was the most beautiful of
all. The girls held hands and started dancing in a circle. The youngest sang out and her voice was just like a bird’s.
Then they all began dancing. The youngest led with her hand—and everything around about was brighter. She
tapped her foot and all about the flowers bloomed and birds sang. Ivan looked: he could not look at them enough.
He listened, but he could not listen to them enough. So the girls danced on and on in the glade. They took off their
slippers and then their white shifts, and they threw themselves into the crystal lake and swam. And Ivan thought,
“No, I won’t shoot, whatever may happen.”
So they bathed and they splashed, and emerald circles spread out from them like rainbows in the sky. And Ivan
thought,
“What am I to do?”
He took one of the youngest girl’s slippers and hid it. When they were finished swimming, the youngest girl
couldn’t find her slipper. The others threw themselves upon the earth and became swans before they disappeared
over the horizon. But the one remained. She walked and walked about, looking for her slipper, and she said,
“Who are you, kind man? If you are old, I will respect you as my own father; if you are young, I will love you
like a brother; but if you are my own age, I’ll marry you.”
So Ivan came out from behind his brittle willow and gave her the slipper. Now he himself was very handsome,
such as you couldn’t describe in a tale or write about with a pen. And he said to the girl,
“Maiden, maiden, will you not marry me?”
Her cheeks turned as red as scarlet linen, and her eyes burned like fire. She let her eyes drop and said,
“I will marry you.”
So Ivan took her by the hand and led her home. As he led her along, he thought,
“Where will I lead her? Our hut is falling apart and too small.”
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They came home. It was dark, dirty, and uncomfortable in the hut. Maria the Swan soon plastered the walls
with clay, whitewashed them, washed out the hut, swept it, spread fragrant herbs in it, took the rubbish out beyond
the threshold, and hung a wreath near it. In her hands all had gone from unpleasantness to cheerfulness. The
young maidens all went out to walk, and Maria the Swan went with them. The landowner saw them from his
balcony.
“Where did that one come from?” And a servant said,
“That is the wife of Ivan, our hunter.”
So the landowner sent his servant for Ivan and Ivan came. The landowner said,
“Ivan, hand over your wife to me.”
“I won’t hand her over for anything in the world.”
“Then you must bring me the queen of all beasts, and if you don’t, then it’s my sword, and your head from
your shoulders.”
Ivan was saddened as he set off. He walked along, and Maria asked him,
“What is it, Ivan, that you are sad and don’t share your sorrow with me?”
“How can I not be sad? The landowner has ordered me to go into the forest and bring him the queen of all
beasts.” She said,
“Oh Ivan, that is only half a misfortune. The real misfortune is still to come. Lie down, rest. The morning is
wiser than the evening.”
He lay down, she sat down, and she wove a silk halter. Then she slept a little, prepared breakfast, and woke
Ivan.
“Darling Ivan, breakfast is ready! Here is a halter for you and a little ball.” She threw the little ball on the floor
and said,
“Wherever the little ball rolls, you follow it. Where it stops, you stop, too. It will roll into a deep and dark
forest, and there you will find a large glade on which an oak stands. The queen of all beasts comes to that oak to
scratch herself. If the ball stops, you stop; but if the ball rolls toward the beast, you also approach it.” Then she
kicked the ball with the slipper that she was wearing on her left foot.
Ivan went off and the ball rolled along. It rolled through the deep, dark forest to the huge glade in the middle.
In the glade stood the oak tree, which was about three hand spans around.
He looked, and out of the bushes came the queen of all beasts. She saw Ivan and rushed at him, wishing to kill
him with her horns. Ivan turned sideways and she crashed into the oak. Her horn got stuck. Ivan went up to her
and threw the halter on, pulled out the horn, and led her home. When they got home, the landowner saw him and
said,
“Oh, what a beast! Where did you catch it?” He looked at it more closely.
“Ivan, Ivan, watch out! It wants to eat me up!” Then Ivan said to the beast,
“Now then, queen of all beasts, roar but just at half strength.” So she started roaring and the landowner took
fright, ducked beneath a cot, and yelled,
“Servants, servants! Make him get rid of that thing!” Then Ivan took off the halter and said,
“Now go! Be gone!”
And then he went home. He got there and Maria was happy. The landowner was silent because of his fright.
But he was only silent for three days, and on the fourth he called Ivan again.
“All right, Ivan, hand your wife over to me.”
“I won’t hand her over to you for anything.”
“Then get for me the self-playing gusli,\fn{A rudimentary instrument, played in the Balkans, having a round, concave body,
parchment sound-board, and one horsehair string .} and if you don’t acquire it, then it’s my sword and your head from your
shoulders.”
Ivan was sorrowful as he walked home. He cried, and Maria the Swan asked him,
“Why are you sorrowful, bringing sadness to me, too?”
“How could I not be sorrowful? The landowner has sent me to fetch the self-playing gusli.”
“Oh, that’s only half a misfortune. The real misfortune is still to come. Lie down and rest. Morning is wiser
than the evening.”
So Ivan ate supper and lay down to sleep. Maria also lay down. In the morning Maria baked, and cooked, and
Ivan ate. She gave him the little ball.
“Here’s this little ball, Ivan. Wherever it rolls, you follow it. It will roll up to a crystal palace. At the gates there
will be two lions lying, nose to nose. If the ball rolls up, step across, but if [it] doesn’t, wait for a time. When you
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go into the palace, go into the first room, and there you’ll find a little goblet, standing on the table. Drink it. You
will pass through eleven more rooms. Drink a goblet full in each. Go into the twelfth, drink it, and lie down to
sleep. That is my room, and there you’ll see.”
She nudged the little ball with her right foot. Ivan set off after it. He went up to the palace. At the gates lay the
two lions, nose to nose. The ball rolled over their noses and he stepped over them. There was the room and on the
table stood a goblet. He drank it, took a bite to eat, and went on. And so he passed through eleven rooms. In the
last there was an empty bed. He drank the glass, took a bite to eat, and lay down to sleep. He slept in a restful,
sound dream.
Suddenly in came an old woman-swan.
“Someone’s been here—all the glasses are standing empty.”
She went through all the rooms, but she found no one. She opened the door into the twelfth and found Ivan
asleep.
“So, it’s our son-in-law come to visit!” The beautiful maiden swans came flying in as their mother was
standing there on the porch, screeching.
“Quiet! Our son-in-law has come. He’s sleeping in Maria’s bedroom.” The old woman-swan prepared dinner
and then she awoke Ivan.
“Why have you honored us with this visit, my son-in-law?”
“The landowner sent me after the self-playing gusli, but I don’t know where to find it.”
“Stay with us, my son, all will be done in proper time.”
So then he ate, drank, and lay down on a cot. The old woman-swan came up to him,
“Son-in-law, are you sleeping or just lying like that?” And he said,
“I am not sleeping, nor am I dreaming; I am thinking a thought.”
“What are you thinking about?”
“About the fact that there are more leaves than trees.” Time passed, and Ivan was lying on the cot when the old
woman-swan came up and asked,
“Son-in-law, are you sleeping or just lying like that?” And he said,
“I am not sleeping, nor am I dreaming; I am thinking a thought.”
“What are you thinking about?”
“That there is more water than earth.” So the third day passed, Ivan was still lying there, and the old womanswan asked him,
“Son-in-law, are you sleeping or just lying like that?”
“I’m not sleeping; I’m thinking a thought.”
“What are you thinking about?”
“That there are more peasants than landowners.”
“You think well. Here is the self-playing gusli. Now go, and give our greetings to our daughter, Maria.”
Ivan bowed to the moist earth and set off. And his sister-swans flew, flapping their wings, accompanying Ivan.
“Ivan, Ivanushka! Give our sister our greetings!”
He came home.
“Did you bring it?” asked the landowner.
“I brought it,” he said. So Ivan brought the self-playing gusli to the landowner and said,
“Call a feast for the whole community. Let it play and everyone listen.”
The landowner agreed, and when all the guests had gathered, Ivan ordered the self-playing gusli to play. And
all began dancing. People danced, the birds in the forest danced, the horses in the stables danced, the tables and
chairs danced. The cook danced in the kitchen, the stove danced, the pot on the stove, the porridge in the pot. So
well did the gusli play that everything danced. Even all the landowner’s serfs danced. Only the landowner
couldn’t dance and he shouted,
“Ivan, order the gusli to be quiet.” The gusli was quiet and the landowner thought,
“What should I do? This isn’t right.” So he said to Ivan,
“Go home!”
So Ivan came home and Maria had dinner ready for him on the table. Suddenly some messengers came
running up.
“Ivan, the landowner is calling you.” Ivan came to the landowner.
“Hand over your wife!”
“Not for anything will I hand her over to you.”
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“Then you go and find neither this nor that. And if you don’t bring me neither this nor that, then my sword, and
your head from your shoulders.”
Ivan was more sorrowful than before. He walked along, and Maria asked him,
“Why are you so pensive, Ivan? Or have I perhaps offended you?”
“Oh my dear wife, my white swan! You have certainly not offended me. Once more the landowner is sending
me out, to bring neither this nor that. How am I supposed to obtain that?” His wife shook her head and sighed
deeply.
“Well, Ivan, this time we’ve something to be sad about. Before it was just half a misfortune. This is the full
misfortune. We’ve seen the past, now we’ll see the future. Never mind. Lie down, sleep soundly with God.”
But all night long he couldn’t sleep. She grieved, weeping bitter tears.
“Bright sun, dry up my sorrow! My bitter tears! Wind, wind, dry up my sorrow! My bitter tears!”
She thought for a long time, but she could think of nothing. Dawn was breaking. It was time to awaken
Ivanushka. The beautiful swan-maiden went out at dawn and began summoning the beasts, the birds, the insects.
“Oh you beasts, beasts! Tell me where to find neither this nor that.” The beasts replied,
“We do not know, beautiful swan-maiden.”
“Oh you birds, birds with fine voices! Tell me where to find neither this nor that.”
“We would gladly help you, but we don’t know.”
“Oh my dear little bugs! You little Lady Bugs, and even the smaller little pin-heads! Tell me, where can I find
neither this nor that?”
“We’d be pleased to tell you, but we don’t know.”
She started weeping, wiping her burning tears with the silky grass. The sun was already up and in the gardens
of the estate the horns were blowing. The houndsmen were letting the dogs loose. They would send someone after
Ivan. Then Ivan woke up, but the swan was not there.
“Just as I thought. Now I shall die.” The landowner roared,
“Bring Ivan’s wife here and take Ivan to the stables and beat him to death!”
Suddenly the beautiful swan-maiden came running up.
“Ivanushka, let’s run!”
She took him by the hand and they started running, with the hounds after them, barking, in full pursuit. Then
Ivan said,
“My swan, fly! Let them kill just me here.”
“No, it would be better for us to perish together than for just one of us to.” She had no more than said that
when up jumped a frog,
“Croak! Croak! Croak!” Maria asked,
“Frog, frog! You don’t know where neither this nor that is, do you?”
“Why do you want to know?”
“It’s not for me. The landowner has sent my husband to fetch it.” The frog said,
“I wouldn’t give it to just anybody, but I’ll give it to you. Let’s go, Ivanushka, croak-croak; all right, come
after me.”
Ivan walked along and the frog hopped. Ivan was going to stick it in his pocket but the frog said,
“There’s no need for that. Besides, you couldn’t lift me. I weigh a hundred poods.”\fn{1 pood = 36.113 lbs.} So
the frog hopped up to the crystal lake and said,
“Eaglet, open the palace!”
The crystal lake opened up and there was a crystal palace. The top of the palace was gold and silver. Ivanushka
screwed up his eyes. He was frightened. The frog said,
“Croak, croak! Eaglet, bring us something to eat.”
Immediately there was an oak table with a tablecloth on it. They ate and then the frog said,
“Croak, croak! Go, Eaglet, to Ivanushka and serve him as you have me.”
Ivan bowed to the frog and went away. He came to the landowner. He asked,
“Did you bring it?”
“I brought it. Summon a feast for the whole community, and I will treat everyone.”
So the landowner summoned all the owners, and masters, and officials, and priests—the whole rubbish. They
all sat down at tables and looked around to see whether there was enough of everything on the tables. Then
Ivanushka spoke,
“Eaglet, throw all these tables and chairs out the window and set up our own.”
250

Immediately the eaglet did just that. He threw the tables and chairs out the window. The landowner was
frightened, and he roared,
“What is going on?”
“Wait, landowner, now I’ll treat you to the bread and salt of true hospitality.” And he ordered:
“Eaglet, put out the tables, set them and let everything flow as a river.” They sat down and Ivanushka said,
“Eaglet, put a trumpet in everyone’s teeth, and two for the landowner for the ceremony.”
They didn’t have time to gasp before they each had a trumpet in the mouth, and the landowner had two.
“Now, Eaglet, let each one have a whack on the head with that cudgel there, and two for the landowner for the
ceremony.”
So the Eaglet gave it to them. The first time he swung just for ceremony but the second time he swung and
they were like a pile of kittens, and they were all rolling around—gentry, officials, all in a big pile.
So then Ivanushka no longer knew any grief and he returned to his swan and they lived and prospered and
invited folks in. But they beat the officials and constables, and they freed the serfs, and they lived in harmony and
with good will. And even now folk live peaceably, just as they should.
217.57 Deviations]fn{by Lou Andreas-Salome (1861-1937)} St. Petersburg, Russia (F) 21
1
Here in my bright studio it finally came to a heart-to-heart discussion between us. Where else could it have
happened and with whom?
Of all the men I have known, you are closest to me, an integral and intimate part of everything that concerns
me as an artist. Perhaps it means even more than if you were a creative artist yourself. At least to me it always
seems as if I were pursuing through my art a little of what you are achieving with your entire life, with your rich
capacity to see everything in its totality and letting it realize its full potential and beauty. You saw me in this light
too, a fulfilled and complete woman; and that is why you loved me above all others, I am well aware of it. You
thought my entire personality was contained in my pictures and sketches, which no one studied as thoroughly as
you did. But there was nothing more behind them than an old youthful romance, barely touched by reality. You
are right in this, too.
And yet—and yet? Why did we agree to part for some time? Why are you now walking around with doubts
about our future and a hope that is almost vanishing? And I, instead of standing in front of my easel joyfully
working away, why am I sitting here, bent over my table? Bent down low, writing and writing, with every nerve in
my body taut to the limit, as I look back into my past. And then, too, whence came your suspicion—and I had to
confirm it—that I am incapable of doing what I would so fervently wish, that I can no longer love with all my
strength and devotion, as if my feelings were exhausted and all my passion spent?
If it were just a case of overcoming prejudices, of forgiving a frivolity or a failure in the ordinary sense, if it
were just that! You would not be lost to me, you, who have no ulterior motive and who understands and
empathizes with everything. But that is not what it is—and yet it is very much like it, the result of a long,
passionate affair that has left me impervious to a serious and all-embracing love.
Now that I am trying to clarify my thoughts, it occurs to me with surprise that our lives depend only to a minor
extent on what we do and experience consciously. Secret and uncontrollable impressions on our nerves, which
have no direct bearing on our development, play a much larger part.
Ever since I began to think, ever since I was motivated by my own wishes and hopes, I was drawn towards art.
I found joy in it, suffered for it; but even long before I knew that I would wholly devote my life to art, my
sensations and experiences prepared me for it, and I lived on its fringes. And yet, if I now wanted to tell you about
my life, I should mention art only very briefly, it would only occupy the tiniest space. With giant dimensions
something else would occupy the foreground, something that has always loomed like a shadow and indistinctly in
the back of my mind.
On a hot summer’s day, way back at the frontier between Germany and Galicia, where my father was stationed
at the time, my old nurse was holding me in her arms. I was a very little girl still, and I watched as her husband hit
her hard across the neck while she looked at him with an expression of enamoured submissiveness. Her strong
and sun-tanned back, bare because of the heat, broke out in deep red welts. I started to cry at the shocking sight,
but my Galician nurse turned to me with a serene, happy laugh.
My poor little girl’s heart must have got the impression that undoubtedly such a brutal blow was one of the
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particular blessings of her life. And maybe this was indeed the case: She had nursed me for nine months with her
own milk; and afterwards, with the dog-like loyalty common to some Slavic women, she had refused to leave our
employ. Now she lived in constant fear that her husband would stop visiting and have neither love nor anger left
for her. However, he hit her a lot when he came over, and the folk-tunes she sang never sounded lighter and
brighter than after such a festive reunion.
Many of my early childhood memories—both before and after, even years after—have vanished without
leaving a trace. But something of that soft, sensuous devotion in the expression of my nurse’s eyes and gestures
has often surfaced in my memory later, accompanied always by the happy sound of her subdued laughter and the
feel of the brooding summer heat around us. Who can judge whether it was totally coincidental and conditioned
only by these circumstances, quite peripheral to my life, that I felt strange shivers run down my spine for the first
time at their recollection. Thousands of such coincidences must strike our innermost existence with secret
violence and leave the hidden imprint of an early, very early, tremor with which they touched our nerves and our
dreams.
Or maybe it goes back even further; and while we sleep soundly in our cradle, a little bird twitters into our
slumber what we are to make of ourselves and what our sufferings are to be. I do not know. Maybe neither pure
chance nor the voices of little wonderbirds whisper in our ear, but habits and traditions of centuries long past, and
the joys of slave women, long since dead, still murmur and echo in us in a language not our own, which we only
understand in dreams and in the shivering of our nerves.
My parents’ marriage seemed exemplary to me, one of those marriages that exist quite rarely, where the child
grows up in an intimate and harmonious environment without upsetting experiences. But the facts behind this
harmony were these: my dear little mother did everything as my father wanted it, and he in turn did everything
that I wanted. Originally he might have been of Wendish descent; and he was the more high-spirited of my
parents, more scintillating, with a lot of artistic talent, however neglected. He developed an almost insane
tenderness for the only child who so strikingly took after his own family, with her dark hair and her southern,
almost pale, complexion. With great enthusiasm he gave me my first instructions in drawing and freed me from
all the petit-bourgeoi \fn{A term that originally referred to the members of the lower middle social classes in the 18th and early 19th
centuries} chores which little girls usually had to do.
My mother shook her head at times over the two of us; but it was because I was so much like my father, with a
fierce temper and a dogged will, that she loved me best for the qualities which were most alien to her, and she
approved of whatever I did. Meanwhile I went about happily and complied eagerly with the slightest wish of these
parents, whose love flowed together in me, and who could have formed me into anything they might have wanted,
just like soft wax which can be moulded with the least amount of pressure.
*
When I was seventeen, we were transferred from the Galician frontier to the town of Brieg in Silesia; and we
moved into the beautiful apartment of an army major in the residential area of the town, by the river. From there I
was to go even further, I was to study under the guidance of an experienced teacher and be introduced into the real
world of art. That was the plan my father and I dreamed about seriously; but it all happened differently, because
he became ill and there was no way to leave him. And I—I fell head over heels in love with my cousin Benno
Frensdorff.
Ever since my early childhood I had heard people talk a great deal about Benno and always with exceptional
respect. He had been orphaned as a child and was educated through my parents’ good offices. Already as a young
boy he showed extraordinary diligence as a student; he even managed to earn some money as a tutor while
finishing high school. Then he studied medicine and was now working as an intern in the mental institution of the
county at Brieg. That was where I met him for the first time.
All those qualitites, for which he had been praised so much, left only a vague impression on me. But a different
characteristic had an immediate effect: Benno was very good looking.
Beautiful people have always been my great delight. And although my concept of beauty and my artistic taste
may have changed, I must admit even now that Benno was a striking young male, with his serious expression and
his blond head of hair and his tall, youthful figure—combinations that one saw only rarely. At least he stood out
sufficiently from the crowd of dapper young school teachers and lieutenants who courted us at coffee parties or on
the ice rink.
What made him look additionally unusual was that he never had time to skate with us or sit with us at coffee
parties. Instead, he observed everybody silently through his glasses, to see if they did not really belong in his
madhouse also.
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Because of Benno I fell into an erotic and aesthetic trance, and my womanhood was awakened. But my feeling
for him, bside being full of passion, was one of complete trust. And as I had always been surrounded by love, I
never had the slightest doubt that my emotions were reciprocated, even though Benno did not show me the same
attention. He admitted to me later that it had seemed quite senseless to him to try and court me. His prospects for
the future were rather limited, and the gratitude he felt toward my parents had made him shy. So it happened that
in reality I wooed him. In my state of intoxication, I moved closer and closer to him, and in a short while we were
engaged.
To fall in love like this could have happened to anybody, even to a person of a different temperament. The fact
that this passion was reciprocated and led to an engagement was an unfortunate accident. If we had been able to
get married soon, I would have had a quick and sudden disappointment. Or maybe motherhood would have
changed my entire being completely. But none of this was to happen. We could not marry right away; and under
the strain of the tempting caresses, since we were engaged, my young amorous passions were transformed into a
feeling of longing and emotional tension which literally clouded my entire existence.
At that time my father was dying. Because of his complete trust in Benno, he appointed him as guardian and
adviser for me and my mother. Months of deep mourning followed my father’s death. My mother and I, two
spoiled women, severely lacking in independence, put all our hopes in Benno.
The first change was a move from the apartment in the residential area to a house next to the mental hospital
where Benno had his official quarters. The house was old-fashioned. On the ground floor, besides us, lived one of
the other doctors from the mental hospital. Above us lived the paymaster of the mental institution with his wife
and two daughters.
When we moved there, it all seemed to me like a totally strange town although it was only another part, not at
all far from the old city center and the city hall. The parks were close, too, those parks that had been planted
where moats had originally surrounded the walled city. Oftentimes I had seen these two massive structures, the
biggest in Brieg, reaching high into the sky: the county mental institution and the state penitentiary.
But only now I saw them properly. The first was surrounded on two sides by a well kept park; the other was
totally enclosed by high walls crowned with sharp iron spikes and protected on the ground by heaps of broken
glass with sharp edges. In spite of these differences, their general impression was the same: two prisons for
humanity’s suffering outcasts; and they gave the whole street a sombre, gloomy cast.
Our front windows faced directly onto the high wall with the iron spikes, while you could see the park around
the courtyard of the mental hospital from the side windows of our living room. However, above it loomed the
barred windows of those who suffered from raving madness.
*
On the night of our move, while the pieces of our graceful, gold-trimmed Baroque furniture were standing
around on their bent legs, not knowing quite where to go in this long room with its low ceiling, a fit of despair
suddenly gripped me. My poor mother had such a shock that she would have moved out again immediately. In
fact, she seriously considered such a plan right away.
“We do not have to stay here necessarily—do we, Benno? We could live in a different street,” she said out
loud.
Benno turned to her briefly but did not answer. He walked back and forth nervously in the room. Only when
my mother went to look after some supper for us, he stopped his pacing, came over to me and embraced me
quickly and forcefully.
“Adine!” he whispered hot into my ear, “if this were the spot where I might strike root and realize my plans for
the future, which I hope it will be, for both our sakes, would you also leave me to live near the mental hospital all
by myself?” I looked at him hesitantly,
“Could that be? Is that what is going to happen?” He nodded softly.
I remained silent, pressed my face against his shoulder, and clung more closely to his neck. I had been beaten
already when he took me in his arms. Of course, I would stay where he was, even now. Of course, I only wished
for what he desired.
For the future too. But these joint dreams for our future, which were to become reality here, flowed together in
me with a feeling of fear, which I did not fully understand. This curious feeling ended in a soft shudder, and I held
on to him more tightly and more anxiously. When my mother returned and saw us there together, she uttered a
sigh of relief.
“Everything is all right again now?” she enquired and looked at Benno as at someone who knows the answer
to everything. Benno let go of me and replied gaily,
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“By rights Adine should be living in a royal palace. But she would not care for me very deeply if she did not
want to stay here.”
In the days that followed, I walked around in my new surroundings incessantly, observing every detail. But
most of my attention was focused on the maximum security penitentiary across from us. Now and then you could
watch, at fixed times in the morning, convicts in chains being led to the other side of the street to work in one of
the prison yards. Since I had noticed that, I spent hours standing at the window, arms dangling at my side, just
waiting for this occurrence. Benno found me in that position and shook his head disapprovingly.
“You have become lazy, Adine,” he said, “I cannot understand why you want to look at these men.”
“But look,” I replied with a troubled expression, “just look at the way they walk past. They never raise their
eyes. I have tried to extend a greeting to them. We would all like to do that really, don’t you agree? But they do
not even notice, maybe they do not want to see it. Maybe they secretly hate all of us. And yet they live so close
by, so very close—until they die.”
“You need a sensible occupation,” he responded. “You don’t want to become a sick, sentimental vegetable,
Adine. This all just comes from being idle.”
He was right, more so than he really understood. Many years after, my first artistic success was the portrait of a
convict. Had I had the opportunity then to develop my artistic talents in a strict discipline and express all these
new experiences in the only way natural to me, my mind would have become free, and I would have regained my
former spirits.
But the occupation that Benno planned for me led me into the kitchen and to the sewing machine. To my
mother that was the sensible approach; it was the best preparation for my future existence.
In the kitchen and at the sewing machine I made friends with the elder daughter of the prison paymaster who
lived above us. Gabriele was a tall, lanky teenager with red hair and freckles. She had many responsibilities in the
household and also for her younger sister; but although she was my junior by two years, she managed everything
with exceptional efficiency. That is why I admired Gabriele, whereas she looked down on me a little, in spite of a
definite affection. One evening while we were sitting together in the room, she expressed it openly.
“It is silly of you to try so hard when you would much rather sketch and paint,” she said. “I must confess to
you that I hate all these chores just as much as you do.”
“You do, Gabriele? But you are behaving exactly the same way I do,” I replied, full of sympathy for the fellow
sufferer. She shook her head.
“I do it because of a promise—that I will then be able to go and study for a high school teacher’s certificate in
Berlin,” she said; and she could not suppress a smile of satisfaction. “Sometimes I prepare for it even now,
secretly at night, or when I have a little free time. You see, there is a purpose in all this. But you, all you want to
do is to get married.”
“I am engaged, Gabriele,” I said in a soft, blissful voice.
“One should not be engaged,” Gabriele remarked disparagingly and looked at her reddened hands. “A man—
ha! I could run. Why, for goodness’ sake, do you do everything he wants?”
“I would like to grow into the person he expects me to be,” I answered nervously.
But suddenly I became distinctly aware of the fact that I was not that person at all and that Gabriele impressed
me greatly. She did all these menial chores for the sake of appearances only; in reality she was pursuing her own
goals. In a subdued voice Gabriele urged me on.
“Do your painting secretly too! And draw secretly! Did he forbid it?”
“No, no!” I cried out. “He even suggested I take lessons. But I—”
“Well then?” Gabriele interrupted.
“I believe I really do not love my art any more—just him,” I said, almost trembling while I said it.
But at the bottom of my heart it was really fear, only fear which turned me away from my beloved art, fear of
the great temptation against which there is no resistance. I knew in my heart that it would tear me away from all
that Benno wanted and that I therefore desired myself, and that I would become estranged from him.
I did not even envy the joyful satisfaction with which Gabriele rebelled against her entire environment. I was
passionately intent on being submissive, whether my own self broke into a thousand pieces in the process or not.
The ideal of being a petit-bourgeois housewife in Brieg, which seemed painful and ludicrous to Gabriele, and to
which she devoted only half her strength, held some strange visions of martyrdom and asceticism for me. I had
chosen this path of extreme self-castigation because of a helpless longing for fulfillment in love.
The consequences were inevitable: I grew pale and thin; I developed morbid feelings of insecurity and an everincreasing irritability. Benno’s view of normal and healthy behavior was somewhat limited anyway; and though
254

he had acquired an immense store of knowledge, he did not yet possess the necessary practical experience. He
appeared very worried, and my mother started to grieve helplessly.
Benno's face which already had a serious expression as a rule, now took on the mien of a physician, and that
made me even more withdrawn. I was no longer so naïvely certain of his love; because the less proficient I
believed myself to be in the tasks that he had set for me, the more expert and infallible he appeared, and his love
could only be attained by total self-sacrifice.
In this forced submissiveness to him my most delightful feelings of passion became mixed with the most
painful, even with horror. That is certainly not usually the case since women are already subordinate to their men.
But it can add such enormous excitement to their love that all inner peace and balance of mind are lost.
Oftentimes, after I had already retired, my mother and Benno spent hours in conversation; and their subdued
voices reached to me. I had no idea what they were discussing. I only learned about it when it happened, as it
finally had to happen: Benno broke our engagement.
Strangely enough, I cannot recollect all the detail of this event, which was such a decisive one. I hardly
remember exactly what he said to me—I can only hear my own voice as I cried out in my pain and horror, as I fell
on my knees before him and held out my hands.
But from this moment on a powerful vision grew within me that exaggerated and falsified Benno’s picture in
my mind and made him appear cruel and strong and violent and larger than life. Could it have been different after
all? How else would he have been capable of rejecting me and finding me unworthy in spite of all my humble
efforts?
My mother spent a lot of time crying, but she agreed with him on most points. She went abroad with me for a
while, on a trip that was supposed to help me recuperate. And then I was to return to the paths that I had originally
planned to follow.
When I parted from Benno, I felt as if he had stamped on me and crushed me into miserable fragments. For a
long time I suffered in semiconsciousness. But then my good fortune prevailed and turned it all into triumph, in
that I began to live for my art. This happiness finally became stronger than the passion of my youth. Like a dream
which escapes, as one becomes fully awak , it receded into the shadows.
After a while my mother returned to Benno and Brieg. I saw her only in the summers when she spent a few
weeks or even some months with me.
*
For the next six years I worked hard, enduring many privations and strenuous exertions. And then I arranged a
little studio of my own here, in Paris. That came to be a wonderful experience, the first truly successful and
trouble-free period of my life. I started to breathe freely for the first time, and I learned to enjoy the lighter side of
things.
Then suddenly, about a year ago, around Christmas time, I decided to return home for a short visit.
My mother had been entreating me in her letters for some time, but the decisive factor was a letter from Benno
himself. I received it during a little opening reception in my studio and in the presence of others so that I could
only scan it quickly. Nevertheless, the sight of the familiar handwriting with its rounded, well formed characters
awakened a peculiar and exciting impression in me.
Benno used the excuse of wanting to support my mother’s pleas. But in reality he had a different reason for his
letter. On the basis of some rumors that had been circulating about my “all-too-free” life style, as he called it, he
felt obliged to warn me against gossip, or maybe against myself.
It was not entirely clear what he meant. His letter contained many bourgeois thoughts and worries which made
me smile, and also much ignorance about life in a metropolis and among artists. His experiences had all been
confined to his own special field and to life in a small provincial town.
Yes, I knew it now: Benno was no longer the personification of an infallible ideal, but perhaps the prime
example of an inveterate pedant and moralist. Just about the opposite of what might nowadays captivate and spellbind my easily excitable imagination.
But the fact that he dared write to me in this fashion, as if he had a right to control what I was allowed to do or
not to do—he who had not even loved me, no, not loved but rejected me—I could not suppress an unexplained
surge of emotions while I circulated among my guests, laughing and joking.
At that same moment my eye fell on an open folder in which I kept several valuable prints and drawings and
which a young artist was examining right then. On the top was Klinger’s well known etching “Time Annihilating
Glory”. I had frequently looked at the armed youth before, with his brazen expression of omnipotence, as he
pitilessly kicks the poor woman prostrate before him.
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All of a sudden it awakened in me an association of ideas; suddenly it touched on something, and a long, long
forgotten sensation from my own existence started to stir in me darkly—I cannot put it into words exactly as it
happened then. I do not believe that I thought of a particular situation, of the way, for instance, in which Benno so
brutally broke off our relationship, or maybe the way I felt so utterly crushed by him at the time, or even of him as
a person. Nevertheless, it was in direct reaction to him that a shiver ran down my spine, a shiver of such
paralyzing intensity that I was forced to close my eyes and shut out the picture.
Quite mechanically I continued to take part in the conversation, but inwardly I felt dazed. It was as if I peered
right through my surroundings at something that had been hidden but always present there in the background, in
the shadows. Or perhaps it was as if my entire present existence slowly slid down to my feet like a thin, flowerembroidered veil, and behind it arose the reality and the essence—well, of what? Maybe something like the
silhouette of an armor-plated youth? Or Benno himself holding me in his arms, arousing in me the first ecstasy of
love and the first horror of the dependence that it creates? Or maybe it was something far longer ago from my
earliest childhood, when I was held in my nurse’s arms and the hard blow from the raised hand of her man left a
deep red mark on her neck while she humbly bowed down to him?
2
A few days later I found myself on a trip to Brieg. During the long train ride I must have told myself a hundred
times how strangely narrow and small everything at home would appear to me; but at the same time I was looking
forward to seeing all this narrowness and smallness, because it was the familiar, and it was home. It could not
have changed and grown; it would have to be the same as before in order to have that effect, just like a first reader
which would not be what you remembered if it did not have its naïve rhymes and exhortations.
I did not regret having left Paris even though I had wanted to enjoy the winter there just now—and yet,
subconsciously, it was far more reckless of me to plan this trip, in a dream of dark sensations, than to yield to
some of the joyous Paris temptations.
I arrived in Brieg at night, after nine o’clock. On purpose, I had not announced the exact day of my arrival. I
left my luggage at the station and slowly walked along the fortifications of the old city towards our street.
It was snowing. A strong north wind swept across the Oder lowlands and the Silesian plain, the little town of
Brieg lay almost buried in deep white winter snow. In this weather, in spite of the Christmas season, the little
crooked streets were even quieter and more deserted; and in the houses the lights were burning behind tightly
drawn curtains.
Snowflakes danced in the glow of the street lamps and made it hard to recognize much, but I could still see,
with great regret, that the old, characteristic face of the town seemed to have been rejuvenated. Here and there the
exquisite detail on the gable of a narrow old house was already missing; everywhere the uniformly smooth
modernization had started to replace the decaying splendor.
So Brieg was moving forward also! It was no longer the familiar little town with its nooks and crannies to
which I had looked forward. Progress with its utilitarian demands, often preferring banality to uniqueness, had
destroyed in its path much that was beautiful, even here.
As I reached the large monotonous buildings of the two institutions by our house, I saw a man standing close
to our entrance. He was wearing a wide coat and a fur cap. Motionless he stood there and looked towards me
while I made my way along the fence of the mental hospital and came closer and closer. The lamplight shone on
him from the rear, so that his features remained in the dark, but I knew at once that it was Benno. I was seized by
a childlike joy, greater than I would have thought possible; and at the same time I felt a desire to stand quite still.
The wind did not allow that. It gripped me from the back and literally blew me towards him. I noticed how my
veil, which I had turned up over my hat, pulled and fluttered like a chained bird impatiently flapping its wings.
And now he slowly came towards me.
“Dina!” he called out in a muffled voice before I was even close.
“And so it is you!” I said happily and extended both hands to him, carelessly letting my bag slide to the
ground. “Do you recognize me still?”
“Adine! So unexpectedly and without warning—with no one to meet you!” he said as in a daze, and then,
“Recognized—of course recognized, even before I knew that it could possibly be you. By your walk. Just by the
way you walk, a sort of carefree, rolling gait. You are the only person who walks like that—as if there were only
level paths in the world, or as if there were some invisible being that preceded you to smoothe them for you. But
in the snow—and on foot?”
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“Yes, of course, on foot, hopping from stone to stone on the familiar old pavement. It was early still. And it
was so beautiful. The snow was so dense—and the old town of Brieg—the way it looked in the falling snow!”
And all the time the wind blew big snow flakes into our faces, while we stood there and talked, as if I had been
home all the time and did not have to enter the house to be welcomed back. Benno picked up my bag from the
ground and remarked,
“Your mother, Aunt Lisette, will be beside herself with joy; she could hardly wait for your arrival.”
“I’ll go in softly; give me a key,” I said and stepped over, closer to him, by the house. “Or are you coming in
with me?” He shook his head and pointed towards the hospital.
“I have to go there yet. Around this time I always have to make my last inspection. Well, till tomorrow then,
get a good night’s sleep back home.” As I entered the door, I took his hand again.
“Till tomorrow,” I said gaily, “that’s when I actually see you again. Today we did not really meet yet. Two
voices in the dark—just two voices anticipating a reunion—and now they have to stop babbling!”
“Good night, Adine. Careful, take your hand away from the door, you will get caught in it when it closes.”
It sounded so matter-of-fact and anxious that I had to put two fingers back into the door involuntarily. And then
I called out,
“I need to tell you—it was good we met, here, in the falling snow, by the house. It was a coincidence only—
that was what made it so good.”
The door fell shut. For a fleeting moment Benno seemed to stand still, as if he were listening—and then the
snow crunched under his slowly receding footsteps. In the poorly lit entrance I also stood still and listened,
listened for two voices fading away in the dark, voices that were telling me an old fairy tale—or perhaps a new
one—my own joyous voice, almost exuberant, much brighter than his, and then his hushed, hesitant voice, which
seemed to reveal so much. He used common, everyday expressions, but the words themselves became empty and
meaningless in that curious undertone.
*
The next morning I was awakened by the long shrill sound of a bell, which came from one of the prison yards
where the convicts worked. My mother was still asleep in the large double bed on the opposite wall of the room,
or she pretended to be so as not to disturb me. Through the window came a soft gray dawn and flickered across
the faded cretonne curtains with their cheerful green flowers and birds, and every single piece of the old familiar
furniture looked up to welcome me.
Contentedly I stretched under my covers. I found myself in a state of indolence, beautiful and sweet; and it felt
wonderful to let myself be looked after and pampered here. Soon enough I would be returning to the outside
world, to my own work and other pleasures.
My eyes fell on the beloved wrinkled face in the white night cap, which peeped out from under the comforter
of faded green silk. Without my good mother and the sacrifices which she had made voluntarily, out of her love
for me, I would never have been able to create this free and happy artist’s life of mine. And to do that, she now sat
patiently here, in Brieg, alone and without a daughter, secretly trying to conjure up an interest in art, which was
really quite a hopeless undertaking for her. People in the officers’ circle in Brieg, her only social contacts from
way back, were rather critical about this daughter who lived abroad; and I knew that my mother would defend me
against them as a lioness defends her young. At times they had the shock of their lives over the opinions she
espoused. But in reality she was neither a lioness nor a member of the avant garde, just a lonely old woman,
whose whole view of life differed from that of her child’s as day from night. Noiselessly I slid out of my bed,
stole over to her on my bare feet and hugged her in my arms impetuously although she was still half asleep.
“Mama, my beloved Mama! I am so glad to be with you, and I am so grateful to you for all these wonderful,
wonderful years. Now, all of a sudden it becomes clear to me how much you have given me; and I have a heavy
heart at the thought that you have been a giver, always, constantly, without ever receiving anything in return. You
are the best of all mothers.” My mother caressed my bare arm soothingly and opened her blue eyes with an
expression of tender happiness.
“I was already getting tired from lying in bed this long, you late riser,” she said, rousing herself. “I believe all
my limbs have gone to sleep again. Let me get into my clothes quickly now, my child.”
“Where does Benno hide in the mornings?” I asked, pulling on my stockings.
“I heard him already next door in the living room, before you even woke up. He must have wanted to welcome
you. But you could go over to him while he has his second cup of tea in his own rooms, in a very little while. It
would be a friendly gesture; you must be good to him, you understand? He is such a great person, Adine. And you
must not be put off if he is a little curt at times.”
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“Be put off? Oh, no, Mama, on the contrary. That is such an integral part of his nature; without it I would not
even recognize him.”
“You are not used to it; you are spoilt, my child.”
“That is just why, Mama,” I remarked and looked into the mirror to braid my hair. Involuntarily I pulled at the
dark strands which would not yield to the comb, because I suddenly found myself in a state that was quite unusual
for me: I was in a hurry. My mother sat by me, half-dressed, with her hands folded in her lap; and her face
expressed both worry and tenderness.
“Was it nice, that reception in your studio?” she asked, somewhat confused.
“Yes, very nice and very jolly. Later I will tell you all about it.”
“But just me, Adine, alone, because Benno—”
“Why? What about Benno?”
“Well, imagine, he worries so easily about you, because you lead such a free life, and because you spend so
much time with this Tomasi, whose studio is next to yours. And, in general—”
“Oh, that is what Benno worries about?” I said, and I felt the color rising in my cheeks.
“Yes, but why are you blushing? You are quite red-faced, really, Adine. What is it with Tomasi?” my mother
asked anxiously.
“Nothing at all. You know him. We are just colleagues.”
“No, just tell me one thing: do you think you might have fallen in love with someone in all this long time?”
“I really do not know the answer to that, Mama.”
“Good Lord, child! That is something one knows! Well, then there probably is nothing,” she said and reached
for her dress.
I let the comb drop in my lap and contemplated my own face in the mirror. It occurred to me that I could have
replied to Benno’s strange letter and told him the truth:
“The rumors are wrong and you are wrong with all those secret doubts. And all of that is due to what you did
to me. Maybe I will remain weak and limp for a long time yet from the strong and intoxicating wine you once
gave me to drink. In comparison, all other drinks have left me sober.” Aloud I said,
“It really is not my fault that I cannot even fall in love properly. It is most peculiar.”
“That is because you paint, my child,” my mother said in such a tone of resignation that I had to laugh.
“Well, if you had not always been painting, you might be married by now, and I would have a little
grandchild,” she added peevishly. I grabbed her head and kissed her.
“What you need to know is that anyone who paints is always a little in love. You always paint something from
inside, something with which you are in love, it seems. But it is all so fleeting and strange, and you cannot marry
it either. So how do I get you a little grandchild?”
Grumbling, my mother freed her head and sighed. And then she went about the breakfast without another
word. In her innermost heart, though, she was so glad that we were together at our morning coffee that all the
nonsense I talked did not affect her. Sometimes she might have become a little confused about the many things I
had told her already and which she accommodated in her heart, her mother’s heart, reconciling them with her own
views and opinions. Mother’s earth must be a fertile ground in which the most diverse herbs thrive in a big tangle,
but sometimes it must be hard to find one’s way through this kitchen garden, over which such great love tenderly
spreads its bounty like the rays of the sun.
After I finished my breakfast, I went over to Benno’s at once. His rooms were separated from my mother’s by
a wide hallway covered rather primitively with red tiles. One of the other assistant physicians had lived there
before. For some time now, Benno had held a highly respected position at the institute, as a sort of deputy to the
director who had become old and ailing and who had proposed him as his successor. My mother’s letters always
contained stories about Benno’s magical achievements and his feverish devotion to his work.
I knocked softly on the door of his study, but there was no reply. I opened it and looked in. No one was there.
A fire burned brightly in the stove, and in front of it stood two armchairs and a small metal table between them.
All preparations for tea had been made, and a gleaming little kettle was steaming away on a little spirit burner.
Evidently Benno had been here before but had been called away again.
I sat down on one of the chairs and looked around. It was certainly much more cozy than the ugly, bare
quarters in the institute which Benno had inhabited before. I had always been terrified when I visited them, and
every noise and every sight there had frightened me. And yet I almost regretted to be meeting with him here,
rather than in the surroundings that were part of him. I found myself in a pious mood, and he had become just a
picture. Right then the door opened on the opposite side, and Benno came in from his waiting room.
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“How are you,” he said in his slightly subdued voice and came towards me, almost clumsily; and he held out
his hand. When I put my hand in his, he clasped it tightly for a few seconds and thereby preventing me from
getting out of my relaxed position.
“Stay where you are! Just there, only tilt your head against the light. I need to look at you properly,” he said
apologetically.
I could not think of a reply, just obeyed, turned my head back and lifted my eyes towards him. But I felt myself
blushing under his glance.
“How well and healthy and happy you look—and how beautiful,” he said guilelessly. But at once he became
embarrassed and stepped back.
I scanned his figure and his face. The face seemed aged to me, too much for the six years. The continuous
nerve-wrecking work had drawn lines across his forehead prematurely; and his soft, light-blond hair had become
sparse at the temples. I wondered if he still had the interesting, frightening glance of a doctor in a mental
institution and tried to meet his eyes. But the morning sun sparkled and glittered on his glasses, and I became
aware of the fact that I had often seen this sparkle on his glasses covering up everything behind them. Only rarely
had I seen the expression in his eyes. The water in the little kettle between us was bubbling away; and in order to
break the silence I said,
“You see, I came to have breakfast with you. Are you going to offer me something to drink?” He pointed to the
second cup which had been set out and remarked hesitantly,
“I was hoping you would come. Would you—if you do not mind—would you do me the honor of pouring the
tea?”
I got up and reached for the tea pot. But while I was busying myself with the cups and saucers, silence fell
again; and I noticed Benno sitting there, smoking, not saying anything, his eyes fixed on my hands. So it was
quite different to meet again in bright, sobering daylight, not like the night before under the snowy sky.
Subconsciously we were afraid of all the memories which whispered into our ears, heavy with old dreams that
have no place in reality and in daylight. They only become illuminated when the lights are dim and fantastic—
pale, mystical flickers.
“We cannot go on sitting here without a word,” I thought nervously; and desperate for something to say, I
remarked jokingly,
“You must be trying to see whether my paint dribbling activities have left me incapable of performing simple
household tasks.”
“Oh, no,” he replied, so surprised and serious that one could hear in his voice he had been far away in
thought,” you have been occupied with other things, certainly with more interesting ones. Particularly since Paris
is the Mecca of enjoyment.”
“That it is, but a place for hard work it is too, for indefatigable work and for progress,” I replied and handed
him his tea. He stirred it with his spoon and then asked abruptly,
“That Tomasi—who is he?” I could not help smiling at the clumsy way in which he let the pedant and moralist
gain the upper hand.
“Of all my colleagues, he is my favorite,” I admitted. “I owe him much in the way of stimulus as well as
friendship. When I sprained my left arm and had to hurry so much to get ready for the exhibit, he sacrificed his
own best work time in the mornings and lent me support with his arm to hold the palette for me. Only a really
good friend can do such a thing for you.”
“To have the patience to support your arm—I can well believe that,” he reflected. I laughed and came back to
life,
“No, to hold the palette,” I corrected him. “The left arm with the palette has to work also, you must
understand; it has to be a living part of one’s whole being.” With a forceful gesture, Benno flicked off the ash of
his cigar at the edge of his plate although hardly any ash had formed yet.
“Living part of yourself. I guess only another artist can be that for you,” he said and got up, without apparent
reason and without looking at me.
Then I suddenly saw the dark, tortured expression on his face. In the midst of the conversation I began to see
him as I had not previously thought of him at all, I saw the way he really felt, struggling to control his emotions,
his angry jealousy. That was why he had written! It had not been the moralizing of a pedant—no, love.
It hit me unexpectedly; a hot gush of blood flooded my heart and with it a feeling of terror. No, actually a
much-belated realization: for if I had had any idea in the early days after our separation that he too was suffering
and that he loved me also, I would have lost all my reason and rushed back to him.
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Now of course I no longer wanted that. And he too should not want it. No, he must not want it, I thought, while
my heart hammered away as if it were going to break. For under his will, that hard, narrow, determined will, I had
succumbed once before.
The memory of it sent a shudder down my spine, hot and almost paralyzing. Benno looked at me in surprise
and disbelief. My expression must have betrayed some of what went on inside me. A possibility of taking hold of
me began to dawn on him—at least so it seemed to me: it was almost as if he were approaching me with a
gigantic club to strike me down.
“Benno!” I said weakly, terrified like someone who wants to defend herself but cannot.
The feeble cry made him shiver visibly. My behavior must have transported him back into a time when my
frightened expression and my frightened voice were natural to him. Involuntarily, without a word, almost without
a breath, he bent over me. Terrified, I held out my hand against him. With an unsteady motion I pushed it between
his eyes and mine, as if I wanted to cover up his glance and free myself from it, from this uncontrollable force
which might wrest me from myself once more.
“No, no!” I murmured, “too late!”
He straightened up and covered his eyes with his hands. Without another word he left the room. I stared after
him. I do not know how long I sat there, in his room, on his chair.
Yes, I had come home to celebrate and revel in reminiscences, to submerge myself in old memories. I even
wanted to enjoy those that were far removed from my current existence, because all of them were connected and
they would have no effect on the real course of my life.
But the violent emotion that came over me now did not spring from memories. This was a living force, a real
force that threatened me. Could I not get away? Could I flee? Did I not know the consequences, the collapse of
everything, yes, of everything, which gave meaning to my life and to my own being?
Yes, I knew all that. I knew also that my life could never be truly linked with Benno’s, and that it was not love
for him which held me here.
No, not love, something darker, some instinct, something eerie. Like lightning—a warning and at once a
symbol—the etching by Klinger appeared to my inner eye.
No, I could not leave.
3
In the afternoon I remembered that I had not seen Gabriele since my return, and I climbed up the steps to the
paymaster’s apartment. Almost simultaneously Gabriele entered the hallway from the street. She was carrying a
market basket, from which all sorts of vegetables peeped out. She ran a few steps up the stairs; but before she
could discover me standing there on top, she became distracted by Benno, who was just leaving his quarters and
crossing the hall to my mother’s rooms. Gabriele leaned over the banister, .
“Good evening, Doctor!” she called out to him, “I am quite angry with you. Last night and the night before
you were burning the midnight oil again in your study. I can see the light very well from upstairs. You are really
working much too late.”
“I have to, Miss Gabriele,” Benno answered, “but you are hardly the person to talk about long hours of work.
Still, I give you my promise. I will turn off my light early tonight and be good about going to sleep.”
What a funny promise, I thought, secretly amused. Just then Gabriele looked up and noticed me, and she ran
up the stairs quickly.
“God, how sweet of you to come!” she called out breathlessly and embraced me with the sincere affection
between two old girl friends. “I would have come down already, but I did not want to disturb you right away.”
“How pretty you have become!” I said, admiring her, full of joy. Gabriele did not look any more like the tall
red-haired teenager from before. Her fine, curly hair with that reddish tinge formed a brilliant halo around her
face. She had the most delicate pink and white complexion, and of the freckles nothing remained but a few
interesting spots at the bridge of her nose. She was taller than I; and with her sturdy build, she looked like a
picture of strength and radiance.
She opened the door and led me into the familiar dining room with the long table, covered by a checkered
oilcloth, and the sewing table at the window. At this window, between the white muslin curtains, stood her
younger sister Mathilde, nicknamed Mutchen. The warmth in the room had caused some condensation on the
window panes, and Mutchen scrawled mystical hieroglyphics on them with her index finger.
“You could have finished folding that little bit of table linen, I think,” Gabriele remarked in a surly voice,
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looking at a half empty laundry basket and a heap of napkins scattered over the chairs. “There is plenty of work
yet, just before Christmas.”
At our entrance Mutchen winced a little, and she turned around so fast that the braid at her back flew around
with her. She was a most charming girl of about eighteen, and her pretty eyes fairly sparkled with her high spirits.
I extended a warm greeting and asked if she remembered me. She looked at me with big wily eyes and gave a
deep sigh.
“Oh yes!” she said, “but then you were so different. Now I wish I looked like you—just like you!”
“But why, Mutchen, why like me?” I asked in surprise at her words. She flew into my arms and kissed me and
whispered laughingly,
“You look as if everybody, every man, would have to like you.”
“Will you stop thinking about such things only,” Gabriele said angrily. She had gone to take off her hat and
coat and only overheard the last words. “You are the world’s most useless person.” And while Mutchen fled, she
turned towards me and added,
“There is nothing one can do with her.”
“I can well believe that she still gives you quite some trouble,” I said. “Anyway, I felt truly sorry for you when
your mother died. Now you are even more tied down here than before, and you had such different plans.”
“I still have those—in case things turn out the right way,” Gabriele answered and sat down by me.
“Meanwhile, I do not mind staying here and looking after the household. I can explain it to you. But you may be
sure I am not doing it against my will.”
I looked at her with some of the old subconscious surprise as she said all this in such a quiet and determined
manner.
“I believe it of you,” I replied. “For me it would be impossible to hold my own against my most immediate
surroundings.”
“For you?” Gabriele laughed. “That is exactly what you have done, prevailed against your immediate
surroundings.”
“Prevailed? No, in no way. It was all done for me, given to me,” I said softly. She shrugged her shoulders.
“Well, you received it as a gift, other people have to work for it. Only a stupid marriage might have thrown
you off your course.”
“That could happen to you still, Gabriele.” She blushed and replied vehemently,
“You are not under the misconception perhaps that there are suitable men here in Brieg? No, they are all just as
bad now as they were then.”
“How do you mean, ‘bad’?” I asked.
“Arrogant, still, and conceited and backward in their opinions. It starts with the lowest officials and continues
right through the officers’ ranks. Only the form varies, depending on their social class; the essence is the same.
Can you imagine that any one of them would understand that our attitudes are no longer the same as those of our
mothers and grandmothers? That we are no longer meek little Susies who grovel and whimper “Your highness”,
but that we have become masters of our own lives? In short, that we are casting off the idea of subservience?”
“Oh, is that what we are doing?” I asked in total consternation. “No, I cannot imagine that. Who has been
doing such things?”
“You do not know? Adine, you must be joking! You of all people, who has been out and about and has been
able to develop in absolute freedom? What have you been doing all this time then?”
“Me? I have just been painting,” I said awkwardly.
“Well, then, painting. But while you paint you think about things. During all that time, have you never thought
about love and marriage and how they fit in with our personal rights and privileges? That would be quite
irresponsible of you. After all, your own engagement failed for just these reasons. Exactly for these. For if any
man were capable of becoming enlightened on these issues, it would be Doctor Frensdorff.” I shook my head in
amazement.
“You are wrong, Gabriele. The magic of his influence on me came from his tyranny. That is probably the more
usual. “ Gabriele cast a scrutinizing glance at me,
“You talk like your own great-grandmother,” she said abruptly.
“Our poor great-grandmothers!” I said with a laugh. “They had not the least idea about such innovations. The
only form of love they knew was subservience. And into this mold they put all their tenderness. Some of this must
also have been passed on to us. And why should we not use their valued inheritance?”
“We can preserve these heirlooms along with the bric-a-brac if they have not already dried up to the point
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where they need to be thrown out,” Gabriele snickered and got up impatiently. “I hate old junk! It does not fit in
with the demands of a practical life.”
“Maybe not. But it can be vastly superior to some of the practical objects because it is beautiful,” I remarked,
but I got up too. I did not want to talk about what was close to my heart.
“We will not finish that subject today, but you seem particularly progressive here in Brieg.” Gabriele seemed to
hold back something she really wanted to say and only added hesitatingly,
“Well, you are an artist, Adine. I am not saying that you play with emotions, but their purpose in life is not of
the greatest importance to you as long as they stimulate your artistic creativity. Still, you can easily make people
very unhappy with this attitude.”
She blushed, her voice faltered, and she changed quickly to a more commonplace subject. But during all our
chit-chat she shunned my glance, and I evaded hers. Only I did it without realizing that a great fear welled up in
her heart, while she guessed everything because I kept silent.
*
My mother and Benno were already waiting for me with dinner as I came down, because I had delayed so long
at Gabriele's.
“I am sorry. I did not know that you maintained such a strict schedule,” I said, somewhat shocked, and sat
down quickly at my usual place at the table. “As you see, Benno, I am still unpunctual.”
“It is for me to apologize,” he replied without looking at me. “The trouble is that everyone keeps to this routine
for my sake. But that is the way with slave labor. Slavery from morning to night and never a chance to breathe
freely like a human being.” My mother looked approvingly from one to the other, delighted that her two
“children” outdid each other in courtesies. She had secretly been afraid that we might not get along well.
My eyes were riveted on Benno, on the distracted manner in which he ate hastily whatever was on his plate.
Finally I could not hold it any longer,
“How strange that this is the way you describe your profession, Benno. As if it—and not you—were the
master. Or as if you could just as well have any other profession—or none at all.”
“And why is it so totally out of the question, that I would succeed in some other profession?” he interrupted
me, somewhat piqued.
“Why? I do not know. I simply cannot envision you as being anything other than a clinician at the mental
hospital in Brieg—or at some other institution. I think this is not just chance; it is proof of the fact that you and
your profession have become one.” He became more irritated.
“No, what it proves is that a person goes to rack and ruin if he gets stuck in a one-sided, narrow professional
track, and that his full development becomes arrested. Eventually you see the professional as representing the
whole person.”
“Rack and ruin? Arrested development?” I repeated in amazement. “Benno, men like you have developed in
their work to such an extent that even women become jealous and want to follow your example. After all, you
chose your profession.”
“In order to cultivate certain talents and necessary skills—yes,” he admitted. “In order to achieve more one has
to have time and money, and therefore only a few can do it. What do you think happens to growth that is nonprofessional, personal, when one lives under so much pressure and lack of time as I have been doing? It seems to
me that as far back as I can remember, even in my schooldays, I never had time for anything; and that was the
reason for the worst mistakes of my life.”
I remained silent. I had known it all, of course, the burdensome youth and years of study, his restless zeal and
lack of funds, and that there was never any respite. And I agreed with his statements. But that it was Benno who
spoke like that, I simply could not understand. When did it ever occur to him that there was something lacking in
his development? When had he begun to waver in his self-assurance and confidence? My mother interrupted,
“How about tomorrow’s lunch, Benno? Will you be home?”
“Probably not. I have to go far out of town. Presumably we shall bring the patient back in with us,” he replied
distractedly. He finished his meal in a hurry and got up to leave.
“You will excuse me, I am expected,” he said to my mother; and then at the door he turned towards me again
and said with some hesitation,
“I wanted to ask you still if you would not—I wanted to ask you, tomorrow morning—of course, only if you
do not have other plans—if you could keep me company again, like today. It is my favorite hour.” He appeared
hurried and preoccupied and did not look at anyone while he talked.
“Of course, I shall come,” I said somewhat timidly.
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I did not look at him either; my limbs felt like lead, and I put my elbows on the table and supported my head
with my arms.
“If only I could just walk away from here and take the night train to Paris,” I thought.
My mother had looked from Benno to me again, and her eyes shone. Who knows what hopes arose in her and
what motherly wishes while she walked around supervising the maid, who was clearing the table—a poor girl
who had previously been an inmate of the mental hospital, as all our help usually were.
*
After a while a taxicab stopped at the door, bringing a visitor. My mother went out into the hall and returned
with a young lady of very short build, who walked with a cane.
“The Baroness Daniela was expecting to see Benno,” my mother explained, introducing us. “I asked her to
wait here with us while Benno has to attend to something else briefly.”
“I only wanted to talk to Doctor Frensdorff for a moment,” the baroness remarked to me in a most pleasing,
soft voice, “just to find out if I could come tomorrow. I cannot always get away from home. But maybe you do
not know that I am his student?”
“No! I certainly did not know anything about that,” I replied, leading her into the living room. As she walked, I
could see how badly deformed she was around her shoulders and hips.
“Is it possible that you are studying medicine?” The baroness had to laugh at this suggestion, and her pale,
narrow, peculiarly aged face became young and beautiful.
“No, no!” she refuted the thought and painfully sat down on a chair. “I cannot really study properly at all. But
Doctor Frensdorff does many wonderful things with me like literature, history, even some philosophy.”
“Goodness me! Benno does that?” I uttered in amazement. “When does he ever have time for that?”
“He does it out of the goodness of his heart. I used to be his patient. Before I came to him, I was incredibly
depressed. But he taught me how to become happy again.”
“By opening your eyes with these studies?” She shook her blond head.
“No, by making it clear to me that my ailment is incurable and that I have to come to terms with it. I am
incurably deformed—you need not feel embarrassed for me!” she added gently and in an soothing manner, and
she patted my hand with her own little one that was criss-crossed with blue veins.
“You see, I can talk about it openly.” And as I took hold of her hand, she saw a tacit expression of sympathy in
my eyes and a great and lively interest, and she continued confidently.
“People did me a great deal of harm with too much compassion. Out of pity they told me that I would grow
straight and tall like the others once I went through adolescence. But the older I became—I am nineteen years old
now—the more I realized that they were telling me stories. I did not dare let people suspect that I knew the truth,
nor did I confide in anyone. Being pitied all one’s life is like dying, don’t you agree? From so much inner
coercion and suppressed grief I finally became seriously depressed, and Doctor Frensdorff was summoned to the
house.
“It did not take him long to grasp the situation. As a start, he taught me to accept the reality. Oh, I did not make
it easy for him, you can believe me. I cried and screamed at him, but in the end I learned to laugh with him.”
Warmth and tenderness welled up in me while I was listening to her genteel, sympathetic voice. The animated
face in front of me, with its expression of courage and joy and sorrow, had such an effect on my senses,
heightened as they already were by all these new impressions, that I would have liked to take this little deformed
person in my arms and kiss her.
I would also have liked to paint this interesting little face so I could keep it for myself. Preoccupied with all of
this, I only half listened to her. In order to conceal it, I said,
“I can well imagine that in this little provincial town, so devoid of intellectual stimulus, Benno would be of
invaluable help and support to you, the way he listens and responds to everything. But you are probably providing
some of the same things for him.”
“No, I am nothing to him,” she replied very seriously, “or better, I would not mean anything if I were not a
cripple who needs him and for whom he feels compassion. But that is what makes it so wonderful and special,
that it makes me happy to feel small and insignificant compared to him andjust arouse his pity. That he has to
lower himself to me and that everything I experience comes through him—that advantage I have over all the
happy, healthy, well built people. And that is why I do not begrudge them their beauty and strength and accept my
handicap and my weakness. But I really do not know why I am telling you all this,” she added with a smile. “You
look so well, but maybe you will not laugh about it?”
“No, I will not laugh,” I said, deeply moved; and I took the little adoring dreamer into my arms like a younger
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sister whose happy romantic fantasies I understood completely. Is she aware that she is passionately in love with
him? I wondered, with fear in my heart. Suddenly she moved convulsively in my arms so that her entire little
body started to shake.
“What happened?” I said, horrified, and stood back. She strained her ears.
“His footsteps!” she said softly.
4
The next morning, as I entered Benno’s room, he was there already; but some hospital official was still with
him and stood waiting by Benno’s desk, on which he sorted out some papers. I lit the alcohol under the burner
with the teakettle and sat down on a wide sofa against the opposite wall of the room. On a low table, close by the
sofa, was a miscellaneous array of books and magazines. After yesterday’s conversation with the little baroness, I
was not surprised to find all sorts of other things among the professional literature. Before, I would never have
thought that Benno could lose himself in such pursuits. Without a doubt, this widening and enrichment of his
interests was a welcome change. Only it did not seem to fit in with the narrowness and brusqueness which, to me,
were such integral parts of his character.
Lost in thought, I picked up a well worn volume with small print, part of an edition of Schiller’s works.
Apparently Benno had been rummaging through the old bookshelves in the living room in order to advance his
literary education and had arrived at Schiller in the process.
It was without any sarcasm that I made this observation; I was just happy to note that basically he remained the
same old Benno: pedantic and old-fashioned.
“Wallenstein’s Death.” In the middle of the book, a large dried ivy leaf rustled and made the pages separate by
themselves. A long pencil mark lined Max’s famous monologue:
The bloom has left my life,
cold and without a glint I see it now before me.
He stood beside me here like my own youth,
reality he made a dream for me,
around the commonest appearances he wove an aura like a golden dawn,
and in the fire of his love
life’s flat and ordinary objects
gained substance and surprise for me.
Whatever I might hence attempt to reach,
beauty has gone and will not e’er return.

I read it quite innocently. It did not occur to me that someone might have read “she” instead of “he” in this
poem. To me too it spoke like a love poem.
Benno had got up. He had finished with his visitor and turned to me.
“Leave that be now,” he said, embarrassed, as he saw me with that book in my hand. “There is nothing there
which could interest you. We talked about that yesterday already, that one remains a dilettante in whatever is not
directly related to one’s profession. I can only say it is a shame. Even in my own profession people would be more
efficient if they combined with it a better grasp on life and the world.
I put the book down to see to the tea. Hesitating slightly, I said,
“You used to think differently about it all, Benno. Medicine alone was your vantage point, and everything was
judged in that light. What brought about so much change?” He had stepped over to the window and looked out
onto the snowy street, darkened by the shadow of the prison.
“The fact that I lost you!” he said almost inaudibly.
I did not dare reply. Motionless, I stayed in my seat. But to myself I thought,
“It was all your own wish, that loss.” Without budging from the window and with his eyes turned away from
me, he continued in a subdued voice,
“That was it, only that. Otherwise I might have remained the way I had been all my life—not really selfassured and quite humble about myself as a person, but full of arrogance and over-confidence where my
knowledge and wisdom as a professional were concered. Only gradually I understood why I had lost you, through
the lack of insight in what was important for you, the inability to understand what was strong and healthy in you.
You appeared to become ill, and I did not realize it was only because you were stifled in your development,
because you were prevented from expressing yourself through your art.”
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“And it was good that it happened this way,” I forced myself to interrupt. “The future proved it. It showed me
were my strength lay—not where we were trying to find it.”
“Apparently so,” he replied almost vehemently in a stressed and tortured voice, “apparently it was right what I
did. But only because we had made a mistake from the very beginning. I mean in your relationship to me. Instead
of trying to control you and confine you within the limits imposed by my lack of experience, I should have let you
guide me out of them and open them up through your wider knowledge. Just the way it happened after our
separation.”
“No, oh, Benno, no!” I interjected, “you would not have been yourself then.”
“I am not saying that you are not also to blame for the mistake we made!” he insisted. “No, you were very
much at fault yourself. At fault because of your flexibility and obedience, at fault because of your passionate
submissiveness and your unquestioning faith in my foolish infallibility. If you had not put me on a pedestal but
simply next to you, or even below you, but not so high up—”
“Then I would not have loved you,” I said softly.
“Oh, child,” he replied in a subdued voice and moved away from the window, “why did I love you? I did not
know it myself at the time, but it was precisely because you were far above me—a rare, delicate, brilliant thing.
And I was needy and came out of the darkness into your light.
“Look, and why should it not be this way? These are the women who rescue us from the wasteland of the soul,
who provide the complement to the monotony of our professional existence. In our work we may be superior to
them, the people who decide and command and advise those who are assigned to us. But vis-a-vis a woman we
love, believe me, all this morbid ambition is forgotten. There we become soft and simple and turn into children
who love to be spoilt and put our heads in your lap while you tell us beautiful dreams.”
I had sat down on the armchair, propped up my arms on its sides and buried my face in my hands. He must not
see that face of mine that could never hide any emotion. He must not see the effect his words had on me—that
long, subtle, painful stab which went through all my nerves.
A sadness came over me, surprising and disappointing, while he spoke to me about his love—a sadness for him
as if his love were not connected with me at all, as if somehow his love had been directed past me into a void. As I
remained completely silent, Benno came closer and sat down across from me, by the fireplace. After a while he
said,
“You see, that inner turmoil also influenced my outward existence. You must not think that I intend to stay here
for ever. I do not want to be appointed director here. I have some prospects in a larger city—well, about that some
other time. I just wanted you to understand why I worked so hard here. You must think I was totally wrapped up
in it, here in this backwater. But that is not true. I had a goal; with that goal in mind I worked like crazy, and I
saved and became a miser and a hamster …”
He turned his head towards the fire and smiled a little. He looked almost like a happy child.
I dropped my hands from my face and looked at him, and I felt indescribably soft and gentle. I saw his head of
blond hair and the nervous lines around his mouth, with that strained and tense expression that never seemed to
disappear any more. And I saw in front of me the desert through which he had wandered, the combination of work
and loneliness which had engulfed him. Like a total stranger, whom I had never seen in all his reality, he stood
before me. The armored knight of my romantic teens had taken of fhis armor, and out of it came a man with the
goodness of a child and a child’s need for affection, a man who could not hurt anyone.
“One should fall around his neck and shower him with love,” I thought, moved to tenderness. Nevertheless
sadness and disappointment stayed in my heart, as if he were doing me a great wrong. In his restlessness he got up
again and said timidly,
“What it cost me—only your mother knows what it cost me to let you go. You were not supposed to know it. It
was all for your sake. I was so obligated to your parents—I could not even have dared to court you—I could not
let you become ill and waste away. Now, Adine, it would all be different.”
“Benno!” I said softly, as confused as I had been the day before.
And again, just as yesterday, I was filled with fear and with defensiveness against the words that were bound to
come. But it was not quite the same fear; I did not shudder at the thought of being paralyzed into submission, and
I did not tremble all over. At this point I did not think of myself at all, only of him. The only fear I had was to
have to hurt him and to see him suffer. Never before had I been so close to him as a human being, compassionate
and full of empathy for him—but at the same time, never had I been so far, far away from him as a woman.
“Yes, perhaps you are right,” I said breathlessly, hurriedly, and I sat up straight. “Maybe we should have
melded together very differently from the beginning, without struggle, without resistance, and also without
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subordination of one or the other. Simply through joy and the enthusiasm of our bright youthfulness. Yes, maybe.
Perhaps it is possible to love like that, and maybe such love exists and is beautiful.”
I paused and a pain that I did not understand myself constricted my chest. With difficulty I added,
“But we squandered our good fortune, and now it is too late for me—”
“No, no, I beg you, don’t say anything!” he entreated me, visibly shaken at my sudden outburst. “You must not
—too quickly—you must take your time—consider, think about it. It was only that I had to get it off my chest and
clear the air between us.”
He stopped because a door creaked in the adjoining waiting room. One could hear a slight noise, as from a
cane tapping the ground. Nervously Benno looked at the little clock that sat on the mantle.
“Impossible, she could not have come this early,” he murmured in confusion. “I told her last night when to
come.”
But there was a soft knock already, and he opened the door to the waiting room. There—impatiently—was the
little baroness, bright with joy and expectation. She greeted me like an old acquaintance and never even noticed
the uneasy atmosphere in which she had found Benno and me. For that she was too preoccupied.
“We made fast friends already yesterday,” I explained to Benno while he took her cane and moved the most
comfortable armchair over for her.
“That does not surprise me at all,” he replied with the calm and soothing voice of the physician, which he
seemed to have in reserve like a mask. “You could not find another person in the whole of Brieg with whom you
would be as congenial as with the Baroness Daniela.”
“Not in all respects!” the little cripple added with a smile. “For instance, we should not be seen walking
together in the street. I would be a pretty sight, limping along after her.”
Not waiting for an answer, she looked at him with shining eyes full of gratitude and happiness. It was clear that
she felt totally secure with him, protected against all danger for this one hour, and together alone with him.
“I have to go across,” I said and shook her hand, “but I think we will chat again soon.”
“Yes, soon," she replied confusedly, all the time looking at Benno instead of at me, “if only I can come again.
There are so many obstacles right now, just before Christmas. That is why I arrived here so early today; I would
not have been free later.”
I left the room with a peculiar feeling, like envy? Yes, I almost envied the little cripple the harmless romance in
there, with Benno, which enabled her to attain the measure of human happiness that was allotted to her. She could
put him high above her, humble herself before him, and that dream-like situation need never change. The reality
of life would never have to disturb her illusions and fantasies, for life and reality would never be in her reach.
She is now putting that same cup to her lips and sipping of the same slavish happiness with which Benno once
intoxicated me. It made me lose all consciousness and almost destroyed me. Such feelings he could no longer
evoke in me now. Guilelessly he held this dangerous, toxic potion to her lips. And from me, whom he had
poisoned with it through every fiber of her body, from me he demanded just as guilelessly that now, with a
cleansed heart and sobered eyes, I should love him.
In our living room I met Gabriele. My mother had just returned from Christmas shopping in the town. She was
still in hat and coat, noting down all her expenditures in her little book. Gabriele turned to me hastily,
“I only came to ask you if you would come up to us for a little while this evening. Several of our old
acquaintances will be there; they are anxious to see you again, as you can imagine.
“Yes, thank you, maybe,” I replied. “But do not take it as quite definite.”
I was horrified at the thought of having to spend the evening in a social gathering. I sat down at the table where
several wrapped parcels had been piled up—shiny labels on them, all destined for the Christmas tree.
“You need not worry on my account,” my mother remarked and put down her notebook by me. “You would
not be able to go to bed as early as I usually do, anyway. And I would not wake up again if you came into the
room later.” I reached for the worn pencil stub in the notebook and absent-mindedly began to sketch on the hard
grayish wrapping paper of a parcel.
“I suppose Doctor Frensdorff will not join us also?” Gabriele asked hesitatingly.
“Hardly,” my mother replied. “He has to go out of town in the afternoon and will not return till late.”
“That is off then,” Gabriele remarked with so much strange resignation in her voice that I could not help
looking at her.
She had lowered her head and her fine curly hair seemed to protect her face with a shiny cloud. There was
nothing in it that I could read. But I remembered now that during our conversation yesterday Gabriele had blushed
many times, and some of her words came back to me.
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I nearly broke into a smile. If she were in love with Benno too, it would be amusing to think of the many
different qualities of his, mutually exclusive ones even, which made him so interesting to the three of us. But then,
after all, what is a person other than what we make him out to be? Of the three of us, I trusted Gabriele most to
have made a: sound appraisal of his personality. Presumably she was quite right in her view that she would make
a suitable wife for Benno, and he would then let her educate him in just the way she felt proper for a modern
woman. There Gabriele interrupted me in my thoughts.
“Doctor Frensdorff is overworked and overextended, that is why he never goes anywhere. Somebody ought to
talk him out of this. That is what you should do, Adine.”
“He will not listen,” my mother remarked and left the room to hang up her hat and coat.
“He will listen to you,” Gabriele said in a low voice. Surprised, I dropped the pencil and looked at her.
“Would you seriously like it, then, if I were to involve myself and tried to influence him?”
“Yes, if it were in his best interest,” Gabriele retorted gloomily.
Some of my old respect for her began to stir in me, and also a sincere willingness to help her. She needed to
know that I would not stand in her way.
“It is not something that I should do,” I said quickly and lightly, while I continued my sketching. “You know
me: I would prefer to be the one who is being influenced rather than influence someone else. But neither
alternative is what I really want. So it would be better if you were to regard this as your own responsibility,
without sharing it with anyone.”
Gabriele got up,
“I have to go upstairs to prepare our lunch, Mutchen can never be trusted,” she said calmly. But then, as I
extended my hand to her, she looked straight into my eyes, almost a little haughtily. In great earnest she added,
“What is truly ours nobody can wrest from us, Adine. What is truly ours will come to us sooner or later. That is
why all these petty worries about yours or mine are negligible. All we have to do is to proceed on our own chosen
path. Whoever belongs to us will come along. And who does not,”—she stopped and took a deep breath— “well,
he should not prevent us either.”
Slightly dazed, I bent over my wrapping paper. Absence of passion and persuasiveness must be great virtues.
And I—? Oh, where am I! I did not look up until my mother returned and unexpectedly looked over my shoulder.
“This must be the litttle baroness!” she exclaimed. “But it is not quite right, my child. Her head is not as
beautiful as you have sketched it here.”
“Not so beautiful? Well, actually it is not the baroness Daniela at all, it is just Happiness, Mama.
“Happiness?”
“Yes. That is just about the right expression. Those are the eyes with which it looks at life.”
“Poor Daniela,” my mother pondered, “she has had her share of troubles. You know, of all things, she had to be
a Major’s daughter, too, whose house is such a center of lively social activity. One would wish her a little
happiness for Christmas, as a Christmas present.”
“Ah, Mama, no one knows exactly what another person wants. I, for instance, might wish to be in Daniela’s
shoes. Or simply have a big hunchback for a Christmas present, Mama.”
“Little Adine! It is a sin to joke like that!”
The maid entered and brought the mail. She presented the few cards with such dignity on a silver platter that
one might think they were highly important telegrams.
“I wish I knew why Anna behaves in this ceremonious fashion,” I said after she had left the room. “When she
brings in the lamp in the evenings she looks as if she were the torch bearer in a religious procession.”
“She was a sick woman. These are still symptoms of her sickness.”
“What? The ceremoniousness?”
“The delusion that everything she does has great solemn significance. Her mind was deranged, but she was
always very happy. Her fantasy was that she was a servant to the emperor of China, and she cannot shed those
mannerisms yet. Benno thinks there is no harm in that.”
“And such a state one calls madness!” I said with a sigh, “the ability to hold on to such blissful illusions. I
think, Mama, apart from the hunchback, I would like to have a little madness for a Christmas present.”
“Silly child, you are already talking like a madwoman!” my mother said irritably and started to read her
Christmas cards.
I put my arms on the table and my head on top of them. My head was so empty and my heart so heavy, as if I
had wasted and exhausted all my strength. And all this after a peaceful and idyllic morning. Without reason I had
feared the morning hour with Benno, as if it held a threat for me, threat of a danger which secretly attracts, like
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giddy heights or an abyss. But there was no abyss. A rolling green meadow, a landscape for a pastoral idyll …
Longing and disappointment came over me, and a resentment against everything that did not spell abyss and
danger. I found myself in exactly the frame of mind and in the same tense emotion as at that other time when I
tore myself away from Benno, because the cup was filled and broke into pieces between my lips.
5
Reluctantly I decided towards evening that I would walk upstairs to the little party in the paymaster’s quarters.
It would have been Just as difficult to spend the evening sitting by my mother in the living room, having a long
and cheerful conversation with her. So I let her encourage me to change, and I started out so as not to offend
Gabriele.
As I stepped out of our rooms into the hall, I noticed that the street entrance was wide open—quite an unusual
occurrence. Before closing the door, I stopped on the threshold and looked out. It was nasty and inhospitable
outside. The bitter frost had changed to a thaw, a light layer of snow was still sticking to the road, and a thin
wintry fog veiled the yellow light of the street lamps.
There, as if he had come from nowhere, a young man passed and nodded a greeting. He could not have come
down the street, I would have heard his steps in the slushy snow.
I closed the door, shuddering with the damp cold, and at the same moment someone darted into the hall from
the back door. I turned around and recognized Mutchen. She looked scared. Wrapped in a coat under which her
light party dress peeped out, she stood there frightened and glanced up the stairs on which one could hear steps
coming down. With a sudden jerk she came over to me, grabbed my arm and whispered hastily and fearfully,
“For God’s sake, let me hide in Doctor Frensdorff’s—he’s not in—please, please—I’ll explain it all in a
minute.” I pushed the door to Benno's waiting room open and pulled Mutchen In.
“What happened? Who are you afraid of? Who is threatening you?”
“I think it’s the maid, going out to get the beer,” Mutchen whispered breathlessly. “I beg you, don’t tell Papa or
—worse yet—Gabriele. All right? You saw it all, you were standing by the door when Doctor Gerold had to get
out through it.”
“Doctor Gerold? Was that who just left? Who is he? And why such a secret?” In the dark room Mutchen
snuggled up to me and whispered half timidly, half impishly,
“Why? Well, how else should one do it? Have you never been in love with anyone? I can’t just take him
upstairs all of a sudden and put him in the middle of it, with Papa and the aunts and relatives. They would have
the shock of their lives. Besides, Gabriele would—ha!”
“I guess you are secretly engaged then, Doctor Gerold and you.”
“I think so,” Mutchen said somewhat dubiously.
“You only think so? You do not know for sure whether you are engaged or not?”
“How can you be sure?” Mutchen's voice sounded pitiful. “We are so young, both of us; he cannot really
commit himself. Dear me, you can’t even think that far when you are young and in love,” she added resolutely
and in quite a sudden change of mood. Inadvertently she even dropped the more formal address she had used
before and spoke to me as if I were her equal.
“Let me go now before Guste, the maid, comes back with the beer. And thank you! I trust it will be all right
then? You aren’t going to tell? I believe you. Someone else I wouldn’t even have asked.”
“Then why did you ask me, Mutchen?”
“I don’t know actually. It’s just the way you look. As if you had to understand.”
“All right, Mutchen, I will not tell anyone. But under one condition, you hear? Only if you tell me the whole
story. If you tell me tomorrow what there is between you two. You promise me?”
“Yes, yes!” Mutchen murmured, and with a quick kiss she darted out of the room.
I stood there and shook my head. I suppose I am the authority on such Mutchen matters, I thought, feeling at a
loss. Even if she tells me everything, what use is it? How could I intervene? What could I decide for her?
Certainly the secretiveness is wrong—certainly? Perhaps. Or maybe she is even right.
I groped my way to the study next door, where there was always a box of matches on the table with the cigars
and ashtrays, and I lit a lamp. Now, after this interlude I no longer wanted to go upstairs to Gabriele, at least not
right away. I would have preferred not to go at all.
On the mantle, on each side of the little clock, stood a bronze candle stick with a thick wax candle in it. One of
them I lit, and lost in thought I stared into the calm yellow flame.
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What a daring, light hearted thing, that Mutchen, with all of her eighteen years. I myself had been quite a
different person although she had just declared I looked as if “I understood” this sort of thing.
And who knows! Maybe it was just chance that had brought it about. Chance that led me into these fantastic
daydreams and romantic visions, because it kept me away from fulfillment of love’s desires.
Mutchen on the other hand had not grown up in naïve dreams, ignorant of the world. She was a child of her
time, who had all too early seen life as it was. And now, with cheerful and wily eyes, she spied an opportunity to
escape the confining mores of a girl’s adolescence. Today she loved Doctor Gerold. But maybe even earlier, in her
dance classes, she had secretly become involved with teenaged high school students and had looked forward to
romantic adventures as if they were the epitome of youthful pleasures.
It was regrettable. One could only feel sorry for her if that was really the case, because she was wasting a
valuable treasure by scattering it away in small coin. But why not also feel sorry at least for those others of us
who wasted their emotions in a frenzy and exhausted themselves in the unbridled exaggerations of passionate
adolescent romances a la Marlitt.\fn{The pen name of Eugenie John (1825-1887) a popular magazine writer of the time }
Were those perhaps less harmful than Mutchen’s youthful carelessness, simply because they did not cause any
damage to the body? The more subtle and secret corruption with which they affect the life of the soul leaves no
visible marks on the outside. But in reality it may be less dangerous to seek distraction in superficial enjoyment,
than to get lost in the dark and sultry depths of elemental feelings, against which our warm and healthy instincts
have to fight a losing battle.
In a state of indecision I had sat down on the edge of the sofa and listened for the noises from upstairs. The
hum of many voices came down to me, and now they were even accompanied by a gay waltz tune on the piano.
Just then someone entered the hall from the outside. You could hear the stamping of feet cleaning off light
snow from boots, a man’s footsteps came closer, the door opened, and Benno stood on the threshold. I turned my
head towards him and said apologetically,
“I thought you were not coming back till late. Forgive me for sitting here. Mama thinks I am upstairs, and I
have been meaning to go. But I lingered here a bit, it was so nice and quiet.”
He did not answer. Motionless, he stood in the open door and looked across at me. His eyes were fixed on the
ivory-colored wool dress that I had put on, and slowly they ascended to my face. His own seemed pale and
strange. From his lips came a sound—no word, just a weak short sound—and before I could do anything to
prevent it, he was in front of me on the rug and embraced me with outstretched arms and closed eyes. He covered
my hands, my neck, my lap with kisses.
He kissed me without interruption, without letting up in his tempestuousness, without letting me get my breath.
He kissed with such vehemence that he almost brutalized me with his affection. He kissed like a man who is
dying of thirst and beyond all hope of quenching it, prostrate on the ground. He kissed with the longing, passion
and gratitude of a man who frees himself from death with his kisses and loses himself in indescribable bliss.
I did not move and did not resist him. Gently I yielded to his touch without being able to reciprocate. With
amazement and pity, I felt that this outbreak was the result of a long painfully suppressed passion, held back with
an iron force and renunciation, and it had finally come to a headlong fulfillment in this moment.
And while I yielded to his insane kisses, something strange stirred in me, something very tender, almost
maternal—like the loving devotion of a mother who offers her breast to her crying infant. I remained at rest in this
position, held close in his arms, my eyes wide open and directed at the ceiling. It came to me slowly and almost
filled me with awe, how chaste a life this man must have led.
Eventually Benno let go of me, with a groan, almost as if he had been wounded. He jumped up from the floor,
shaking all over, and with an expression of passionate rapture he said,
“Thank you, I thank you, my one and only most beloved being in the world. I would have suffocated and
broken into pieces if you had rejected me.”
It never occurred to him, not even for a fleeting moment, that perhaps I did not share his ecstasy. Love is
certainly a necessary ingredient for entering into another person’s thinking and feeling. But at the point where
love turns into passion it changes into a pure and blind egotism and loses all contact with the outside world, even
with the emotional world of the very person at its focus. All dissonances are ignored and simply fade away. The
passion of love is the most extreme form of solitude.
As doubtful and uncertain as Benno had appeared this morning, so confident he now felt of his goal. All fearful
scruples, all hopelessness had vanished. I straightened up without taking my eyes off him.
Quite strangely I was distracted by a triviality. While Benno had sunk down on his knees and kissed me, he
had dropped his glasses. They were lying on the carpet by the sofa, and the lenses which usually hid his glance
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sparkled in the candlelight. His eyes met mine without these glasses, the way they were, blue and guileless, with
the somewhat unsteady stare of a person who is used to strong lenses.
With an extreme effort of will Benno tried to collect himself and recover his composure. Taking a few steps
back he said:
“Forgive me. I wanted to give you time, perhaps I should have done. But I just could not help myself any
longer, Adine. You see, the whole day, this whole horrid day, I carried in me this insane and stifling fear. The fear
—because you said something this morning like ‘too late’ or ‘we threw away the opportunity’—something like
that you said. You see the doubts simply overwhelmed my senses.” Hastily, as if he did not want to lose me again,
he grasped my hands and sat down by me, his face close to mine.
“My beloved!—just say one word,” he begged with a blissful smile.
My eyes tried timidly to avoid his. These shiny eyes, trusting and blue, his whole face, totally transfigured with
happiness, accused me loud and clear.
I accused myself. With horror I looked at what had happened. But I could not have acted otherwise in these
stormy minutes, in his wild rush of ecstasy. And I would not act differently even if it were to happen again. Yes,
better it would have been, and no doubt more correct, to tell him,
“Do not kiss me! Do not deceive yourself! I do not love you!”
But how could I have pushed him away, when he was thirsting and starving, while I carefully weighed in my
mind what might be more correct and proper?
“Perhaps I have no pride, no shame!” I thought. “But what now? And afterwards? What shall I do? How can I
tell him and hurt him? Oh, no, I cannot hurt him, not offend him with pity. I am a coward—an absolute coward!”
Now Benno noticed my silence and inner turmoil. A fitful uneasiness darkened his eyes and made them look
touching, like the eyes of an astonished child.
“Adine I—talk to me!” he called out almost at the top of his voice, “I cannot stand it! Why do you not speak to
me?”
“Dear God,” I thought, “help me! Inspire me! Tell me what to do. Never, never can I tell him the whole truth!
Never, never humiliate him, who at one time—oh, at one time—! Better let me become little and despicable in his
eyes so that he must stop wanting me and loving me. Let me be destroyed and become as dust at his feet.”
“Dina!” he said in a choked voice, and it was clearly visible how a feeling of terror ran through his whole
being. I must have sat there like a picture of self-accusation and confusion. And at that, the doubts suddenly rose
up again in his mind—the doubts that he had been harboring—the doubts which caused him to write that letter to
me a week ago, the doubts about the chastity of my life.
“No, no!”—it came from his lips with a wild gesture, just as if he were contradicting someone—“no, that is not
possible. That cannot be the reason. Adine, I swear it to you on my knees that you are the noblest, the purest
being, before whom I humble myself and even the slightest shadow of a doubt would do you injustice. The whole
world is nothing to me if only you are still the woman you were.”
I let out a sigh, as if I were being strangled and fighting for air. Involuntarily my hands folded together. Yes,
this was a way out—this shadow of mistrust, his doubts, his letter—if Benno believed all this, then that was the
way out. On this point he clung to tradition with absolute rigidity. And since, in his fantasy, he had elevated me to
sainthood, not even his love would enable him to forgive any deviations.
Benno had jumped up. He glared at me and breathed heavily. He had seized the back of the nearest chair and
clasped it violently with both hands, as if he wanted to break it. He trembled all over. In a hoarse and raucpus
voice he burst out,
“If you—have you—there is someone else …” And since I still kept silent, he came over to me slowly and said
in a whisper, as if he were afraid of his own voice,
“Dina! Dina! Say it is not true! That you have not …”
It went through me like an electric shock at this moment. I heard nothing, I saw nothing, a strange dizziness
seemed to move and change all my thoughts and all the objects in the room.
“Dust at his feet—that is what I have finally become!” I thought vaguely, and some nebulous notion came up
in my mind that something very strange had just happened to me, an insane wish to abase and humiliate myself, to
want to be trampled by his feet.
And yet something broke loose in the deepest corners of my soul that had been strained and taut to the extreme
—like in a cramp—and quiveringly it filled me with a warm glow and made me utter a silent, happy scream. Had
this whole situation been a real live experience? No, it was something that I enacted and that Benno believed—a
sham, a vision, a dream, nothing at all.
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I do not remember if I stayed on the sofa or sank down on my knees and hid my face in my hands; at least
inwardly that was what I did and I remained in that posture. It was the end of that scene, and my relationship to
Benno had ended too.
Still, I would never have been able, in my entire life, to respond to the love of a man who had wanted to force
me down on my knees, or in some other fashion violate my individuality, as Benno had unknowingly attempted in
that earlier episode. But how does this insight help me now? Does it enable me to love fully and from strength and
yield to it without a frenzied overstimulation of my nerves?
No! Whenever I have since been tempted to believe this, it has always proved to be an illusion. Involuntarily, it
became a game, of short duration and of little depth. I seem to be stuck between Mutchen’s superficiality and the
hysterical romanticism of the little cripple, destined to swing hither and thither, a pendulum between two
emotional poles: frivolity and madness.
As an artist I can become enthusiastic and excited, and then I want to reach out in fellow feeling to the person
who has become dear to me; but everything that touches my nerves as a woman, that instinctively hints at
something beyond the feelings that friendship or phantasy evoke—all that. brings up in me a deep fearful tremor,
linking me perhaps to an infinitely, long chain of enduring women, generations upon generations, all blissful in
their endurance. And in me that chain culminates strangely in nothing. but contradictions.
Even my mother belonged to these women in a certain way. In the night that followed the scene with Benno
she was suddenly awakened by the sound of the suppressed weeping which came over to her from my bed. She
sat up and listened anxiously.
“Good night, my dear child,” she said softly, questioningly.
“Good night, dear Mama,” I responded.
“When did you come back from Gabriele’s? Did you not get to sleep?
“I did not go upstairs at all, Mama. I was with Benno in his study.”
“But my child, you have been crying. Was Benno at home?”
“He came home.”
My mother fell silent. She probably guessed that we had had a serious discussion. For after a while she
continued,
“Adine, my child, you expect too much from life and from people. It will cost you all your happiness in the
end. Everything demands sacrifices, and happiness most of all. Maybe Benno’s ideas are different from yours on
many issues. It seems difficult for a woman of today to subordinate herself to a man; but, believe me, it is still the
best way. I have done it myself with your father; in the long run we only love the man who keeps the upper hand.”
“Oh, Mama, I totally agree.”
“But?” My mother’s voice sounded strained and nervous.
“But Benno has different opinions about that.”
My mother fell silent again, this time in complete consternation. She had meant to encourage me, and
unknowingly she had dissuaded me. That she could not tolerate for long, my dear heart of a mother. And
following her innermost desire to help me find my good fortune, the way she understood it, she disavowed her
own most sacred convictions and said a little shakily,
“Oh, my child, there are bad sides to a marriage in which the husband is the master, too. You can imagine, that
is not always so easy for a wife either. When I think back, it was not always without difficulties.”
In all my sadness I had to smile. Her pious little lie touched me. And all of a sudden I was overwhelmed by the
fear that, through some unfortunate coincidence, some expression on Benno’s face would make her guess what I
had led him to believe. I could not risk that, I had to shield her against such a possibility. I slid from my bed and
tiptoed oyer to hers, and I felt for her dear head in its night cap.
“Mama!” I whispered, “give me another kiss.”
“Yes, my darling, and stop crying, I cannot bear it.”
“No, Mama, but listen to me. I have to tell you something. If Benno should ever—remember what you told me
yesterday, in the morning while we were getting up, that he has doubts about my life out there, away from here.
Well, if you ever get the impression that that is what is worrying him, just ignore it. Let him be, do not argue with
him about it, and do not let it affect you in any way.”
My mother had sat up with a jerk and seized my hands anxiously, as if she wanted to protect me.
“Benno? What happened? Tell me! Did Benno hurt you? Is that why you were crying? He cannot do that! Tell
me, my child, how can he do such a thing. I will not allow anyone to touch a hair on your head, you hear? What
was I doing here, lying there all snug and peaceful, going to sleep? I thought of the two of you and thanked Benno
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in my heart and prayed for his happiness and for you. And he—he goes and hurts you.”
Softly I put my hand on my mother’s lips and hid my face in the pillow next to her head. Suddenly it all
became clear to me—crystal clear—that what I had vaguely indicated to Benno and made him believe, it was
actually the truth. And if not today, then tomorrow or the next day. As an artist, I might attain what I wanted; but
my life as a woman, my love life, had lost its earnest and its meaning. I was overcome by a childlike longing to
seek refuge by my mother and return into a childhood which would never come back.
“Mama!” I whispered, “Benno is a good man; there is just some misunderstanding. You must keep on loving
him. Love him very much. Pray for his happiness, help him find it. And for me, Mama, pray for me—oh, pray for
me—that he may never be right!”
118.16 About The Ruff: A Folktale\fn{by Anna Mikhailovna Pashkova (18661

)}

Pudozh, Karelia Republic, Russia (F)

In Lake Vodlo\fn{A lake just east of Lake Onega, in Karelia.} a ruff was born: a bristly ruff, a complaining ruff.
Spittle-mouthed, bullet-nosed, needle-like tail, a sharp bristle, and an evil countenance. Now this ruff had come to
suffer complete boredom in his Lake Vodlo, so he said to his wife,
“Well, wife, all around Lake Vodlo these foolish peasants, these ferocious hunters catch fish; they fish with
nets and flail with flails and cross over fords—they give us no rest. Although I’ve never seen it, I’ve heard from
people that there’s this really peaceful lake called Lake Pan. Some really lazy peasants live there; they don’t fish,
they just boil water—that’s where we should go. This lake is really to be recommended. As the old folks used to
say, those are a really peaceful people. They live on one side of the lake, on the second side is a mountain, on the
third moss, and on the fourth the God Dmitrii. Now they pray to Dmitrii the One Pleasing God, and they don't
care about anything else.”\fn{ St. Dimitrii, especially popular in Northern Russia, a martyr from Thessalonika, whose saint’s day
(November 8) was celebrated in Moscow by the Patriarch of All Russia in the Tsar’s presence .}
They thought and thought and decided to leave Lake Vodlo and go for the quiet life in their old age. So the
ruff, his wife, and their children came together with all their children and swam out of Lake Vodlo into the River
Chuyala. In the Chuyala rapids they encountered many difficulties. The ruff went through and led his wife and
children from the River Chuyala into the mother River Vodla. They swam along the Vodla and up to the River
Panega. The Panega is a quiet, dark river. And the ruff said,
“Here we will have a carefree life.”
From the River Panega they came to Lake Pan. (Formerly they hadn’t known this lake; only recently had it
become so renowned.) There the ruff stopped with his followers. He settled down. The children grew up, he
married off his sons and daughters, and he left nothing for the bream and perch in Lake Pan to live on.
The bream went away to lesser places; they didn't dare show their noses in the lake; they didn't have enough to
eat, not enough to drink, and some of them died of hunger. They came together to take counsel about what to do
with this interloper, how to deal with the ruff. They thought, they wondered, and they wrote a request to the ruff.
They got a piece of paper, wrote out the complaint against the ruff, and sent it to the turbot in the White Sea.
“Mother fish, turbot, deliberate for us with the ruff; how are we to live, how shall we feed our ourselves?”
The turbot received the complaint and gathered together various fishes for counsel. How should the ruff be
brought to court? They chose the salmon.
“Salmon fish, swim into Lake Pan and bring the interloper ruff to the court.”
The salmon took some minnows, understanding folk, and set off into Lake Pan. Along the path, along the way,
they encountered many difficulties, but they searched Lake Pan anyway and stood face to face with the ruff. The
salmon said,
“Oh, you bristly ruff! The turbot has summoned you to the court in the White Sea.” The ruff spread out his fins
and said to the salmon,
“So now, salmon fish, your flesh is very pink, your sides are salty, but your head is empty. They transport you
five hundred, six hundred, even a thousand versts,\fn{1 verst = c. ⅔ of a mile.} but not every man will eat you. The
salmon fish is eaten only by high officials, the chiliarchs,\fn{A commander of over a thousand men.} and the like. But I,
the poor ruff, am eaten by every poor peasant. He buys and sells me, gives me as alms, carries me home, and
gives me to his wife. And his wife will bake oatcakes and make a fish soup. They’ll start eating it and praise me:
‘Even if it’s bony, it’s a good soup.’” The ruff turned his tail toward the salmon and said,
“I won’t go with you and don’t even want to talk with you, and if you want the ruff, then eat me tail first!”
The salmon thought, “How shall I eat the ruff tail first? With his spiny fins, he’ll tear out my throat.” He turned
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around and swam back into the White Sea to mother turbot. The turbot spoke:
“Well, salmon fish, did you bring the ruff?” The salmon answered,
“It is difficult to speak with the ruff but even more difficult to swallow him.”
They thought, and they made suggestions about whom to send after the ruff. They chose the burbot and
instructed him,
“Swim swiftly, speak with the ruff intelligently, don’t be too long on the way, and bring the ruff back to trial.”
The burbot took twenty minnows, understanding folk, and set off from the White Sea to Lake Pan. Along the
way, along the road, they encountered many difficulties, but they got to Lake Pan and searched out the bristly ruff.
And the burbot said to the ruff,
“Now then, bristly ruff, ruff the stoolie, why do you cause so much trouble for so many people and not appear
at court before mother turbot?”
The ruff did not like this speech; he became furious; he bristled and said to the burbot,
“Fat-bellied burbot, you are soft in the lips, sparse of tooth, and your head is useless. I will not go with you and
do not wish to talk with you.” He turned his tail around, spread out his fins, and said,
“If you want the ruff, eat him tail first.”
The burbot took fright. He returned to the White Sea in his own traces. He came up to the turbot and bowed
low to her:
“Mother turbot, the bristly ruff has cursed me out. My head was spinning with shame. Then he turned tail first
to me and spread out his fins and said, ‘If you want the ruff, then eat him tail first.’ And I feared death and came
back here.”
The turbot thought deeply. “Whom should we choose to send after the ruff?” They thought, they made
suggestions, and then they chose the grayling. The turbot said,
“Grayling, take at least twenty minnows, understanding folk, only bring the ruff to court.” The grayling said,
“I don't need anyone; I’ll go alone.”
So the grayling swam from the White Sea to Lake Pan. Along the way, along the road, he tarried little, he
encountered no difficulties, and immediately he sought out the way into Lake Pan. He stood before the ruff and
spoke amicably, kindly:
“Now, ruff, kind fish, mother turbot fish has sent me. She wants to visit with you and ask you to remain in the
White Sea.” The bristly ruff said,
“Now then, mother turbot knew whom to send for me. You, fine grayling, have pleased me greatly: You have
fine lips, frequent teeth, and white clothing. I shall go with you!”
He took leave of his wife and children and set out on the road with the grayling. They went along the Panega
River and were about to enter into the Vodla, but at its very mouth there was a net, and there was no way they
could get by that net. They swam and swam, they followed and followed it round, but it was impossible to pass.
They stopped to rest, to wait until they took in the net. They waited and waited, and the grayling dozed and fell
into the net. The ruff said,
“No way do I dare doze here!”
He stuck his nose into the bank and remained quiet. He stayed there a day and a night, and still they did not
raise the net, but in the early morning dawn the ruff dozed and fell into the net.
In the morning Bogdan came:
“God’s brought us a ruff.”
Foka came and killed the ruff. Savva came and took out a pood and a half of lard; Rodion came and brought
the pot. Nenila came and washed the ruff. Akulina came and cooked him. Vavila came and brought large forks.
They raised the ruff up out of the pot, put him out on the plates, and called the collective-farm workers to eat.
Vakhrusha came and ate some ruff, and Antropka came and gobbled some (while the collective-farm workers
were gathering), and Elizar came, but he just licked some plates, and the priest came, and he got some broth in the
face.
54.75 Excerpts from Tagebuchblätter Und Briefe\fn{by Käthe Kollwitz (1867-1945)} Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad Oblast,
Russia (F) 1
… My dear boys,\fn{Letter to her sons Peter and Hans, 11 July 1914 .} … Yes, indeed, I'm afraid I do think that Peter is
making a grave mistake. But you know that anyway, don’t you Peter. I just wish that you’d embark on a proper
course of study. As you say yourself, you cease to use your brain once you start using colors. I am really pleased
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about the way you grasp form and feel that you have a good way of seeing, as it were, “organically.” But your
way of using colors is sentimental. And one is only really entitled to the expression of sentiment after all the
intellectual work has been done. If one prioritizes sentiment over thought one soon begins to feel queasy and ends
up with a hangover. It’s the experience of the dilettante. I’m sure this is a point on which we will continue to argue
endlessly. But we do agree, do we not, that formal training is essential. If only we knew how and where. I did not
see your self-portrait in its early stages; as it is it seems to me rather labored. Maybe it would have been better if I
had not so scrupulously averted my gaze every time I came to your studio.
*
Amid\fn{Diary entery, 27 August 1914.} the heroic petrification that war has brought about, amid this almost
unnatural ecstatic heightening of our emotional life, it touches me like music from heaven, like sobbings for
peace, when I read that French soldiers are being kind to wounded Germans and even helping them. Or that
German soldiers in the villages besieged by sharp shooters put up posters on houses with gentle warnings:
“Take care! Here lives an old woman who did me a kindness” or
“Old People Only” or
“Newborn Baby with Mother” and so on.
I see that Gabriele Reuter writes about the duty of women in Der Tag. She speaks of the orgasmic aspect of
sacrifice. It is an expression which bothers me a great deal. How do all these women, who have spent their lives
praying over the well-being of those they love, find the strength to send them off to face the cannons? I fear that
after this great initial soaring of the spirit deepest despair and despondency must surely follow. This won’t be a
matter of just a few weeks; the task will be to endure for a very long time indeed, throughout the dreary days of
November and into spring. Throughout March, the month of youth, meant for young men who wanted to live and
who now lie dead. That’s when the burden will be at its heaviest.
How lucky seem to me the people who now have small children, like Lise with Maria. For us whose sons are
leaving the vital thread has snapped.
*
Dear Frau Schroder and dear Dore!\fn{A letter of November, 1914.} I’m afraid your beautiful scarf will no longer
keep our boy warm. He is dead and buried. He fell near Dixmuiden, the first of his regiment. He did not suffer
much. They buried him at sunrise, his friends put him into the grave. Then they went away to do their terrible
work. We thank God that he was taken so painlessly before the dreadful massacre even began.
Please do not come to see us. But we thank you for the sorrow which we know, you are feeling on our behalf.
Karl and Kathe Kollwitz and Hans
*
I am now 49 years old.\fn{Diary entry, 8 July 1916.} … And what did this last year bring me? And what did I
contribute? … I feel myself getting older and weaker. When I look at my body, see my wilting face, my withered
hands, I lose all courage. How am I to achIeve all that still needs to be done? Sorrow and longing gnaw at my
strength, and I do still need a lot of strength. I pray that I may be able to continue my work. Especially the
sculpture for Peter, but all the other projects too. Once I have completed them I shall be happy to die, but first I
need to get it all done. …
198.89 Excerpts from Reminiscences Of Lenin: 1. St. Petersburg: 1893-1898 2. In Exile: 1898-1901\fn{by
Nadezhda Krupskaya (1869-1939)} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 16
1
Vladimir Ilyich came to St. Petersburg in the autumn of 1893, but I did not get to know him until some time
later. Comrades told me that a very erudite Marxist had arrived from the Volga. Afterwards I was given a pretty
well-thumbed copy-book On Markets to read. The manuscript set forth the views of technologist Herman Krasin,
our St. Petersburg Marxist, on the one hand, and those of the newcomer from the Volga on the other. The
copybook was folded down the middle, and on one side H. B. Krasin had set forth his views in a scrawly hand
with many crossings out and insertions, while on the other side the newcomer had written his own remarks and
objections in a neat hand without any alterations.
The question of markets interested all of us young Marxists very much at the time.
A definite trend had begun to crystallize among St. Petersburg Marxist study-circles at that time. The gist of it
was this: the processes of social development appeared to the representatives of this trend as something
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mechanical and schematic. Such an interpretation of social development dismissed completely the role of the
masses, the role of the proletariat. Marxism was stripped of its revolutionary dialectics, and only the bare “phases
of development” remained.
Today, of course, any Marxist would be able to refute that mechanistic conception, but at that time it was a
cause of grave concern to our St. Petersburg Marxist circles. We were still poorly grounded theoretically and all
that many of us knew of Marx was the first volume of Capital; as for The Communist Manifesto, we had never
even set eyes on it. So it was more by instinct than anything else that we felt this mechanistic view to be the direct
opposite of real Marxism.
The question of markets had a close bearing on the general question of the understanding of Marxism.
Exponents of the mechanistic view usually approached the question in a very abstract way. Since then more than
thirty years have passed. Unfortunately, the copy-book has not survived, and I can only speak about the
impression which it made on us.
The question of markets was treated with ultra-concreteness by our new Marxist friend. He linked it up with
the interests of the masses, and in his whole approach once sensed just that live Marxism which takes phenomena
in their concrete surroundings and in their development.
One wanted to make the closer acquaintance of this newcomer, to learn his views at first hand.
I did not meet Vladimir llyich until Shrovetide. It was decided to arrange a conference between certain St.
Petersberg Marxists and the man from the Volga at the flat of engineer Klasson, a prominent St. Petersburg
Marxist with whom I had attended the same study-circle two years before. The conference was disguised as a
pancake party. Besides Vladimir Ilyich, there were Klasson, Y. P. Korobko, Serebrovsky, S. I. Radchenko and
others. Potresov and Struve were to have been there, too, but I don’t think they turned up.
I particularly remember one moment. The question came up as to what ways we should take. Somehow general
agreement was lacking. Someone (I believe it was Shevlyagin) said that work on the Illiteracy Committee was of
great importance Vladimir Ilyich laughed, and his laughter sounded rather harsh (I never heard him laugh that
way again).
“Well, if anyone wants to save the country by working in the Illiteracy Committee,” he said, “let him go
ahead.”
It should be said that our generation had witnessed in its youth the fight between the Narodovoltsi and tsarism.
We had seen how the liberals, at first “sympathetic” about everything, had been scared into sticking their tail
between their legs after the suppression of the Narodnaya Volya Party, and had begun to preach the doing of “little
things.”
Lenin's sarcastic remark was quite understandable. He had come to discuss ways of fighting together, and had
had to listen instead to an appeal for the distribution of the Illiteracy Committee’s pamphlets.
Later, when we got to know each other better, Vladimir Ilyich told me one day how this liberal “society” had
reacted to the arrest of his elder brother Alexander Ulyanov. All acquaintances had shunned the Ulyanov family,
and even an old teacher, who until then had come almost every evening to play chess, had left off calling.
Simbirsk had no railway at the time, and Vladimir Ilyich’s mother had had to travel to Syzran by horse-drawn
vehicle in order to catch the train to St. Petersburg, where her son was imprisoned. Vladimir Ilyich was sent to
find a way companion for her, but no one wanted to be seen with the mother of an arrested man.
This general cowardice, Vladimir Ilyich told me, had shocked him profoundly at the time. This youthful
experience undoubtedly affected his attitude towards so-called liberal society. He [saw the] true worth of all
liberal rant at an early age.
No agreement was reached at the “pancake party,” of course. Vladimir Ilyich spoke little, and was more
occupied in studying the company. People who called themselves Marxists felt uncomfortable under his steady
gaze.
I remember, as we were returning home from the Okhta District along the banks of the Neva, I first heard the
story of Vladimir Ilyich’s brother, a member of the Narodnaya Volya, who took part in the attempt on the life of
Alexander III in 1887 and died at the hands of the tsarist executioners before he had even come of age. Vladimir
Ilyich had been very fond of his brother. They had had many tastes in common, and both liked to be left alone for
long periods of time to be able to concentrate. They usually lived together and at one time shared a separate wing
of the house, and when any of the young crowd dropped in (they had numerous cousins, boys and girls), the
brothers would greet them with their pet phrase:
“Honour us with your absence.”
They were both hard workers and revolutionary-minded. The difference in their age, though, made itself felt in
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various ways. There were certain things that Alexander did not tell Vladimir. This is what Vladimir Ilyich told me.
His brother was a naturalist. On his !ast summer vacation at home he was preparing a dissertation on the
Annelida, and was busy all the time with his microscope. To get all the light he could he got up at daybreak and
started work at once.
“No, my brother won’t make a revolutionary, I thought at the time,” Vladimir Ilyich related. “A revolutionary
can’t give so much time to the study of worms. It was not long before he saw his mistake.”
The fate of his brother undoubtedly influenced Vladimir Ilyich profoundly. Another important factor was that
he had begun to think for himself on many questions and had decided in his own mind the necessity of
revolutionary struggle. Had this not been so, his brother’s fate would probably have caused him deep sorrow only,
or at most, aroused in him a resolve and striving to follow in his brother’s footsteps. As it was, the fate of his
brother gave his mind a keener edge, developed in him an extraordinary soberness of thought, an ability to face
the truth without letting himself for a minute be carried away by a phrase or an illusion. It developed in him a
scrupulously honest approach to all questions.
In the autumn of 1894 Vladimir Ilyich read his The Friends of the People to our circle. I remember how it had
thrilled us all. The aims of the struggle were set forth in the pamphlet with admirable clarity. Hectographed copies
of it circulated afterwards from hand to hand under the name of The Yellow Copy-Books. They were unsigned.
Fairly widely read, they undoubtedly had a strong influence on the Marxist youth at the time. When I was in
Poltava in 1896, P. P. Rumyantsev, who was then an active Social-Democrat just released from prison, described
The Friends of the People as the best, the most powerful and complete formulation of the standpoint of the
revolutionary Social-Democracy.
In the winter of 1894-95 I got more closely acquainted with Vladimir Ilyich. He was lecturing to workers’
study-circles in the Nevskaya Zastava District, where I had been working for over three years as a teacher in the
Smolenskaya Sunday Evening School for Adults and was therefore pretty familiar with life on the Schlusselburg
Post Road. Quite a number of the workers who attended Vladimir Ilyich’s circles were pupils of my Sunday
School, among them Babushkin, Borovkov, Gribakin, the Bodrovs (Arseny and Philip) and Zhukov. In those days
the Sunday Evening School offered an excellent opportunity for studying everyday working-class life, labor
conditions and the temper of the masses. The Smolenskaya School had six hundred pupils, not counting the
evening technical classes and the Women’s and Obukhov schools attached to it.
The workers, I must say, had full trust in their “school-mistresses.” The dour-looking watchman of the Gromov
timber-yards, for instance, told his teacher with a beaming face that a son had been born to him; a consumptive
mill worker wished his teacher a bonny fiance for having taught him to read and write; another workman, a
member of a religious sect, who had been seeking God all his life, wrote with satisfaction that not until last Holy
Week had he learned from Rudakov (another pupil) that there wasn’t any God at all, and this made him feel so
good, because the worst thing in the world, was being a slave of God—you just had to grin and bear it—whereas
being a slave of man was much easier—at least you could fight back; then there was a tobacco-worker, who used
to get dead-drunk every Sunday and was so saturated with the smell of tobacco that it made you dizzy to stand
near him. He wrote in a scrawl (leaving out most of the vowels) that they had picked up a girl of three in the
street; she was living in their artel,\fn{In Russia, an association of independent laborers for collective work on a job with division
of the profits} but they would have to give her up to the police, which was a shame. A one-legged soldier came
saying that “Mikhail—the chap you taught last year—has gone and done himself in with overwork, and before he
died he asked to be remembered to you and to wish you long life.” A textile worker, who stood up fiercely for the
tsar and the priests, gave warning “to beware of that dark chap over there—he’s always hanging about
Gorokhovaya Street.” An elderly workman argued that he just could not chuck up his churchwarden’s job
“because it makes me sick to see the way the priests are fooling the people, and somebody’s got to show them
up.” As for the church, he wasn’t struck on it a bit, and he’d cottoned to that phases-of-development stuff
perfectly well, and so on and so forth.
Workers who belonged to the organization went to the school to get to know people and single out those who
could be drawn into the circles and the organization. As far as these workers were concerned the teachers were no
longer just a featureless set of women. They were already able to distinguish the extent to which this or that
teacher was politically well-grounded. if they recognized a schoolteacher to be “one of us” they let her know it by
some phrase or word. For instance, in discussing the handicraft industry a man would say:
“A handicraft worker cannot compete with large-scale production,” or else he would ask a poser, like
“What is the difference between a St. Petersburg worker and an Arkhangelsk peasant?” And after that he would
have a special look for that teacher and would greet her in a special way, as much as to say,
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“You’re one of us, we know.”If anything was doing locally they immediately told the teacher about it, knowing
that it would be passed on to the organization. It was a sort of tacit understanding.
As a matter of fact we could talk almost about anything at school, although there was hardly a class that did
not have a police spy in it. If only you avoided such dreadful words as “tsar,” “strike,” and so on, you could touch
on fundamental issues.
Officially, of course, we were forbidden to talk about anything whatever. One day the Recapitulation Group
was shut down because an inspector, on a surprise visit, had discovered that decimals were being taught there
whereas the syllabus only allowed for the four rules of arithmetic.
*
I lived in Staro-Nevsky Street at the time, in a building that had a through courtyard, and Vladimir Ilyich used
to drop in on Sundays after his circle work, when we would start endless conversations. I was in love with my
school work and could talk about it for hours if you did not stop me—talk about the school, the pupils, the
Semyannikov, Thornton, Maxwell and other factories and mills in the neighbourhood. Vladimir Ilyich was
interested in every little detail that could help him to piece together a picture of the life and conditions of the
workers, to find some sort of avenue of approach to them in the matter of revolutionary propaganda.
Most of the intellectuals those days did not know the workers well. An intellectual would come to one of the
study-circles and read the workers a kind of lecture. A manuscript translation of Engels’ The Origin of the Family,
Private Property and the State circulated among the circles for a long time. Vladimir Ilyich read Marx’s Capital
to the workers and explained it to them. He devoted the second half of the lesson to questioning the workers about
their work and conditions of labor, showing them the bearing which their life had on the whole structure of
society, and telling them in what way the existing order could be changed. This linking of theory with practice
was a feature of Vladimir Ilyich’s work in the study-circles. Gradually other members of our circle adopted the
same method.
When the hectographed Vilna pamphlet On Agitation appeared the following year, the soil had been fully
prepared for agitation by leaflets. The thing was to make a start. The method of agitation based on the workers’
everyday needs struck deep root in our Party work. I did not fully appreciate how efficacious this method was
until years later, when, living in France as a political emigrant, I observed how, during the great strike of the
postal workers in Paris, the French Socialist Party stood completely aloof from it. It was the business of the trade
unions, they said. In their opinion the business of a party was only political struggle. They had no clear idea
whatever about the necessity of combining the economic with the political struggle.
Many of the comrades who worked in St. Petersburg at the time, seeing the effect this leaflet agitation had,
were so carried away by the work that they entirely forgot that this was one of the forms, but not the only form of
work among the masses, and took the path of notorious “Economism.”
Vladimir Ilyich never forgot that there were other forms of work. In 1895 he wrote the pamphlet An
Explanation of the Law Concerning Fines Levied on the Workers in the Factories, in which he set a brilliant
example of how to approach the average worker of that time, and, proceeding from the workers’ needs, to lead
them step by step to the question of the necessity of political struggle. Many intellectuals thought the pamphlet
dull and prolix, but the workers read it avidly, for it was something clear and familiar to them. (It was printed at
the Narodnaya Volya printing plant and distributed among the workers.)
At that time Vladimir Ilyich had made a thorough study of factory legislation. He believed that explaining
these laws to the workers made it much easier to show them the connection that existed between their position and
the political regime. Evidences of this study are traceable in quite a number of articles and pamphlets which Ilyich
wrote at the time for workers, notably in the pamphlet The New Factory Act, and the articles On Strikes, On
Industrial Courts and others.
A result of this going about round the workers’ circles was that the police kept a close watch on us. Of all our
group Vladimir Ilyich was the most experienced in secrecy methods of work. He knew the through yards, and was
a master hand at giving sleuths the slip. He taught us how to use invisible ink and to write messages in books by a
dotted code and secret ciphers, and invented all kinds of aliases. One felt that he had been well-schooled in
Narodnaya Volya methods. Indeed, he had good reason to speak with the great respect he did for the old
Narodovolets Mikhailov, nicknamed “Dvornik” (Janitor) on account of his first-rate secrecy technique.
Meanwhile, police surveillance kept growing stricter, and Vladimir Ilyich insisted that a “successor” should be
appointed, someone who was not being shadowed and who would take over all contacts. As I was the “cleanest”
of them in the eyes of the police, it was decided to appoint me “successor.”
On Easter Sunday five or six of us went to Tsarskoye Selo to “celebrate the holiday” with Silvin, a member of
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our group, who lived there as a coach. In the train going down we pretended not to know each other. We sat nearly
all discussing which contacts had to be kept going. Vladimir Ilyich taught us the use of cipher, and we coded
almost half a book. Afterwards I am sorry to say, I was unable to decipher this first attempt at collective coding.
There was one consolation, though—by the time it had to be deciphered, most of the “contacts” no longer existed.
Vladimir Ilyich carefully built up these “contacts” by searching everywhere for people who were likely, in one
way or another, to be of use in revolutionary work. I remember a conference that was held on Vladimir Ilyich’s
initiative between representatives of our group (Vladimir Ilyich and Krzhizhanovsky, if I am not mistaken) and a
group of women teachers of the Sunday School. Nearly all of them afterwards became Social-Democrats. Among
them was Lydia Knipovich, an old member of the Narodnaya Volya, who afterwards joined the Social-Democrats.
Old Party workers remember her. A woman of great revolutionary self-discipline, exacting both to herself and
others, a splendid comrade, an excellent judge of people, who surrounded those she worked with with love and
solicitude, Lydia was quick to appreciate the revolutionary in Vladimir Ilyich.
Lydia undertook to handle all contacts with the Narodnaya Volya printing plant. She made all the arrangements
for printing, passed over the manuscripts, took delivery of the printed pamphlets, carried them round to her
friends in baskets, and organized the distribution of the literature among the workers. When she was arrested—
betrayed by a compositor at the plant—twelve baskets with illegal pamphlets were confiscated from various
friends of hers. The Narodovoltsi printed mass editions of pamphlets for the workers at the time, such as The
Working Day, Lives and Interests, Vladimir Ilyich’s pamphlet On Fines, King Hunger, etc. Two of the
Narodovoltsi—Shapovalov and Ratanskaya—who worked at the Lakhtinsky print-shop, are now in the ranks of
the Communist Party.
Lydia Knipovich is no longer among the living. She died in 1920, when the Crimea, where she had been living
for the last few years, was under the Whites. On her death-bed her soul yearned towards the Communists and she
died with the name of the Communist Party on her lips.
Among the other participants of the conference were, I belive, the school-teachers P. F. Kudeli and A. I.
Mesheheryakova (both at present members of the Party). One of the Nevskaya Zastava teachers was Alexandra
Kalmykova—an excellent lecturer (I remember her lecture for workers on the state budget). She kept a bookstore
in Liteiny Street. Vladimir Ilyich became closely acquainted with her at the time. Struve was one of her pupils,
and Potresov, an old school-mate of Struve’s, was a frequent visitor at her place. Later Alexandra Kalmykova
financed the old Iskra right up to the time of the Second Congress. She did not join Struve when he went over to
the liberals, but definitely associated herself with the Iskraist organization. Her sobriquet was Auntie. She was
very friendly with Vladimir Ilyich.
Now she is dead, alter having been bedridden for two years in a nursing home at Detskoye Selo. The children
of the local orphanages used to visit her occasionally, and she told them about Ilyich. She had written to me in the
spring of 1924 saying that Vladimir Ilyich’s 1917 articles containing ardent appeals which had had such a
powerful effect on the masses, ought to be published as a separate book. Vladimir Ilyich had written her in 1922 a
few warm lines of greeting, such as only he could write.
Alexandra Kalmykova was closely associated with the “Emancipation of Labor” group. At one time (in 1899, I
believe), when Vera Zasulich came to Russia, Kalmykova arranged her illegal sojourn in the country and saw her
very often. Influenced by the rising tide of the workers movement, by the articles and books of the “Emancipation
of Labor” group, and by the Petersburg Social-Democrats, Potresov, and for a time Struve, went Left. After a
number of preliminary meetings, soundings were taken for joint work. It was decided to publish jointly a
symposium Materials Characterizing Our Economic Development. Our group was represented on the editorial
board by Vladimir Ilyich, Starkov, and Stepan Radchenko, theirs by Struve, Potresov and Klasson.
The fate of that publication is common knowledge. It was consigned to the flames by the tsarist censor. In the
spring of 1895, before going abroad, Vladimir Ilyich kept going more and more often to Ozernoy Street, where
Potresov then lived, to speed up the work.
*
Vladimir Ilyich spent the summer of 1895 abroad, living part of the time in Berlin, where he attended workers’
meetings, and partly in Switzerland, where he first met Plekhanov, Axelrod and Zasulich. He came back full of
impressions, and brought with him a double lined suitcase crammed with illegal literature.
The police started shadowing him the moment he arrived. They had an eye on him and his suitcase. I had a
cousin working at the time at the Address Bureau. Two days after Vladimir Ilyich had arrived she told me that a
detective had come when she was on night duty, and had gone through the files (which were arranged in
alphabetical order), saying boastfully:
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“There, we’ve tracked an important state criminal—Ulyanov, his name is. His brother was hanged, and this
one’s come from abroad. He won’t get away now.”
Knowing that I was acquainted with Vladimir Ilyich, my cousin lost no time reporting this to me. Naturally, I
warned Vladimir Ilyich at once. Extreme caution was necessary.
But the work could not wait. We got busy. A division of labor was organized, and the work was divided by
districts. We started to draw up and circulate leaflets. I remember Vladimir Ilyich drawing up the first leaflet to
the workers of the Semyannikov Works. We had no printing facilities at the time. The leaflet was copied out in
print hand and distributed by Babushkin. Two of the four copies were picked up by the watchmen, the other two,
circulated from hand to hand. Leaflets were distributed in other districts as well. One was got out on Vasilyevsky
Island for the women workers of the Laferme Tobacco Factory.
A. A. Yakubova and Z. P. Nevzorova (Krzhizhanovskaya) resorted to the following method of distribution:
they rolled the leaflets up so that they could conveniently be peeled off one by one, and arranged their aprons in a
suitable manner. Then, as soon as the whistle blew, they walked swiftly towards the women workers, who came
pouring out of the factory gates, and thrust the leaflets into the hands of the puzzled women almost at a run. The
leaflet was a great success.
Our leaflets and pamphlets roused the workers. It was decided—seeing that we had an illegal print-shop to do
it in—to publish also a popular journal Rabocheye Deto (Workers’ Cause). Vladimir Ilyich prepared the material
for it with great thoroughness. Every line of copy passed through his hands. I remember a meeting at my place
when Zaporozhets waxed very enthusiastic about the material which he had succeeded in collecting at a boot
factory in the Moskovskaya Zastava neighborhood.
“They fine you there for everything,” he said. “If you set a heel on crooked you get fined right away.” Vladimir
Ilyich laughed.
“Well, if you set a heel on crooked,” he said, “then you’re asking to be fined.”
He collected and checked all the material very carefully. I remember, for instance, how the material about the
Thornton Mills was collected. I was to call out my pupil Krolikov, who worked at the mills as a sorter (he had
been deported from St. Petersburg once), and collect all the infonnation from him according to the plan outlined
by Vladimir Ilyich. Krolikov arrived in a posh fur coat which he had borrowed from somebody, and brought a
bookful of notes which he supplemented verbally. His information was very valuable. Vladimir Ilyich fairly
pounced on it.
Afterwards A. A. Yabkubova and I, with shawls over our heads to make us look like mill workers, went to the
Thornton hostel, where we visited both the single and married quarters. Conditions there were appalling. It was
only from information gathered in this way that Vladimir Ilyich wrote his correspondence and leaflets. Look at his
leaflet to the men and women employees of the Thornton Mills. What a thorough knowledge of the subject it
shows. And what a schooling this was for all the comrades who worked at that time. That was when we really
learnt “to give attention to detail.” And how deeply those details have engraved themselves in our minds.
Our Rabocheye Deto did not see the light of day. A meeting was held in my rooms on December 8, at which a
final reading of the copy for the press was held. Vaneyev took the duplicate for a last look through, while the other
copy remained with me. I went to Vaneyev the next morning to pick up the corrected copy, but the servant told me
that he had moved out the night before. We had previously arranged with Vladimir Ilyich that in case anything
went wrong I was to make enquiries of his friend Chebotaryov, who was a colleague of mine on the staff of the
Central Railway Administration where I was employed. Vladimir Ilyich went there every day to dine.
Chebotaryov was not in his office. I went to his house. Vladimir Ilyich had not been to dinner. Obviously, he
had been arrested. Later in the day we found out that a good many of our group had been arrested. The copy of
Rabocheye Deto left on my hands I gave to Nina Gerd for safe-keeping. Nina was an old school friend of mine,
the future wife of Struve. Not to have any more of us arrested it was decided for the time being not to print
Rabocheye Deto.
*
This St. Petersburg period of Vladimir Ilyich’s work was of great importance, although the work itself was not
noteworthy and hardly noticeable. He had described it so himself. It did not show. It was a matter not of heroic
deeds but of establishing close contact with the masses, getting closer to them, learning to be the vehicle of their
finest aspirations, learning how to win their confidence, and rally them behind us. But it was during this period of
his St. Petersburg work that Vladimir Ilyich was moulded as a leader of the working masses.
When I first came to the school after these arrests, Babushkin called me aside under the stairs and handed me a
leaflet concerning these arrests written by the workers. The leaflet was of a purely political character. Babushkin
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asked me to get it printed and to let them have copies for distribution. Till then neither of us had ever directly
mentioned my being connected with the organization.
I passed the leaflet on to our group. I remember that meeting—it was at S. I. Radchenko’s flat. All that
remained of our group had gathered there. Lyakhovsky read the leaflet and exclaimed:
“We can’t print this leaflet—why, it’s on a purely political subject.”
But since the leaflet had undoubtedly been written by the workers on their own initiative, and since they
insisted on its being printed, it was decided to print it.
It wasn't very long before we got in touch with Vladimir Ilyich. In those days people committed for trial were
freely pennitted to receive books. They were given only a perfunctory examination, during which the tiny dots in
the middle of the letters and the slightly changed color of the paper where milk had been used for ink, escaped
notice. The technique of secret correspondence had made swift progress with us. Vladimir Ilyich’s concern for his
imprisoned comrades was characteristic of him. There was not a letter he sent out that did not contain some
request concerning a fellow prisoner. So-and-so had no one coming to visit him—it was necessary to get him a
fiancée: or so-and-so had to be told through visiting relatives to look for letters in such-and-such a book in the
prison library, on such-and-such a page; another needed warm boots, and so on. He corresponded with many of
his imprisoned comrades, to whom his letters meant a great deal.
His letters dealing with work had a cheering effect. The man who received them forgot that he was in prison,
and got down to work himself. I remember the impression those letters made (I was arrested myself in August
1896). They came written in milk every Saturday, which was book-receiving day. A glance at the secret mark
would tell you that the book contained a message. Hot water for tea would be handed round at six o’clock, and
then the wardress would conduct the non-political criminals to church. By that time you had the letter cut up in
strips, and your tea brewed, and the moment the wardress went away you would begin dipping the strips in the hot
tea to develop the text. (We couldn’t very well use a candle for this in prison, and so Vladimir Ilyich hit on the hot
water idea.)
These letters were wonderfully cheering and so absorbingly interesting to read! The centre of all our work
outside, Vladimir Ilyich even in prison was the centre of contact with the outside world.
Moreover, he worked a great deal in prison. It was there that he prepared The Development of Capitalism in
Russia. He ordered all the necessary material and statistical handbooks in his legal letters.
“I am sorry they have let me out so soon,” Vladimir Ilyich said jokingly when he was released for deportation.
“I haven’t quite finished the book, and it will be difficult to get books in Siberia.”
Besides The Development of Capitalism in Russia, Vladimir Ilyich wrote leaflets and illegal pamphlets, and a
draft programme for the First Congress (which did not take place until 1898, although it was planned for an
earlier date), and gave his views on questions under discussion in the organization. To avoid being caught in the
act of writing with milk, he kneaded little inkpots out of bread, which he promptly popped into his mouth
whenever he heard the peep hole being opened.
“Today I have eaten six inkpots,” he would add to his letter by way of humorous remark.
*
But for all his self-discipline and restraint, Vladimir Ilyich could not help succumbing to the prison dumps. In
one of his letters he suggested the following plan. When they were taken out for exercise one of the windows in
the corridor afforded a momentary glimpse of the street pavement in Shpalemaya. His idea was that I and
Appolinaria Yakubova, at a definite time, should come and stand on that bit of pavement so that he could see us.
Appolinaria was unable to go for some reason, and so I went alone and stood on the pavement for a long time
several days running. Only the plan did not work, I don’t remember exactly why.
While Vladimir Ilyich was in prison, our work outside kept expanding, and the workers’movement grew
spontaneously. With the arrest of Martov, Lyakhovsky and others, our group was weakened still further. True, new
comrades joined the group, but these people were not so well up in theory and experience. There was no time for
them to learn, as the movement had to be taken care of and demanded a lot of energy. Agitation was the order of
the day. We simply had no time to think of propaganda.
Our leaflet agitation was a great success. The strike of the thirty thousand textile workers of St. Petersburg,
which broke out in the summer of 1896 and was influenced by the Social-Democrats, had turned many heads.
I remember Silvin reading out the draft of a leaflet at a secret meeting in the woods at Pavlovsk (at the
beginning of August, I think it was). There was a phrase in it that definitely limited the workers’ movement to the
sphere of economic struggle. After reading it out, Silvin stopped and said laughingly:
“Well I never, what on earth made me say that!”
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The phrase was crossed out. In the summer of 1896 our Lakhtinsky printing plant was suppressed, and we
were no longer able to print our pamphlets. Arrangements for putting out the journal had to be postponed
indefinitely.
During the strike of 1896 our group was joined by Takhtarev’s group, known as “The Monkeys,” and by
Chernyshev’s group, known as “The Cocks.” But so long as the “Decembrists” were in prison and kept in touch
with the organization outside, the work ran its usual course. When Vladimir Ilyich was released, I was still in
prison. Despite the dazed state of joy a man finds himself in on coming out of prison, Vladimir Ilyich nevertheless
contrived to write me a short note on Party affairs. My mother told me that he had even put on weight in prison
and was as cheerful as ever.
I was released soon after the Vetrova affair (a prisoner named Vetrova had burned herself alive in the Peter and
Paul Fortress). The gendarmes released quite a number of women prisoners, including myself. I was to remain in
St. Petersburg until my case was finished, and two detectives were employed to shadow me. I found the
organization in a very sad state.
Stepan Radchenko and his wife were all that remained of the active members of our group. He could not carry
on with the work for reasons of secrecy, but he continued to act as centre and maintained contacts. He was in
touch with Struve too. Struve shortly afterwards married N. A. Gerd, the Social-Democrat—he was himself a
Social-Democrat of a sort at that time. He was quite incapable of doing any work in the organization, leave alone
underground work, but it flattered him, no doubt to be called on for advice. He even wrote a manifesto for the
First Congress of the Social-Democratic Labor Party.
In the winter of 1897-98 I went to see Struve fairly often on behalf of Vladimir Ilyich. Struve was then
publishing the Novoye Slovo (New Word) magazine, and besides, his wife was an old friend of mine. I studied
Struve at the time. He was a Social-Democrat then, but what surprised me was his bookishness and his almost
complete lack of interest in “the living tree of life,” an interest which Vladimir Ilyich had so much of.
Struve got a translation job for me and undertook to edit it. He found the work irksome, though, and quickly
tired. (Vladimir Ilyich would sit with me for hours over similar work. But then his style of work was quite
different; with him even such a job as translation was a labor of love.)
Struve read Fet for relaxation. Someone has written of Lenin that he was fond of reading Fet. That isn’t true.
Fet was an out-and-out advocate of serfdom, with nothing in him you could get your teeth into. If anyone was
fond of Fet, it was Struve.
I also knew Tugan-Baranovsky. I went to school with his wife, Lydia Davydova (whose mother was the
publisher of the magazine Mir Bozhy (God’s World) and I used to call on them at one time. Lydia was a very good
and clever woman, although weak-willed. She was cleverer than her husband.
You always felt in talking to him that he was not one of us. I once went to him with a collecting list to support
a strike (the Kostroma strike, I believe it was). He gave me something—I don’t remember how many rubles—but
I was obliged to listen to a little lecture on the subject of “I don’t understand why strikes should be supported—a
strike is an inadequate method of fighting the employers.” I took the money and hurried away.
I wrote to Vladimir Ilyich in exile about everything I saw and heard. There was little I could write about the
work of the organization, however. At the time of the First Congress it consisted only of four people: S. I.
Radchenko, his wife Lyubov, Sammer, and I. Our delegate was Radchenko. On his return from the Congress,
however, he hardly told us anything about it. He took out the already familiar Manifesto by Struve, which was
hidden between the covers of a book, and burst out crying.
Nearly all the Congress delegates had been arrested. I was banished to the Ufa Gubernia for three years, but
obtained a transfer to the village of Shushenskoye in the Minusinsk Uyezd, where Vladimir Ilyich lived, by
describing myself as his fiancée.
2
I went out to Minusinsk at my own expense, accompanied by my mother. We arrived in Krasnoyarsk on the
first of May, 1898, whence we had to go up the Yenisei by boat. Navigation, however, had not started yet. In
Krasnoyarsk I made the acquaintance of the Narodopravets Tyutchev and his wife, who, being experienced people
in these matters, arranged a meeting for me with a party of Social-Democrat exiles who were passing through
Krasnoyarsk. Among them were two comrades—Lengnik and Silvin, who had been charged with me in the same
case. The soldiers brought the exiles down to be photographed and sat a little way off, munching the bread and
sausage with which we had treated them.
In Minusinsk I went to see Arkady Tyrkov—one of the First of Marchers, banished permanently to Siberia—to
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give him regards from his sister, an old school friend of mine. I also went to see Felix Kohn, the Polish comrade,
who had been sentenced to penal servitude in 1885 in connection with the Proletariat case and had had a very
hard time in prison and exile. He had for me the aura of an old intransigent, and I liked him tremendously.
It was dusk when we arrived in Shushenskoye, where Vladimir Ilyich lived. He was out hunting. We unloaded
and were shown into the cottage. In the Minusinsk district of Siberia the peasants live in very clean log-built
cottages. The floors are covered with bright home-woven carpet strips, and the walls are whitewashed and
decorated with branches of the Siberian fir. Vladimir Ilyich’s room, though small, was spotlessly clean. My
mother and I were given the rest of the cottage. Our landlord’s family and all the neighbours crowded in and
looked us over and questioned us with great curiosity.
At last Vladimir Ilyich returned from the hunt. He was surprised to see a light in his room. The landlord told
him that Oscar Engberg (an exiled St. Petersburg worker) had come in drunk and thrown all his books about.
Ilyich ran up the steps. Just then I came out on the porch and we met. We had a good long talk that night.
There were only two other exiles in Shushenskoye, both workers. One was a Social-Democrat Prominski, a
Polish hat-maker from Lodz, with a wife and six children, the other was a Putilov worker named Oscar Engberg,
of Finnish nationality. Both were very good comrades.
Prominski was a calm, steady man with a very firm character. He read and knew little, but his class instinct
was strikingly developed. His attitude towards his wife, then still a religious woman, was one of tolerant
amusement. He was very good at singing Polish revolutionary songs, such as Ludu Roboczy, Poznaj Swoje Sily,
Pierwszy Maj and others. The children joined in the chorus, and so did Vladimir Ilyich, who sang a lot in Siberia
and obviously enjoyed it. Prominski also sang Russian revolutionary songs, which Vladimir Ilyich had taught
him.
Prominski planned to go back to Poland to work, and slaughtered a little army of hares to make fur coats for
the children. He never got back to Poland, though. He just moved a bit nearer to Krasnoyarsk with his family and
got a job there on the railway. The children grew up. He became a Communist, his wife turned Communist, too,
and so did the children. One of them was killed in the war, another barely escaped with his life during the Civil
War, and is now in Chita. Prominski did not leave for Poland until 1923, but he died on the way from typhus.
The other worker, Oscar, was a different type altogether. He was a young man, who had been deported for
taking part in a strike and behaving violently in the course of it. He had read a lot of all-sorts, but had only the
faintest of ideas about socialism. He came back from a trip to the volost once and said:
“A new clerk has arrived—he and I have the same convictions.”
“Meaning?” said I.
“We are both against revolution,” he answered.
Vladimir Ilyich and I were just flabbergasted. The next day I sat down with him to study The Communist
Manifesto (I had to translate it from the German), and when that was mastered, we passed on to Capital. During
one of our lessons Prominski came in, and sat puffing at his pipe. 1 asked Oscar a question in connection with
what we had been reading, but he could not answer it. Prominski answered it for him with calm smiling ease.
Oscar dropped his lesson for a whole week after that. He was a good fellow, though.
There were no other political exiles in Shushenskoye. Vladimir Ilyich said he had tried to strike up an
acquaintance with the school-teacher, but nothing had come of it. The teacher was drawn towards the local
aristocracy, that is, the priest and a couple of shopkeepers. Their only pastime was playing cards and drinking.
The teacher had no interest whatever in social problems. Prominski’s eldest son Leopold, who was already
socialist-minded, was always arguing with him.
Vladimir Ilyich had a peasant of his acquaintance whom he was very fond of. He was Zhuravlyov, a
consumptive man of about thirty. This Zhuravlyov had formerly been the village clerk. Vladimir Ilyich called him
a revolutionary by nature, a protestant. Zhuravlyov came out boldly against the rich and would not put up with the
slightest injustice. He was always travelling somewhere, and shortly died from consumption.
Another acquaintance of Ilyich’s was a poor peasant, with whom he often went out shooting. He was the
simplest of fellows—Sosipatych, his name was. He thought a lot of Vladimir Ilyich, though, and used to give him
all kinds of odd presents. Once it was a live crane, once some cedar cones.
Through Sosipatych and Zhuravlyov Vladimir Ilyich studied the Siberian village. He told me once of a talk he
had had with a well-to-do peasant in whose house he had lived. The man’s farm laborer had stolen some hides
from him. The peasant overtook him at a brook and finished him off. Ilyich in this connection spoke about the
insensate cruelty of the petty proprietor, and his ruthless exploitation of his farm-hands. Indeed, the Siberian farm
laborers worked like cart horses, and never got enough sleep except on holidays.
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Ilyich had yet another method of studying the village. On Sundays he gave free legal advice. His reputation as
a lawyer rose high after he had helped a gold-mine worker, who had been given the sack, to win his suit against
his employer. The news of this success spread quickly among the peasants, and men and women came to Ilyich
with their troubles. He heard them out attentively, went deeply into the matter and then gave his advice.
Once a peasant came twenty versts to ask how he could prosecute his brother-in-law for not having invited him
to his wedding, at which everyone had had a good time.
“Will your brother-in-law treat you to a drink if you go and see him now?”
“Aye, that he will.”
Vladimir Ilyich wasted an hour, trying to persuade the fellow to make it up with his brother-in-law. Sometimes
you couldn’t make head or tail of what they were talking about, and so Vladimir Ilyich always asked them to
bring him a copy of the various papers in the case. Once a bull belonging to a rich farmer gored a poor woman’s
cow. The volost court ordered the owner to pay the woman ten rubles. The woman refused to accept the decision
and demanded a “copy” of all the evidence in the case.
“What do you want, a copy of a white cow?” the assessor said, laughing at her.
The enraged woman came running to Vladimir Ilyich. Sometimes it was enough for the wronged party to
threaten to take his complaint to Vladimir Ilyich to make the offender give in.
Vladimir Ilyich made a good study of the Siberian village. Till then he had known the Volga villages. Once he
told me:
“My mother wanted me to go in for farming. I started; but then I saw it was no good. My relations with the
peasants became abnormal.”
Strictly speaking, Vladimir Ilyich had no right as an exile to handle legal affairs, but those were liberal times in
Minusinsk. Practically, surveillance did not exist.
The assessor—a local well-to-do peasant—was more concerned with selling us his veal than in seeing that
“his” exiles did not run away. Life was surprisingly cheap in Shushenskoye. Vladimir Ilyich’s monthly allowance
of eight rubles procured him clean lodgings, and meals, and paid for laundry and mending—and even that was
considered dear.
True, the dinner and supper were simple enough meals. One week a sheep would be slaughtered, and Vladimir
Ilyich would be fed with it day in day out until it was all gone. Then they would buy meat for a week, and the
servant girl would chop it up for cutlets out in the yard in a trough used for preparing the cattle feed. These cutlets
were fed to Vladimir Ilyich for a whole week. But there was milk and cream enough for both Vladimir Ilyich and
his dog, a fine Gordon setter named Zhenka, whom he taught to retrieve, and point, and do all other kinds of
canine tricks.
As the Ziryanovs—our landlord’s family—often had drinking parties at which the men used to get drunk, and
as home life there was in many ways inconvenient, we shortly moved to another place, renting half a cottage with
a vegetable garden for four rubles a month. We set up on our own. In the summer it was impossible to get anyone
to help about the house. Mother and I tackled the Russian stove between us. Sometimes I would knock over the
dumpling soup with the oven-fork, and upset the dumplings all over the coals.
But I got used to it in time. We had all kinds of stuff growing in the garden—cucumbers, carrots, beetroots,
pumpkins and what not. I was very proud of my little vegetable garden. Vladimir Ilyich and I had also made an
orchard in the yard, fetching hops from the woods for the purpose. In October we got a girl-help—a skinny lass of
thirteen with bony elbows named Pasha, who quickly took things in hand. I taught her to read and write, and she
decorated the walls with specimens of my mother’s instructions—Neva waste eny tee—and kept a diary in which
she made notes such as:
“Oscar Engberg and Prominski came. They sang ‘stump’ and so did I.”
*
I remember how we celebrated the First of May.\fn{ Still celebrated as International Labor Day} Prominski called in
the morning, looking very festive in a clean collar and tie, and himself shining like a new penny. His mood
quickly infected us, and we all three went to Oscar Engberg, taking the dog Zhenka with us.
Zhenka ran on ahead, yapping joyfully. We walked along the bank of the River Shusha. The ice had broken up
and was drifting down the stream. Zhenka waded into the icy water and defied the shaggy Shushenskoye
watchdogs to follow his example.
Oscar was excited at our coming. We all sat down in his room and began singing together:
It‘s come, the merry First of May!
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And let no sorrow bar its way.
Let songs ring out, sing loud and gay,
We’ll have a jolly strike today.
Police arrive with no delay,
To prove they’re worth their dirty pay:
Put us behind the bars, would they?
Police be damned! is all we say,
And meet our May Day bold and gay.
Hooray, Hooray for merry May!

Having sung the song in Russian, we sang it in Polish, and decided to celebrate May Day out in the fields after
dinner. That is what we did. There were six of us in the field—Prominski took his two little boys along with him.
He was as radiant as ever. Stepping on to a dry mound in the field, Prominski pulled a red handkerchief out of his
pocket, laid it out on the ground and stood on his head. The children squealed with delight.
In the evening we all got together at our place and sang songs again. Prominski’s wife came too. My mother
and Pasha also joined in the chorus.
That night Ilyich and I could not fall asleep for thinking of the huge workers’ demonstrations in which we
would some time take part.
There was a childish element too. A Lettish settler, a felt-boot maker by trade, lived across the way. He had had
fourteen children, but only one survived—Minka. The father was an inveterate drunkard. Minka, who was six,
was grave of speech, with a wan little face and bright eyes. He came to see us every day. We would hardly be up
when the door would bang, and a small figure appear in a big cap and his mother’s warm jacket with a scarf
wrapped round him, exclaiming gladly:
“It’s me!”
He knew that my mother doted on him, and Vladimir Ilyich would always say something funny and play with
him. Minka’s mother would come running in.
“Darling, have you seen a ruble lying about?” she said.
“Yes, I saw it on the table, so I put it in the box.”
When we went away Minka fell ill with grief. He is dead now, and his father wrote asking to be given a bit of
land across the Yenisei, “as I’d like to be able to have enough to eat in my old age.”
*
Our household kept growing. Our latest acquisition was a kitten.
First thing in the morning Vladimir Ilyich and I would sit down to the Webb translation, which Struve had got
for me. After dinner we spent a couple of hours together copying out The Development of Capitalism. Then there
were all kinds of odd jobs to do. One day Potresov sent us Kautsky’s book criticizing Bernstein, which we were
allowed to keep no longer than a fortnight. We dropped everything else we were doing and translated it exactly on
time. After work we went out for walks.
Vladimir Ilyich was a passionate hunter. He got himself a pair of leather breeches, and prowled about all the
swamps in the neighbourhood! They teemed with game, I must say. Arriving as I did in the spring, I had been
rather surprised at it all. Prominski would come in—he was passionately fond of hunting too—and say with a
huge smile:
“The ducks have come over—I have seen them.”
And then Oscar would come in, talking ducks. They would talk about them for hours, and the next spring
found me, too, capable of talking about ducks and who had seen them, and where and when.
Nature in the spring burst into riotous life after the winter frosts. Her sway grew powerful. Sunset. Wild swans
swam in the vast puddles which spring had formed in the fields. Or we would stand on the fringe of the woods,
listening to the babble of a brook and the mating call of the wood-grouse.
Vladimir Ilyich would ask me to hold Zhenka while he went into the woods. I would stand there holding the
dog, who trembled with excitement, while I felt this tempestuous awakening of nature tingling in ail my veins.
Vladimir Ilyich was a passionate hunter, but apt to get too excited over it; in the autumn we went far out into the
forest cuttings. Vladimir Ilyich would say:
“You know, if I come across a hare I won’t shoot it, because I didn’t bring my bags. It will be awkward to
carry.”
Yet as soon as a hare came bounding out he would let go at it. Late in the autumn, when sludge was already
drifting down the Y enisei, we went out to the islands after the hares. The hares were already turning white. They
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could not escape from the island, and ran about like goats. Our hunters would sometimes shoot a boat-load of
them.
When we lived in Moscow, Vladimir Ilyich in his latter years would still go hunting sometimes, but with
nothing like the old zest. Once a fox battue was organized, and Vladimir Ilyich was greatly interested in the
enterprise.
“A clever idea,” he said, when he saw the strung flags. The beaters drove the fox straight towards him, but he
seized his gun when it was too late. The fox stopped and looked at him, then slipped away into the woods.
“Why didn’t you shoot?” I asked him.
“The fox was so beautiful,” he said.
Late in the autumn, when the rivers had frozen over but no snow had yet fallen, we went far upstream. Every
little fish and pebble could be seen distinctly under the ice. It was like an enchanted kingdom. In the winter, when
the mercury freezes in the thermometers and the rivers freeze right through, the water flows over the ice, and
quickly forms a frozen crust. You could skate a couple of miles on this sagging ice crust. Vladimir Ilyich was
terribly fond of this sport.
*
In the evenings Vladimir Ilyich usually read books on philosophy—Hegel, Kant or the French materialists—
and when he grew very tired, Pushkin, Lermontov or Nekraspv.
When Vladimir Ilyich first turned up in St. Petersburg I had known him only from hearsay. Stepan Radchenko
told me that he only read serious books and had never read a novel in his life. It had surprised me at the time.
Afterwards, when I got to know him better, this question had somehow never come up, and it was only in Siberia
that I found out that the story was sheer invention. Vladimir Ilyich had not only read Turgenev, L. Tolstoi,
Chernyshevsky's What Is To Be Done? but re-read them many times and was generally fond of the classics which
he knew intimately. Afterwards, when the Bolsheviks came to power, he set Gosizdat the task of reprinting the
classics in cheap editions. His photo albums contained pictures of Zola and Herzen and several photos of
Chernyshevsky, as well as photos of his relatives and old political convicts.
The mail came twice a week. Our correspondence was extensive. Anna Ilyinichna—Lenin’s sister—wrote fully
about everything from St. Petersburg. Nina Struve wrote me, by the way, that her baby boy was “already holding
his head up, and every day we show him the portraits of Darwin and Marx, and say: ‘Nod to Uncle Darwin, nod to
Uncle Marx’—and he nods in such an amusing way.”
We received letters from distant places of exile—from Martov in Turukhansk, from Potresov in Orlov, Vyatka
Gubernia. Most of the letters, however, were from comrades scattered throughout the neighbouring villages. The
Krzhizhanovskys and Starkov wrote from Minusinsk (fifty versts from Shushenskoye); thirty versts away, in
Yermakovskop, lived Lepeshinsky, Vaneyev, Silvin and Panin—the latter a friend of Oscar’s. Seventy versts away,
at Tes, lived Lengnik, Shapoval and Bararnzin, while Kurnatovsky lived at a sugar refinery.
We corresponded on every possible topic—the Russian news, future plans, books, new trends and philosophy.
We corresponded also on chess problems, especially with Lepeshinsky.
Vladimir Ilyich played games by correspondence. He would set out the figures and ponder over the board. He
got so enthusiastic about it that he once cried out in his sleep:
“If he moves his knight here, I’ll put my rook there!”
Both Vladimir Ilyich and his brother Alexander had been enthusiastic chess players ever since they were
children. Their father had played chess too.
“Father used to beat us at first,” Vladimir Ilyich once told me, “but then my brother and I got hold of a chess
manual and started beating him. Once I met my father coming out of our room—it was upstairs—with a lighted
candle in one hand and the chess manual in the other. He made a study of it, too.”
Vladimir Ilyich gave up chess when he returned to Russia.
“Chess is too absorbing, it interferes with your work.” And as Vladimir Ilyich was incapable of doing anything
by halves, and always gave himself up wholeheartedly to whatever he was doing, it was usually with reluctance
that he sat down to a game of chess when relaxing or when he lived abroad as a political emigrant. Vladimir
Ilyich, from his early youth, had a knack of being able to cast aside whatever interfered with his work.
“When I was a schoolboy I went in for skating, but it made me tired and sleepy, and interfered with my studies,
so I gave it up,” he said.
“At one time,” he related on another occasion, “I was very keen on Latin.”
“Latin?” I said, surprised.
“Yes, but it interfered with my other studies, so I gave it up.” Only recently, while reading an article in Lei
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dealing with the style and sentence structure of Vladimir Ilyich’s writings, which were said to resemble those of
the Roman orators, did I understand Vladimir Ilyich’s interest in the Latin writers.
*
We not only corresponded with other comrades in exile, but sometimes, though not often, met them. Once we
went to see Kurnatovsky. He was a good comrade and a highly educated Marxist, but life had dealt harshly with
him. An unhappy childhood dominated by a cruel father, and then exile after exile, prison after prison. He had
hardly ever done any work—after a month or two of freedom he would be snatched back again for long terms. He
never had any real life.
One little incident stands out in my memory. We were passing the sugar refinery at which he was employed.
Two girls were going along, the youngest quite a little one. The elder one was carrrying an empty pail, the
younger one a pail with beetroots.
“Aren’t you ashamed, a big girl like you making the little one carry things,” Kurnatovsky said to the bigger
girl. She just looked at him with a puzzled air.
We also went to Tes. We had received a letter from the Krzhizhanovskys, saying:
The ispravnik is wild with us Tesians over some protest or other, and we are not allowed to go anywhere. We have a
mountain here of geological interest. Write and say that you want to explore it.

Vladimir Ilyich did so just for fun, and asked the ispravnik for permission to go to Tes both for himself and his
wife, who was to assist him. The ispravnik sent his permission by messenger. We hired a dog-cart for three rubles
—the woman assuring us that the horse was a strong beast and not a big eater at all—and off we drove. The “nota-big-eater,” however, proved to be a jibber, but we got to Tes all the same.
Vladimir Ilyich discussed Kant with Lengnik and the Kazan study-circles with Baramzin. Lengnik, who had a
fine voice, sang to us. That trip, on the whole, is a very pleasant memory.
We went to Yennakovskoye once or twice, the first time—to adopt a resolution on the Credo, (Vaneyev,
seriously ill with consumption, was dying, and his bed was carried out into the big room where we had all
assembled). The resolution was adopted unanimously. The second time we went there was to attend Vaneyev’s
funeral.
Two of the “Decembrists” were soon put out of action—Zaporozhets, who went mad in prison, and Vaneyev,
who died from an illness contracted there. Both passed away just when the flame of the working-class movement
had begun to burn high.
On New Year’s eve we went to Minusinsk, where all the exiled Social-Democrats had gathered.
There were also exiled Narodovoltsi in Minusinsk—Kohn, Tyrkov and others—but they kept aloof. These old
revolutionaries were sceptical of the Social-Democratic youth. They did not believe that they were real
revolutionaries.
In this connection an incident occurred in the Minusinsk Uyezd shortly before my arrival in Shushenskoye.
There was an exiled Social-Democrat named Raichin living in Minusinsk. He was connected with the
“Emancipation of Labor” group abroad. He decided to run away. Money was provided for his escape, but the date
for it had not been fixed yet. Raichin was worked up to such a nervous state when he got the money, that he ran
away without telling anyone.
The old Narodovoltsi accused the Social-Democrats of having known of Raichin’s intended flight and not
warned them about it so that they could have cleaned up in case the police made a search. Feeling ran high.
Vladimir Ilyich told me about it when I anived.
“There is nothing worse than these exile scandals,” he said. “They get people terribly worked up. These Old
Men have bad enough nerves as it is after what they’ve been through, and all the convict prisons they’ve been in.
We mustn’t let ourselves get mixed up in such scandals—we have all our work ahead of us, we mustn’t waste
ourselves on such affairs.”
Vladimir Ilyich was for breaking with the Old Men. I remember the meeting at which that break occurred. The
decision to break off with them had been made earlier, and it was now merely a question of putting it through as
painlessly as possible. We made the break because we had to, but we did it without malice, in fact with regret. We
kept apart after that.
*
On the whole, our exile was not so bad. Those were years of serious study. The closer the end of our exile drew
in sight, the more did Vladimir Ilyich think about the work facing us. The news from Russia was scanty.
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“Economism” was gaining ground there, and there was no Party to speak of. We had no printing plants in Russia,
and an attempt to arrange printing through the Bund had failed. On the other hand, we could no longer confine
ourselves to writing popular pamphlets without expressing our views on the fundamental questions of our work.
Party work was completely disorganized and constant arrests made any continuity impossible. People had gone to
such lengths as the Credo and the ideas of Rabochaya Mysl, which had printed a letter from a worker, boosted by
the “Economists,” who wrote that
“We workers do not want any of your Marxes or Engelses.”
L. Tolstoi wrote somewhere that during the first part of his journey a person usually thinks of what he has left
behind, and during the second part of what is awaiting him ahead. It was the same in exile. At the beginning it was
chiefly a matter of summing up the past. Later we thought more about what lay ahead of us. Vladimir Ilyich gave
ever closer thought to the question of what was to be done to extricate the Party from the plight it was in, what
was to be done to direct the work into the proper channels and ensure for it a correct Social-Democratic
leadership.
Where were we to begin? During the last year of his exile, Vladimir Ilyich had conceived the organizational
plan which he afterwards developed in Iskra, in the pamphlet What Is to Be Done? and in his Letter to a
Comrade. The thing was to start with the organization of an all-Russian newspaper. It was to be established
abroad and linked up as closely as possible with the activities and organizations in Russia, and the best possible
shipping arrangements had to be made. Vladimir Ilyich hardly slept at all, and grew terribly thin. He sat up all
night, working out his plan in fullest detail. He discussed it with Krzhizhanovsky and with me, he corresponded
with Martov and Potresov about it, and made arrangements with them for going abroad. He grew more and more
impatient as time went on, eager to throw himself into the work.
Just then, as luck would have it, the police came down on us with a search warrant. They had found
somewhere a postal receipt for a letter which Lyakhovsky had written to Vladimir Ilyich. The letter was about a
tombstone for Fedoseyev, and this was a good enough excuse for the gendarmes to make a search. This was done
in May 1899. They found the letter—quite an innocent one—and went through our correspondence without
finding anything of interest.
By old habit acquired in St. Petersburg, we kept our illegal correspondence apart from the rest. It was not much
of a hiding place, though—the bottom shelf of the bookcase. Vladimir Ilyich pushed up a bench for the gendarmes
to stand on, and they began their search from the top shelves, which were lined with various statistical
publications. They got so tired that they did not even look at the bottom shelf, and were satisfied with my
statement that it only contained my books on pedagogics.
The search passed off safely, but we were afraid they might make this a pretext for adding a few more years to
our term of exile. An escape in those days was not the common occurrence it became later. In any case it would
have complicated matters, because, before going abroad, a good deal of organizing work had to be done in Russia.
Everything went well, however, and our term was not increased.
*
In February 1900, at the end of Vladimir Ilyich’s term of exile, we set out for Russia.\fn{ For Europeal Russia; the
Russia they were exiled in was east of the Ural Mountains, half-way across the country } Pasha, who had grown into a beautiful
girl in two years, wept rivers of tears at night. Minka busied himself, collecting and lugging home the paper,
pencils, pictures and other odds and ends that we were leaving behind. Oscar came in and sat down on the edge of
a chair, evidently deeply agitated. He brought me a present-a hand-made brooch in the form of a book with the
inscription "Karl Marx" on it, in memory of the lessons on Capital—which he had taken with me.
The landlady and her neighbours kept looking in. Our dog could not make out what all the fuss was about, and
kept opening all the doors with his nose to make sure that everything was in its proper place. Mother busied
herself with the packing, coughing from the dust, and Vladimir Ilyich tied the books up with a business-like air.
We arrived in Minusinsk; where we were to pick up Starkov and Olga Silvina. The whole exile fraternity were
gathered there, and the mood was the usual one that prevailed whenever one of their number returned to Russia.
Each was thinking when and where he would go himself when his time came, how he could work. Vladimir Ilyich
had already made joint-work arrangements with all those who were expecting shortly to return to Russia, and now
arranged for carrying on a correspondence with those who remained. Everyone was thinking about Russia while
talking trivialities.
Bararnzin was feeding sandwiches to Zhenka, who was being left him as an inheritance, but the dog took no
notice of him. He lay at Mother’s feet and did not take his eyes off her, watching her every movement.
At last, fitted out in high felt boots, heel-length fur coats, etc., we started out. We travelled 300 versts down the
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Yenisei by sledge day and night, taking advantage of a full moon. Vladimir Ilyich wrapped us up carefully at
every stage-house, looked round to see that we had not forgotten anything, and joked with Olga Silvina, who was
feeling the cold. We raced along at top speed, and Vladimir Ilyich—he rode without a top fur coat, assuring us
that he felt too hot in it—sat with his hands thrust into a muff borrowed from Mother, his thoughts flying ahead of
him to Russia, where he would be able to work to his heart’s content.
At Ufa we received a visit from the local comrades on the day of our arrival—A. D. Tsyurupa, Svidersky and
Krokhmal.
“We’ve been to six hotels,” Krokhmal said, stuttering. “At last we’ve found you.”
Vladimir Ilyich spent two days in Ufa, and after having talked with the locals, he entrusted me and Mother to
the care of our comrades and moved on nearer to St. Petersburg. All I remember of those two days was our visit to
Chetvergova, an old Narodovolets, whom Vladimir Ilyich had known in Kazan. She had a bookshop in Ufa.
Vladimir Ilyich went to see her the very first day, and there was a peculiar gentleness in his voice and face when
he spoke to her. When, later, I read what Vladimir Ilyich had written at the end of his What Is To Be Done? I
recalled that visit.
Many of them

(meaning the young Social-Democrat leaders of the workers’ movement), Vladimir Ilyich wrote in What Is To Be
Done?
began their revolutionary thinking as adherents of Narodnaya Volya. Nearly all of them in their early youth
enthusiastically worshipped the terrorist heroes. It required a struggle to abandon the captivating impressions of these
heroic traditions, and it was accompanied by the break of personal relations with people who were determined to
remain loyal to the Narodnaya Volya and for whom the young Social-Democrats had profound respect.

This passage is a piece of Vladimir Ilyich’s own biography. It was a pity we had to part just when the “real”
work was starting, but it did not even enter our heads that Vladimir Ilyich could remain in Ufa when he had a
chance to move nearer to St. Petersburg.
Vladimir Ilyich went to live in Pskov, where Potresov and L. N. Radchenko with his children afterwards
resided. Vladimir Ilyich once laughingly related how Radchenko’s little girls, Zhenyurka and Lyuda, used to
mimic him and Potresov. They would walk up and down the room together with their hands behind their backs,
one saying “Bernstein” and the other answering “Kautsky.”
There, in Pskov, Vladimir Ilyich assiduously wove the threads of the organization that were to closely tie up
the future all-Russian newspaper abroad with activities at home. He had meetings with Babushkin and many other
comrades. Gradually I acclimatized myself to Ufa and got translation work and some lessons. There had been one
of those exile scandals in Ufa shortly before my arrival, as a result of which the Social-Democrats had split up
into two camps. In one camp were Krokhmal, Tsyurupa and Svidersky, in the other the Plaksin brothers, Saltykov
and Kvyatkovsky. Chachina and Aptekinan were neutral and maintained relations with both groups.
The first group stood nearer to me, and I soon became associated with it. This group did some work of a kind,
and was the more active of the local fraternity. They had connections with the railway workshops, where there
was a circle of twelve Social-Democratic workers. The most active worker was Yakutov. He often came to see me
to get books and have a talk. He spoke a lot about “popularizing” Marx, but when he did manage to get the book
he could not read it.
“I haven’t the time,” he complained to me. “You know how it is, with the peasants coming to me with their
troubles. You’ve got to talk with them all, so’s they won’t think bad of themselves—and it leaves you no time.”
He said that his wife Natasha was a sympathizer, and that exile did not scare them. He’d get on anywhere, his
hands would always feed him. He was well up in secrecy technique, and there was nothing he hated more than
heroics, boasting, and claptrap. Everything had to be done quietly and efficiently.
Yakutov was president of the republic that was set up in Ufa in 1905. Later, during the years of reaction, he
was hanged in Ufa prison. He died in the prison yard, while the whole prison sang—they sang in every cell—and
swore never to forget his death and never to forgive it.
I also helped other workers in their studies. One was a young metal-worker employed at a small factory, who
told me about the life of the local workers. He was a very high-strung, nervous man. I learned afterwards that he
went over to the Socialist-Revolutionaries and became insane in prison.
One of my visitors was a consumptive bookbinder named Krylov, who painstakingly made double bindings to
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hide illegal manuscripts in, and made paste-board out of manuscripts to be used in binding. He told me about the
work of the local printers. Subsequent correspondence sent to Iskra was based on these stories.
We carried on our work at the neighbouring factories as well as in Ufa itself. The doctor's assistant at the UstKatavsk works was a Social-Democrat. She conducted propaganda there among the workers and distributed
illegal popular literature, which we needed ever so badly.
There were several Social-Democratic students at the various factories. Our Ufa organization had an illegal
agent in Ekaterinburg—a worker named Mazanov, who had returned from Turukhansk, where he had been in
exile together with Martov. The work made no headway with him, though.
Ufa was the gubernia centre, and the exiles of Sterlitamak, Birsk and other uyezd towns were always trying to
obtain permission to go there. Besides, Ufa lay on the road between Siberia and Russia. Comrades returning from
exile stopped over to make arrangements about work. Among these were Martov (he had not been able to get
away from Turukhansk for some time), G. I. Okulova, and Panin. Lydia Knipovich (Uncle) came illegally from
Astrakhan, and Rumyantsev and Portugalov came from Samara.
Martov went to live in Poltava. We were in touch with him and hoped to receive literature through him. The
literature arrived, I think, a week after my departure, and Kvyatkovsky, who went to fetch it, got five years in
Siberia for his pains—the box containing the literature had broken open on the way. As a matter of fact, he was
not an active member of the organization, and had only undertaken to go for the parcel because it was addressed
to the brewery, the daughter of whose proprietor he had been giving lessons to.
There were Narodovoltsi in Ufa, too, Leonovich, and afterwards Borozdich.
Just before leaving the country, Vladimir Ilyich had a narrow escape. He arrived in St. Petersburg from Pskov
together with Martov. They were shadowed and arrested. He had two thousand rubles in his waistcoat, which he
had received from Auntie (A. M. Kalmykova) , and a list of contacts written in invisible ink on the back of an
ordinary invoice. Had it occurred to the gendarmes to hold that invoice before a fire, Vladimir Ilyich would never
have established an all-Russian newspaper abroad. But he was in luck, and after ten days or so he was released.
After that he came to Ufa to say good-bye to me. He told me what he had succeeded in doing since we had last
met and the people he had managed to see. Naturally, a number of meetings were held on the occasion of his
arrival. I remember that when it transpired that Leonovich, who considered himself a Narodovolets, had not even
heard about the “Emancipation of Labor” group, Vladimir Ilyich flared up:
“Fancy a revolutionary not knowing that? How can he intelligently choose a party he is going to work with
when he does not know, has not studied, what the ‘Emancipation of Labor’ group has written?”
Vladimir Ilyich stayed about a week, I believe, in Ufa. He wrote to me from abroad, chiefly by ciphered
messages in books, which he addressed to various Zemstvo men. Things were not moving as fast with the
newspaper as Vladimir Ilyich desired. He had trouble in coming to an understanding with Plekhanov. His letters
were short and cheerless, and ended with:
“I shall tell you all about it when you come over.”
“I have written down for you a full account of the conflict with Plekhanov.”
*
I could hardly wait for the end of my exile. On top of it all I had not received any letters from Vladimir Ilyich
for a long time.
I had intended going to Astrakhan to see Uncle (Lydia Knipovich), but was in too great a hurry. Mother and I
went to see Maria Alexandrovna—Vladimir Ilyich’s mother—in Moscow. She was alone there at the time, her
daughters Maria being in prison, and Anna abroad. I was very fond of Maria Alexandrovna. She was always so
tactful and considerate. Vladimir Ilyich loved his mother very much.
“She has tremendous will-power,” he told me once. “If this had happened to my brother when Father was
alive, I don’t know what there would have been.” Vladimir Ilyich inherited his mother’s strength of mind as well
as her tact and kindness towards people.
When we lived abroad I tried to describe our life to her in my letters in as lively a way as I could to make her
feel a bit nearer to her son. When Vladimir Ilyich was in Siberian exile in 1897 (I had not joined him yet) the
papers published an obituary notice on a Maria Alexandrovna Ulyanova, who had died in Moscow. Engberg told
me:
“I came to see Vladimir Ilyich, and he was as white as a sheet. ‘My mother is dead,’ he says.” But the obituary
notice turned out to be that on another woman of the same name.
Maria Alexandrovna had suffered much, what with the execution of her eldest son, the death of her daughter
Olga, and the repeated arrests of her other children. When Vladimir Ilyich fell ill in 1895, she came immediately
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to nurse him, and cooked his food herself. His arrest found her at her old post again: sitting for hours in the
gloomy waiting-room of the House of Preliminary Detention, coming to see him on visiting day and bringing him
parcels. But for a slightly shaky head, she had not changed a bit. I promised her to look after Vladimir Ilyich, but I
could not keep my promise
From Moscow I took my mother to St. Petersburg, where I fixed her up and went abroad. I had some amusing
adventures on that trip. I went to Prague in the belief that Vladimir Ilyich was living there under the name of
Modracek. I sent him a telegram.
At Prague no one met me. I waited as long as I could, then, greatly embarrassed, hailed a top-hatted cabby,
piled my baskets into his cab and rode off. We arrived in a working-class quarter, and stopped outside a great
tenement house in a narrow turning. A multitude of featherbeds were being aired in the open windows of the
building.
I flew up to the fourth floor. A fair-headed little Czech woman answered the door. All I could say was:
“Modracek, Herr Modracek.” A workman came out.
“I am Modracek,” he says. Bewildered, I stammered,
“No, it’s my husband.” At last Modracek saw daylight.
“Ah, you must be the wife of Herr Rittmeyer. He lives in Munich, but sent books and letters to you in Ufa
through me.”
Modracek spent the whole day with me. I told him about the Russian movement, and he told me about the
Austrian movement. His wife showed me her needlework and treated me to a meal of Czech dumplings.
I arrived in Munich in a fur coat when people there were going about in dresses. Made wise by experience, I
left my luggage in the cloak-room and went in search of Rittmeyer by tram. I found the house. Flat No.1 turned
out to be a beer-house. I approached the fat little German behind the bar and timidly asked for Herr Rittmeyer
with a feeling that something was wrong again.
“That’s me,” said the publican. Absolutely crushed, I mumbled:
“No, it’s my husband.”
And there we stood, staring at each other like a couple of idiots. At last Rittmeyer’s wife came in, and glancing
at me, said:
“Ah, it must he Herr Meyer’s wife. He is expecting his wife from Siberia. I’ll take you to him.”
I followed Frau Rittmeyer through the backyard of the big building to an untenanted-looking flat. The door
opened, and there at a table sat Vladimir Ilyich, Martov and Anna Ilyinichna. Forgetting to thank my guide, I
began to give Vladimir Ilyich a piece of my mind.
“Damn it all, couldn’t you write and tell me where you were?”
“But I did! I’ve been going to the station to meet you three times a day. How did you get here?” As we
afterwards learned, the Zemstvo man to whom the book with the address had been sent had kept the book to read.
Many a Russian travelled afterwards in the same manner. Shlyapnikov first went to Genoa instead of Geneva.
Babushkin very nearly landed in America instead of London. …
28.9 Outside Of Time: An Old Etude\fn{by Zinaida Nikolaevna Hippius (1869-1945)} Belev, Tula Oblast, Russia (F) 10
In the spring of that year I absolutely did not know where to go. I simply had not the strength to spend the
summer in Petersburg, a few months in the Swiss Alps seemed like the height of boredom, and there was no way I
could go to Peterhof, my usual summer residence, as I had been having a fight with my cousin Nina. We weren’t
really fighting, just “needling” one another. She exploded at me because I had made some comment or other about
the ignorance of her patrons—Baron Nord, Coco Spesivtsev, and the others. She was upset about that and, since I
would not renounce my opinion and had no desire whatsoever to ask for her forgiveness (I’m sick to death of
eternally begging forgiveness!), Cousin Nina and I drifted apart, and there was no way I could settle at Peterhof.
That very Baron Nord and Coco Spesivtsev would have laughed behind my back if they had found out that I was
so dominated by this woman.
I stopped seeing my cousin—which would have made me feel extremely good, if only I hadn’t had to worry
about where to spend the summer.
My uncle, an old bachelor, sickly but cheerful, whom I visited in Tsarskoe, exclaimed upon hearing my
complaint:
“Do you know what my advice to you is? Go visit our relatives in Osokino, the Levonins. You won’t regret it.
It’s a remote corner, I confess; it’s sixty versts\fn{A little over 40 miles.} from the nearest town, I don’t know the
290

roads or the area, I’ve never been there, but they’ve been asking me to come for twenty years already. Certainly
you’ll like it. Take your paints along, your canvas, and all of your art materials. I tell you, the country, even for a
dilettante artist like yourself, is a real treasure.”
I let my uncle’s caustic remark about my dilettantism pass, and, fascinated with the idea, inquired:
“What Levonins? How are they related to us? Wouldn’t it be embarrassing for me, a stranger, to go there? How
big is the family?”
Surprisingly, my uncle did not go into detail. He merely said, smiling, that there wouldn’t be any
embarrassment since I’m still a “relative,” albeit distant; that he would write a letter to them today about my visit;
that the family consisted of two “girls,” Polina Vasilyevna and Adelaida Vasilyevna. He gave me a detailed
itinerary and advised me to pack as quickly as possible.
“How can I go and stay with two young ladies? Or are they old maids? No, uncle, I’d die of boredom if that
were the case!”
“I won’t say a word,” my uncle cut me off. “Go on—you’ll see for yourself. I’ll write to them about you
today.”
Not even three days had passed when I, with all of my amply heavy baggage (my “art materials” alone took up
considerable space), in a disgusting car and on a provincial railway, approached the district town, where I had to
take another road to get to my newfound relatives. It was early morning. I had hardly slept at all, so I was in a
rather foul mood.
“It just never ends,” I grumbled, looking out the window at fields and copses rushing by. “Imagine—on a
country road for sixty versts! A journey to the very edge of the world! And all for some sort of nightmarish
spinsters! How can I be related to them? It’s all my uncle’s invention! They’ll probably even want me to call them
auntie and respectfully kiss their hands! I can hardly wait!”
I was irritated, too, because there was nowhere for me to dress. I’m used to dressing with extreme care. An
appealing exterior—the result of good bearing—wins a great deal, and I knew that my appearance was pleasant.
Cousin Nina, in her nicer moments, would say:
“The main thing I like about you is that you are not simply a beau garfon. You’ve got something … something
… de la poésie … undersetand?”
What else! I understood that perfectly. I rather liked myself on the whole, and was happy being me. Age thirty,
tall, golden hair thrown back, independent, wealthy, completely free, talented, and inclined toward painting
Only in this last point was there something which I did not completely like—but more about that later.
It was already a quarter to eight when the slow train finally came to a stop in the station. I was confronted by a
yellow wooden depot with a fence of the same color, behind which showed the puny trees of the
parterre\fn{Garden.} around the station, a plank platform with a stooping gendarme in a canvas suit, and a small
group of coarse peasants. Their backs were bent under gray sacks, and their faces expressed confusion and
disbelief.
The porters didn’t even show up. Somehow I crawled out of the car and made my way to the station, dragging
along all of my suitcases and packages. In the buffet (where they gave me some hideous coffee) I found an
efficient lackey whom I asked to hire a horse for the trip to Osokino.
“Where would you like to go?” the lackey asked me.
“To Osokino, sixty versts from here. The Mademoiselles Levonin. Really, you don’t know them?”
“Osokino? I’ve heard of it. But it is very far. Not very many of the gentlefolk go there. If I may say so, you
won’t find a driver so experienced; that is, one travels with his own horses there.”
“Well, please ask around, my good man. It’s necessary that I find someone.”
After a considerable interval of time a driver was presented to me. A carriage or a surrey, I don’t know—all I
can say is that it was some tall, frightful thing with no springs. Two scrawny nags in stringy traces stood with
heads lowered. The coachman, an austere peasant, gloomy and venomous, demanded an unbelievable price of me,
which I gave him right away.
I was really beginning to be afraid. They brought over my suitcases and we started off. The carriage bounced
along the incredible road through town. A white cathedral with a golden cupola, a municipal boulevard, some
office or other, rows of wooden stores in which wheels, soap, and bagels were sold, the market square with a few
carts (since it was a weekday) and some trampled black straw—all flashed by. Simple houses, clean and tiny, were
followed by dark little shacks with opalescent glass windows stuffed in places with rags. Finally a pub with a blue
sign and a little wooden porch disappeared from sight—and we left the town behind. The highway stretched out to
the right, but we turned off right away onto a country road.
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I finally caught my breath, but I couldn’t even enjoy the wonders of the city from the top of my carriage, it
jolted me about so. I came to myself only when we got onto the country road. Open spaces passed by, the June
sun, rising higher, was growing rather hot.
“Listen,” I began, turning to the sullen peasant. “Do you know the way?”
“Yes.”
“You mean you’ve been to Osokino before?”
“Yes, I’ve been there.”
“What do you think: is it nice there?”
“Yes, it’s nice.”
“What about the ladies?”
“They’re all right.”
There was no possibility of continuing such a conversation. An acquaintance of mine, a student, once told me
that one often encounters melancholia among these people, and that they always end up committing suicide. I
thought that my driver would probably commit suicide.
We entered the forest, and from then on the road seemed to become lost within it. The trees grew smaller,
almost turning into bushes, and I glanced along the tops of young birch trees and tiny asps,\fn{ Aspins.} trembling
with each and every little thin-stemmed leaf—when, all of a sudden, walls appeared near the road, and that very
road, little-traveled, green and damp, would recede farther, fading away in the shade of the straight, tall trees, the
tops of which shone in the sun.
I leaned back. The green branches met above the road, not letting the sun penetrate. The green forest thickened
on the right and on the left, with not even a ray of light shining through. The road grew softer still, and damp, and
was covered with moss. Sharp, languid fragrances seized me. It smelled of earth, the leaves of berry bushes, last
year’s decayed leaves, and the fresh, loose bark of the birch trees. The air was damp and cool. I breathed quickly,
delighting and marveling at the unusual, animated aroma. A happy, unsuspecting bird whistled, not too loudly, but
clearly; it would finish its short little song—and then begin again on the same note. I heard a cuckoo nearby, very
close. I started. The bird also became frightened, hearing the soft noise of the wheels along the moss-covered
road, and immediately fell silent.
It seemed as though I’d fallen into some mysterious world. How strange it seemed! Here there were trees,
moss, grass, sky, and air. There were trees, moss, grass, sky, and air in Peterhof, too. Nevertheless, I felt as if I
were seeing all of this for the first time. Even my disposition changed, and my thoughts became more serious,
quieter, and simpler.
The road just kept going; my coachman was silent. The carriage swayed now only gently. I made myself
comfortable and gradually fell asleep.
“There it is: Osokino. You can see it from here.”
The sun had already fallen to the horizon when, after a day of travel with a two-hour stop to feed our horses in
some dirty little hamlet, the peasant turned to me and pointed straight ahead with the handle of his whip.
“What? Where is it?” I asked, raising myself up in the carriage.
We had left the forest. Now vast, endless fields of grain and meadows stretched out to the left, while on the
right, a long lake, hemmed in by dark rushes, shone in the sun like liquid tin. We got to the top of a small hill, and
I saw clearly the white manor house, a large stone building with a mezzanine. The leafy trees of the garden
loomed dark from behind. In front, on the grounds, I could distinguish grayish-colored storehouses, sheds, various
outbuildings, and a lane running through trimmed acacias. On the right, at a considerable distance from the house,
beyond the hill, shone the cross of a small church. Some other structures could just barely be made out beyond
that.
Our horses hastened along, a little happier, sensing a respite. The tall, thick rye fluttered now at the very edge
of the road. Every stalk bent its long head. The glossy strips of rye undulated slowly along the wide expanse of
the fields.
I was looking at the grain when suddenly, on the horizon, I saw something white. I am a little shortsighted, but
we drew closer, and I was able to discern the shapely figure of a woman in a pastel dress, which seemed a little
strange to me; why, I was unable to say. Something about it was uncommon, though not uncomely. I could not
make out the woman’s face. She was rather far away, and I noticed that she was wearing a wide round straw hat
with a black ribbon around the crown. The hat cast a shadow on her face, and the ends of the ribbon fluttered
lightly in the breeze. This hat, too, seemed a little strange to me. I remembered that hats of such design are called
bergerka. My cousin Nina explained it to me when I went to the final bat masque one day last winter.
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I was about to stop, assuming, not without some basis, that this was one of the inhabitants of Osokino. My
coachman, however, clicked his tongue, and we darted down the hill, quickly finding ourselves at the gates of the
estate.
An old man, the watchman most likely, was already slowly opening the gate. A whole pack of dogs dashed
under the wheels. My carriage pulled right up to the portico.
I have to admit, it was very embarrassing for me. I felt guilty of something before my unknown hostesses. I
awaited them eagerly, having cast off all my expectations beforehand and having decided not only to call them
auntie but to kiss their hands as well. I was ready to make even greater sacrifices.
But the ladies of the house did not appear. An old servant in pea-green livery, with a kind, very gentle face, ran
out to meet me. (I don’t know why, but he reminded me of Aksakov’s Bagrovs Grandron.\fn{Sergey Timofeyevich
Aksakov (1791-1859), Russian author whose popular works, A Russian Gentleman (1856) and Years of Childhood (1858) were based on
his formative years on the Russian steppes .} It sometimes happens that something will unfailingly call to mind something

else, apparently totally unrelated. No matter how much you look, you will never find the connection.) He was
followed by maidservants, again not in the least bit young. One friendly, gray-haired chambermaid really struck
me; she was dressed rather in the manner of a young srN4brette, namely, in a light calico dress, a short apron with
tiny pockets, and a little white cap.
All of them rushed to kiss my hand. I was dumbfounded and I blushed, but I did not protest.
“If you please, sir, if you please,” the gentle old man kept saying, while my bags were being taken from the
carriage. “We’ve been waiting for you, and here you are. We thought you wouldn’t come on such a dreary day as
today, a Monday. Miss Adelaida Vasilyevna is here, in her room, but Polina Vasilyevna has gone out for a walk. If
you please, everything is ready for you on the mezzanine. If something is not quite right—the ladies said that you
could move downstairs.”
I liked everything on the mezzanine very much, however. There were two large rooms, a study and a bedroom.
One room had a balcony facing the garden where a second small lake shone near a hill through the foliage of the
trees; the other room faced the side of the courtyard, the fields, and the larger lake. The ceilings were a little low,
and the furniture was not altogether comfortable—upholstered damask, and bulky—but I liked the furniture with
the straight backs.
Having just barely looked around, I began to wash, to put away my things, and to change clothes. The old man,
who was called Finogen, left, saying that it would soon be time for tea and dinner.
Without my being aware of it, it had grown dim in my room, and the twilight had already turned into night
when I, now completely dressed, heard a knock at the door.
I expected it to be Finogen again, but instead that same chambermaid whom I had noticed on the portico
entered.
“Dinner is ready, sir,” she said with a slight grimace, crossing her arms underneath her little apron. “Oh, good
heavens, your carousel lamp isn’t even lit!”
She went quickly up to the table between the windows, where I had earlier noticed a large porcelain lamp.
Actually, I hadn’t had a chance to look over my “study”—that is, the room facing the side with the garden—as I’d
spent all my time in the bedroom.
The lamp was beautiful, Saxon, it seems; but it burned oil, not kerosene. (The chambermaid had not made a
mistake when she said “carousel.”) You have to tighten these lamps every quarter of an hour, as I discovered, or
else they go out.
“What’s your name, dear?” I asked the chambermaid as she was fussing with the lamp.
“Me, sir? Nadya. I work for Polina Vasilyevna. Antonida serves the older lady, sir. Polina Vasilyevna knows of
your arrival at the estate. She was walking in the fields, sir.”
“Oh, so that was Polina Vasilyevna? In the light dress?”
“That was her, sir. She likes very much to go for a walk at sunset.”
“Listen, Nadya,”—it was a little embarrassing for me at first to call such a venerable person ‘Nadya;’ but I
quickly got used to it, all the more because her face, all in small wrinkles, looked so fresh, dear, and kind from
under her gray hair and the frill of her coquettish little cap. “You see, Nadya, I came so unexpectedly. It’s rather
embarrassing for me … I don’t know your mistresses …”
“Oh, what do you mean! The ladies are so glad you’re here! Konstantin Omitrich (that was my uncle) wrote
that you’re an artist. You’re our ladies’ cousin, it seems they said. I’m kind of glad, too, our ladies will have a nice
time, they need a little social company.”
The reddish light of the lamp fell in a round spot on the table. I raised my eyes to the now illuminated part of
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the wall between the windows—and came to a standstill for a second. A small, round portrait, not clearly
distinguishable against the off-white wallpaper, was glowing faintly there. My eyes could not tear themselves
away from it, although it was simple and pale. The thin, twisted frame shone dimly. A young lady in a muslin
dress, with ash-blonde hair curled around her ears in the old style and large, very blue, puzzled eyes had been
portrayed there in pale pastels and transparent shades of pink against a white background. I don’t know what kind
of unknown charm there was in this simple, gentle face, but my chest contracted as if in pain—and I looked at the
miraculous pastel, trembling, almost in reverence and torment.
“Who is that?” I asked involuntarily and timidly, pointing to the portrait.
“That?” Nadya was already preparing to leave the room. “Oh, good heavens, the year before last Adelaida
Vasilyevna lived in this room, so she hung up that portrait and it has stayed there. I didn’t even notice—”
“But who is it?”
“Why it’s our young mistress, Polina Vasilyevna. The late master, her papa, painted her. He painted very well,
they say, and he portrayed her completely like herself. But come to dinner, sir, if you please, the ladies are in the
dining room.”
Nadya disappeared. With an effort, I tore myself away from those enormous blue eyes in the portrait, walked
up to the door and, on the threshold, looked back again, as if afraid that “she” might leave. Finally, I opened the
door and quickly went downstairs.
*
I don’t know what I expected when it was time to meet my hostesses, and I don’t remember what I was
thinking about while going down the stairs. The dining room was a spacious room with dark oak furniture and a
table which, illuminated by two candelabra in which wax candles were burning, stood set for dinner in the center
of the room. In the faint glimmer of the candles I suddenly caught sight of the tall figure of a woman, very thin,
standing with her back to me. It seems she was setting a bouquet of cornflowers on the window. She turned
around at the sound of my footsteps. My heart pounded violently—and stopped for an instant. What was this? A
muslin dress with a high bodice and a billowing skirt, a pale complexion, ash-blonde hair, curled low on the ears.
But I had already collected myself. In front of me stood my hostess, the “young lady.” She smiled prettily and
shyly and, without giving me her hand, curtsied to me, blushing. Her tiny face, thin and longish, all in small,
delicate wrinkles, radiated coyness and delight. Her hair, too, was light; it was streaked imperceptibly with gray.
Her hands, somewhat dried and yellowish, in black mittens, clutched the bunch of cornflowers. The bergerka lay
on a chair—it suited her extraordinarily well in this strange dress with its high, promontory bodice and short
sleeves.
“Polina Vasilyevna …,” I began.
Polina lowered her familiar blue eyes and again laughed gaily.
“Soyez Ie bien venu, Monsieur Georges,” she said with a slight burr. “That is correct, is it not? You are called
Monsieur Georges? You are our cousin, but my sister and I have decided to call you Monsieur Georges. That’s
better … more comfortable somehow. Will you allow me? Sister dear! Adele! Come quickly.”
I turned to meet Adelaida Vasilyevna, who was just then entering. She was shorter than her sister, not quite so
thin, although even she was corseted. Her dark dress, also with a high bodice, was covered above with a pelerine
cape and a delicate frill. Her completely white hair was combed smoother and her face, wrinkled like her sister’s,
seemed however to have more of a yellowish tinge. She was probably about three years older than Polina. For
some reason, I remember, the material of her dress struck me—thick brown silk, like bast, embroidered with tiny,
satiny flowers. I remember too that, for a long time when I was a child, I’d seen in Grandmother’s trunk a
disassembled coat\fn{A coat in which the sleeves were fastened to the bodice with laces or buttons .} just like this dress.
Only Grandmother’s coat and the trunk smelled especially sweet and sharp. I had called the smell “centennial,”
and it seemed to me that Adele’s dress must have smelled like that.
I noticed right away that Adele treated her sister as an older woman would treat her favorite spoilt little baby.
She reprimanded her gently for taking such a late walk. Polina made an excuse and then made a face as though
she were angry. It was clear, by the way, that there was profound harmony between the sisters.
With a hearty appetite I ate an excellent country dinner and tried to maintain a conversation, but in the depths
of my soul I was confused and couldn’t find the right tone at all.
“So you never leave the country?” I asked Adelaida.
“No, we left society. And as long as we are not bored … Polina studies music and I take care of the house a
little … It’s nice, you know, to lock yourself up in the middle of nowhere. Petersburg with its parties, concerts,
and gatherings wearied us long ago. Isn’t that right, Polina?”
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“Oh Adele, you know I never get bored. I love the fields so much, and the flowers, and going for walks. And
loneliness always … says so much to my heart.”
“How is Konstantin Dmitrich?” Adele asked me about my uncle. “Is he still as naughty as ever? Oh, he is a
horrible madcap! He’s the most unbearable of the young rakes, that’s for sure! But I have forgiven him everything
for his indefatigability. Just let some interesting little party get going, apartie de plaisir,\fn{A note reads: A pleasant
little soiree.} and he’s the first one there.”
I was about to open my mouth to say that my uncle, Konstantin Dmitrich, had been paralyzed and bald for a
long time and, living strictly in Tsarskoe, ran around less than anyone. But it somehow did not get said, and I
remained quiet.
“And do you paint?” Polina asked.
“Yes, a little.”
“Oh, how I enjoyed last time the painting of that … famous … what is his name, Adele? You know, that new
one?”
“I don’t remember … oh yes, a beautiful portrayal. He will succeed. Do you like music? Polina can sing for
you sometime.”
“Oh no, Adele! I’ve been singing completely off key lately.”
Having inquired as to my interests in literature, the sisters decided to entertain me with that theme, too. It
appeared that they had a whole library, to which Polina promised to escort me tomorrow.
“Adele reads very little,” Polina complained. “Whereas I—always, always with a book, float away to unknown
countries. Among the Russians there are no writers who really uplift the soul. One young writer began fairly well.
Her name was Evgeniya Tur, have you read her? I have just finished The Niece. As for the poets—perhaps only
Zhadovskaya …”
“You mean you don’t care for Druzhinin?”
“Him, for une dame qui a quitte son mari? No, no, that’s terrible!” Polina even flared up, gesturing in
disapproval.
“You mean you don’t even like Pushkin?” I asked.\fn{ Aleksandr Sergeyevich Pushkin (1799-1837), Russian author; in the
opinion of many the father of modern Russian literature. He was killed in a duel .}
“Yes, Pushkin … of course … Entre nous soit die! … that critic, you know which one, a priest’s son, I think,
seems nevertheless to be right about one thing: there is not enough elevation in Pushkin. I don’t share the opinions
of that critic at all, or of all the newest views on utility, the negation of the soul, etc. No, no, it’s horrible! But he
had some credible remarks concerning Pushkin. What is he writing now? Adele, Adele,” she cried, not giving me
time to answer, “do you remember when we met Gretch? Tell me, do you ever see Gretch in the literary circles?”
“He’s dead,” I said finally.
“Oh, my heavens, what happened to him? How sad!”
Our conversation dragged on. And, strange as it may seem, after a little while I was refuting Pisarev and
Dobrolyubov with such ardor, as if their articles had just come out and I were to enter into polemics with them the
next day in a journal. Old images long forgotten, almost unknown, arose in my soul. I was going to discuss the
fact of the emancipation of the serfs\fn{ This took place in Russia in 1861.}—my hostesses held different opinions on
that subject—when all of a sudden I noticed that it was late and time to go to bed. Adelaida was restraining a
yawn, but Polina listened to me and nervously picked at her mittens.
I bowed again ceremoniously, and received in answer two curtsies and pleasant smiles.
I went directly to my bedroom, climbed up on the extremely high feather bed and, in spite of the hot weather,
fell asleep right away. I dreamed about Gretch rising slowly from his coffin, which he shared with Bulgarin for
some reason, making a most malicious fist both at me and at Polina, with her mittens on, attired moreover in a
muslin dress, from whom I was supposed to remove some sort of spell. I got excited, cried out, moaned, but
nothing happened. Polina kept on nodding to me, sadly and languorously. And then it wasn’t Polina anymore, but
someone with a pale, delicate face and large, indecisive eyes …
*
I was sitting in the garden above the lake, trying in vain to depict in oils the narrow leaves of the willow and
the patches of sunlight below it, reflected in the water—when someone tapped me on the shoulder with an
umbrella.
I looked around. Polina was standing behind me in her bergerka and black mittens. With two fingers she lifted
her light dress slightly and, from under the frill, her foot showed, in a white stocking and a prunella slipper with
straps.
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“You’re here, Monsieur Georges. I was walking through the garden and all of a sudden I saw—you. How nice,
how nice!” she continued, glancing at my drawing which didn’t look like anything.
“Yes … you are an artist!” She affected a most curious expression, shook her head coquettishly, and her
wrinkled face became smaller yet. “Would you like me to take you to the library? I have the key. I’ve been
promising you for a long time. You’ve tired of painting … it’s so hot now …”
I agreed happily. I had not even seen the house of Osokino properly. And I really had no desire to paint a
landscape. I had other plans …
We entered the cool, spacious rooms. Everything was both surprising and agreeable to me. Surprising,
however, only at first. Later, by contrast, it all began to seem familiar, native, as if I had always lived here and as
if it were impossible to live in a different way. A large room with straight divans under slipcovers, a parlor with
stoves in two of its corners and a door out onto a terrace; a cloudy mirror in a gilded frame, a mahogany dresser in
the style of a chiffonier on top of which stood blacker-than-black busts of Voltaire and Savonarola; discolored
paintings, speckled with tiny little cracks: oval lifesize portraits of some people in cuffs and ruffled shirts, with
tufted hair on high foreheads and lifeless facial expressions. On the furniture there were endless embroidered
cushions, most likely homemade. The light, square room was more cheerful than the others. A tiny yellowed piano
on four small legs took shelter here near the wall.
“I sometimes sing here,” Polina said, lowering her eyes. “My sister accompanies me.”
The library turned out to be a fair-sized room, filled with bookcases.
“Here, I’ll leave the key with you, Monsieur Georges,” Polina said, curtsying. “I don’t want to bother you.
Here, in this cabinet, there are the magazines. There are some humorous ones, too. My sister and I often take one
volume or another and look it over when we want to laugh a little. It’s filled with such terrible epigrams on our
society.”
She left.
I opened the ca binet. Dust from the long-untouched piles of books fell into my eyes. The books smelled of
rotten print, dried paper, old leather, and mustiness. And what wasn’t here! French books from the beginning of
the century with poorly printed texts and colored pictures, all of them of some women with umbrellas and
cavaliers in blue caftans. There were Russian books, too—an old edition of Pushkin, a songbook, instructions on
jam-making, and a home encyclopedia of medicine (in which, by the way, it advised that one should never lean
one’s stomach against the table after dinner, “for fear that from this bad consequences might arise”). In the
magazine cabinet I found copies of The Contemporary for several past years, with uneven pages stuck together.
The Spark nourished its wit on ladies in crinolines and on Askochensky, who was unknown to me, much to my
shame. I fell upon The Contemporary but soon tired of it because I didn’t understand anything. I started in on the
French books and got so carried away that they could barely manage to call me to dinner. The collection of French
engravings had so delighted me that I became even more friendly toward The Contemporary, and that evening
Polina and I had a heated discussion about one of the stories, which she, as it turned out, had also read.
*
It was raining, a cold drizzle, typically autumnal. However, it was warm and light in the room. The samovar
sang liltingly on the table, wax candles cast a soft light on Adelaida’s white hair as she bent over her work, and on
the paper of the album in which I had drawn a landscape with two huge trees near a stream. The album belonged
to Polina. It had kept me very busy. It was bound in leather, though that binding was falling off with age; there
were yellowed pages on which doves were drawn, bushes, roses, and verses written in yellow ink, maxims and
madrigals, for the most part in refined French. It had most likely been many, many years since anyone had written
In this album. For the first minute it was terrible and shameful for me to touch these pages, as it is shameful to
write something with a soft pencil on the half-rotten cross of a grave. But Polina looked on my hesitation
perplexedly, and so I set to work, already taking delight myself, vanquished by all of these innocent verses and
roses and by Polina’s entreating voice. I could never, by the way, refuse her anything.
“You know, Polina,” the elder sister suddenly interrupted the silence, “you should sing something. It’s a rather
boring evening. And Monsieur Georges has not yet heard you.”
Polina blushed terribly and, for the first time, looked at me with such faith, devotion, and even happiness, that I
was embarrassed. I thought she did not want to sing and was asking me to decline Adele’s offer; but to my
amazement she, posing ever so slightly, stood up gracefully and walked to the corner. Adele, bustling gaily,
immediately followed and sat down at the piano, while Polina looked for her music. I found a place for myself in
the corner, near a table on which an oil lamp was burning, and became absorbed in my sketching.
With the first notes of the song, however, my pencil stopped, and I froze. It would be impossible to describe
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the sound, impossible to convey in words a notion of the noise, the pitch, the harmony—or, rather, the dissonance.
I will only say that for the first time since my arrival at Osokino, regardless of all the surprising, strange things,
for the first time an uncontainable laughter, hysterical and morbid, rose in my throat. I thought, if only I were free,
I would have laughed, laughed to tears, to shouting. I would even have howled and moaned uncontrollably. The
tone of the piano was not even close to the sound of a quivering string, but sounded rather like the subterranean
howling of a dying animal. Polina’s voice wheezed on the low notes and cracked on the high ones—not drowning
out the accompaniment, however.
But after the first unexpected sounds, I opened my eyes and looked around. Adele’s face was serious and
intent; I noticed some of the female domestics in the doorway—and not one of them was smiling. On the contrary,
they were all listening attentively and, it seems, with pleasure. The sounds continued. I listened and grew
accustomed to them. I even began to comprehend exactly what she was singing. Then, finally, when the very
sharpness of the sounds, the screeching and howling ceased to amaze and disturb me, my shattered nerves calmed
down, and the smell of something distant, almost immemorial, shrouded, drifted to me, and compelled me to pay
attention. The tune changed, straining and bursting, as I kept trying to remember, to remember—right now, this
very minute.
Desultory images floated before me. A hall, large and rather dark … a candle on a piano … I am somewhere up
high, my head is above the light curls of a woman sitting at the piano and singing. Her face is very white, her lips
pink. I have been told that I had a stepsister, sixteen years older than I, who died young, a girl of remarkable
beauty. They would carry me into the hall when she sang. I was probably about three years old. I loved her
singing madly, and since that time I had never again heard this melody. It was so long ago that I was
dumbfounded that I could even remember—and I was excited as never before. The further back the memory went,
the more magical it was. It seemed that I was hearing the voices of another world.
Polina noticed my unrest and suddenly became terribly confused, although she shone with satisfaction at the
same time. She was about to sing another song when I asked her to repeat the same one. I couldn’t make out the
words and would have liked to go up to the piano and look at the music, but then I changed my mind. Let my
memory fly away, freely and at will, just as lightly and unexpectedly as it had come. It had slipped out of the
shadows for a moment, and it would hide again—who knows, maybe forever. I said nothing to the sisters. I
wanted to retain all of this for myself alone.
I don’t know why on this evening the delicate face of the portrait with its blue eyes persistently haunted my
imagination. I rarely looked at the portrait, as if afraid that it would lose its power over me; but I remembered it
and thought of it the whole time. Polina, as she was singing for the second time, accompanied herself. I saw her
shapely figure from behind, her ash-blonde hair, with its low coiffure. I didn’t even hear the harsh sounds
anymore, and little by little it appeared to me that this was not Polina at all. Rather, it was that pale.girl, and she
was singing this song so dear to my heart not now, but in some Infimtely remote time which had become the
present.
When we parted, I kissed Polina’s dried and yellowed hand, which had no glove on it this time. It seemed to
me that her hand was trembling. I don’t know how, but I managed tomumble a request which I had been wanting
to make for a long time, but which I for some reason hadn’t dared to, express:
“Polina Vasilyevna … there, in my room, I accidentally … your water-color portrait is a marvelous work. Will
you allow me to make a copy?”
A hasty and excited permission was granted—I wasn’t paying attention and almost did not hear what phrases
were used. I was happy. If I only can! Will I be able?
I nearly ran upstairs, and I looked at “her” for a long time in the light of the carousel lamp. She looked at me
too, directly and questioningly, with her unsmiling eyes.
*
We sat on the wide terrace, finishing our after-dinner tea. The evening, descending upon the meadows, was
clear, quiet, all golden-yellow. Warmth, but not heat, enveloped me, fragrant and caressing. In the garden it was
completely dark already, but the long rays of the sun still lingered over the meadows. Grasshoppers chirped busily
in the grass. The air was so clear and clean that the sound of the wheels of a carriage far, far away could be heard.
I didn’t feel like talking; rather, I wanted to breathe, to live.
I don’t know how much time had passed since I had come to Osokino. The days came and went; I had lost
track and didn’t even want to count them. I only knew that the hay had been mowed long ago, that the rye had
already turned yellow and bent to the ground, and that frequent winds had started to ripple the water of the large
lake. But the lake stood motionless now, as if asleep. The skies paled. On the horizon, from the east, low, round
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clouds gathered and spread slowly and subtly, changing color.
“Adelaida Vasilyevna,” I directed myself to the elder sister, who sat quietly and who had seemed sad to me all
day. “Why are you so pensive? Guess what I was thinking? I was thinking that I don’t even know what the date is
today, what month it is, how long I’ve been here with you.”
Adelaida laughed, gesturing with her arms.
“Why, what do you have to know that for, Monsieur Georges? We’ve lived like that for a long time. We know
the days of the week, the church bells ring on Sunday, but the date, whatever do we need that for? We have no
dealings with our neighbors; there isn’t even a village nearby. Our people go to town when necessary, but there is
nothing for us in town. We have our own provisions. We have a library, a piano. A steward looks after our
domestic affairs, he lives far away, and when he comes he only wants to give me bills … but I don’t bother with
him. God help him. Should I worry about this myself?
“No, we decided once and for all to leave society and are not about to change that. Winter, spring, summer …
and then, winter again. It’s nice to live in the backwoods, to forsake voluntarily the petty cares and squabbles of
the world.”
“But you can never keep track of the days,” I said. “They all look alike, as if they were all one day.”
Adele smiled and shook her snow-white head.
“Alike? What do you mean alike? There—do you see those clouds, the light ones, beyond the meadow? They
look very much like yesterday’s and tomorrow’s, and like many other clouds which have been and will be. It’s as
if they were all one cloud. Nevertheless, they are not yesterday’s or tomorrow’s, and they are all different. So
should a person’s days all be different and yet always alike, now, then, and eternally, until the end of the world.”
I looked at Adelaida in wonder. This was the first time she had talked to me so—seriously and wistfully. I
shifted my eyes to Polina. She sat quietly the whole time, with lowered eyelids. The expression on her sweet face
seemed changed to me, troubled and sad.
Lately we had been together almost constantly. We would go for walks, read, and talk. I loved to talk with her.
There was something simple, almost childlike, in her speech, sometimes sly, sometimes enigmatic. It was as if I
were reading a book in which the letter "T" was still printed with three strokes, and I myself were becoming the
hero of that book. Besides that, she would divert me from my sorrowful thoughts—the copy of the portrait was
not getting on well at all. Occasionally I was surprised—could I really hope to copy “her?” After all, she was
unique …
“What’s the matter with you, Polina Vasilyevna?” I inquired, taking her hand. “Are you ill?”
Suddenly, to my amazement, Polina pulled her hand away, jumped up quickly, and ran out. I seemed to hear a
restrained sob, but I wasn’t sure. Adelaida also stood quickly and followed her sister. I was left alone in my
bewilderment and sorrow.
*
The reddish moon rose late and cast a light on my window sill. I sat in my study without lighting the candles. I
knew that “she” was here, and that if it were light I would look at her all the time. I didn’t want that.
It was dark and still in the garden. The glow of the moon, not yet bright, shed hardly any light on the little
meadow in front of the house. A dampness came up from the lake. The trees were still, black as ink, as if they
were not sleeping, but dead. I heard a knock. I was surprised. I thought it was late already. However, my watch
hadn’t been running for a long time.
I recognized Nadya, but she seemed a little strange to me. Without saying a word, not surprised at the
darkness, she walked up to me and thrust a small scrap of paper right into my hand.
“What is this, Nadya?”
“From the young lady,” Nadya answered in a whisper.
“From Polina Vasilyevna? Is she not well?” I cried.
“Shhh …” Nadya whispered again, placing her finger to her lips. “Read it, please.”
I didn’t even notice exactly when she disappeared. What was all this mysteriousness? I lit the lamp and opened
the note, which had been sealed with wax. In large, uneven handwriting and with errors in spelling, the note
stated:
Monsieur Georges, je suis folIe, je rougis de mon audace, mais je vous supplie a genoux de me pardonner. Vous ttes
un noble coeur. Venez dans une heure en bas, tout produ lacivous savez, est le vieux banco fai a vous parler. Je vous
dirai tout. Pauline.
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I am beside myself, I blush from my audacity, but I want to implore you on my knees to forgive me. You have a
noble soul. Come down in one hour, right down to the lake—you understand?—where the old bench is. I have to speak
with you. I will tell you everything. Pauline.

The French was terrible, but poor Polina could scarcely have written such words in Russian. I read and reread
the note, beside myself with horror. I hadn’t managed to come to any conclusion yet—when again someone
knocked at the door. It wasn’t even a knocking; rather, it was as if someone were scratching at the door, not daring
to open it. With the note in my hand, I went to the door and threw it open.
Adelaida stood there.
“Good Lord, Adelaida Vasilyevna, is that you? Come in, please.”
She came in, looking around, confused by the unfamiliar thought that she was in a young man’s study, and
seemed ready to run out any second. Her nervousness overcame her. She fell into an armchair and her tears
overflowed.
I was terribly frightened. Finally she calmed down a little and started talking hurriedly:
“Monsieur Georges … I understand … this nocturnal rendezvous might surprise you … but I could not … I
must save … prevent … Lord,” she cried, seeing the note in my hand, “I thought so, there’s her note!”
I threw down the note and did not know what to do, confronted by the sincere tears of this kindly woman with
her white hair and honest (now completely aged) face.
“You understand, Monsieur Georges, you know everything. She loves you.”
“Who?” I cried. “Polina Vasilyevna?”
It was as if my eyes were opened. And strange—an unexpected, fervent, joyous wave swept over my heart.
“She loves me! Polina loves me …”
The candle burned on the table without flickering. Adelaida Vasilyevna sat in the armchair. And from the wall,
up above, those large blue eyes looked at me, filled with tenderness.
Adelaida Vasilyevna did not notice my agitation.
“I know, you have an honest heart, Monsieur Georges. Do understand her. She tore herself away from the
temptations of the world early; she has always had a passionate soul … you were so kind to her, you read and
talked, and then that portrait—(I shuddered, but she did not notice)—You liked her, in a word. But you, after all
… you … cannot … be serious about this?”
She gasped for breath, but then regained control of herself and continued:
“I ask you now … have pity on her, on us … I’ve always been a mother to her, I won’t allow … to be blunt,
leave tomorrow, don’t see her,” she finished and folded her hands, entreating me.
I remained silent. I had not the strength to speak. I had already composed myself, but my heart ached
intolerably. Adelaida Vasilyevna took my silence for consent.
“I haven’t been mistaken about you, Monsieur Georges,” she stated solemnly, arising from the armchair. “You
will leave, I see, and I appreciate it.
“Besides, it would be impossible,” she added, as if to herself. “I’ll make arrangements … there will be a horse
at dawn … if any of your things are left behind, we’ll send them. Have I your word of honor, Monsieur Georges,
that you will leave?”
I was still unable to speak. I nodded.
“And … you won’t see her?”
I again nodded.
Adelaida Vasilyevna suddenly hugged me tightly, with her arms around my head, as a mother would embrace
her child, and kissed my forehead. Then, probably ashamed of her unexpected action, she slipped over to the door
and disappeared.
*
I sat in the armchair near the open window. The moon rose higher and sh.ed a silver light on the grass and on
the tips of the lindens and maples. The cnckets fell silent. A night bird languished in solitude among the reeds near
the lake. Something white seemed to appear before me, flashing behind the trees. It was Polina.
“She loves me … she is waiting for me, yet I do not join her. Who is Polina? Does it even matter? It was that
same Polina with curly, light hair and gentle eyes. Why don’t I join her? Don’t I really love her?”
I looked at her pale eyes—and it seemed to me that there was bitterness and reproach in them. The longer I
looked, the more unbearably my heart ached.
The time passed. I hadn’t noticed that the moon had set, that it was beginning to grow light, that the garden
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was becoming gray and lifeless. The snorting of horses woke me from my trance, but not completely.
Mechanically I stood up, dressed, barely realizing what I was doing, grabbed a suitcase, threw some things into it
and, preparing to leave, stopped for the last time before the portrait. For the last time her eyes looked at me with
wonder and infinite injury. I moved closer, touched her pink, almost rose-colored, half-opened mouth with my
cold lips—and left.
It was barely dawn; it was gray in the forest, damp and eerie. The wheels hummed softly. The trees bent their
cold branches, and large, quiet drops of dew fell to the ground. I cried silently and bitterly, and pain, like a rigid
hand, gripped my heart.
I cried because I loved Polina so.
53.137 Mr. Samson Cat\fn{by Valéry Carrick (1869-1948)} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (M) 1
Once upon a time a cat came running out of a certain village, and a fox came running out of a certain forest,
and they met.
“How do you do?” said the fox.
“How do you do?” said the cat.
“What’s your name?” said the fox.
“Mr. Samson Cat, and what’s yours?”
“They call me Widow Fox.”
“Let’s live together,” said the cat.
“Very well,” said the fox. And so they settled down in Widow Fox’s cottage.
One day Mr. Cat went out for a walk to gather berries in the forest, when a hare came running along. He never
noticed the cat and jumped right on to the top of him. Mr. Cat said, “F-r-r-r!” and the hare took fright and set off
running so fast, that you could see his heels twinkle, and he was gone! Then the hare met a wolf, and said to him:
“As 1 was running past Widow Fox’s cottage, an unheard-of beast jumped right on to the top of me, he was so
big and so dreadful! He was just going to swallow me up alive, only my legs saved me!”
“I must go and have a look,” said the wolf.
“Don’t, he will eat you up!” said the hare.
Nevertheless the wolf went off to Widow Fox’s cottage. And just then Widow Fox and Mr. Samson Cat had
dragged a dead sheep into their courtyard, and were hard at it behind the fence, gobbling him up. When Widow
Fox had had enough, she came out at the gate, and there Mr. Wolf came up to her. He could hear how Mr. Cat was
going on behind the fence, and said to Widow Fox:
“Who is that there in your courtyard, Widow Fox?”
“That’s the mighty Mr. Samson Cat. He killed a sheep in a fight and now he’s eating it. You’d better go away
quickly, or else the same thing will happen to you.”
Meantime Mr. Cat was working hard at the sheep and crying, “Mee-ow, mee-ow!” And Mr. Wolf thought he
was saying: “Not enough, not enough.” And he thought:
“Good gracious, he hasn’t had enough after eating a whole sheep!”
And he grew frightened and ran away. And as he was running he saw a pig rubbing his side against a tree. And
he said to him:
“Have you heard the news? We shan’t be able to make a living in this forest any more; Widow Fox has got a
dreadful animal living with her, the mighty Mr. Samson Cat. He eats four sheep a day, and then says he hasn’t had
enough.” And Mr. Pig flapped his ears and winked his eye and said:
“I should like to have a look at this beast!”
“What are you thinking of!” said Mr. Wolf. “You’d better not go near the place!”
And while they were standing and talking, a bear came up, and Mr. Pig said to him:
“Uncle Bruin, have you heard the news? Widow Fox has a beast living with her called the mighty Mr. Samson
Cat. He eats ten oxen a day, and then says he hasn’t had enough!”
“What a terrible thing,” said Bruin, “I should like to see that beast!”
So they discussed this way and that, and sent Mr. Pig to Widow Fox to ask if they might just with one eye have
a peep at Mr. Samson Cat. And Mr. Pig came to Widow Fox and said:
“How do you do? how do you do, Widow Fox? We have heard tell of your Mr. Samson and we should so like
to have a look at him. Do please tell us how this could be arranged without the danger of his eating us up!” And
Widow Fox thought for a bit and then said:
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“This is how you must arrange it: bake a lot of pies and get a lot of honey, and invite us to come and see you.
Perhaps he won’t do you any harm then.” And Mr. Pig was delighted and ran back to his friends and told Mr.
Wolf and Mr. Bruin:
“Widow Fox says: ‘Bake a lot of pies and get a lot of honey, and we will come and see you, and perhaps the
mighty Mr. Samson Cat won’t eat you all up.’”
And so Bruin began to get the honey, Mr. Wolf began to bake the pies, and Mr. Pig began to tidy up, and get
ready to receive the expected guests.
And they baked a lot of pies, and got a lot of honey, and Bruin said:
“I shall get up into a tree; from there I shall see better when the guests begin to arrive.” And so he climbed up.
And Mr. Wolf said:
“For a whole day I’ve been working at those pies. I shall go and rest for a bit under this log.” And he crawled
under the log and lay down there. And Mr. Pig said:
“I have got hot all over, making everything tidy. I shall go and get into the shade for a bit.” And he went and
hid in the brushwood.
Meanwhile Widow Fox and the mighty Mr. Samson Cat came along, and their hosts were not there! Bruin was
up an oak, Mr. Wolf under a log, and Mr. Pig in the brushwood. So there was nothing to be done but start eating
without their hosts, and Widow Fox went for the honey while Mr. Cat got to work on the stuffed pies.
Suddenly Mr. Cat heard something rustling in the grass, and this was Mr. Pig’s tail rustling from fright. Mr. Cat
thought, “I expect that’s a mouse,” and dashed off and caught Mr. Pig by the tail.
Mr. Pig squealed and ran off as hard as he could, and ran his snout straight into the stump of a tree. Mr. Cat
was really just as much frightened himself, and jumped onto the tree. At this Bruin’s paws grew weak from fright,
and he fell plump down from the tree right on to the top of the log under which Mr. Wolf was lying.
And Mr. Wolf thought, “My end has come,” and he jumped out from under the log and started off running as
hard as he could go. And it was not till evening that Mr. Wolf, Mr. Pig and Bruin met again and told each other
their experiences. Mr. Pig said:
“Well I never! The way he caught hold of my tail and dashed my head against the stump!” And Bruin said:
“The stump was nothing! He tore out the whole oak tree by the roots and began to shake it. How could I
possibly hold on? I was lucky not to fall into his jaws.” And Mr. Wolf said:
“And the way he put me one on with that oak tree! Well, that is a beast, if you like!” And they all began to
shake their heads and said:
“Well, that is a beast, if you like! There’s no mistake about Mr. Samson Cat!”
28.5 Time\fn{by Nadezhda Teffi aka Nadezhda Buchinskaya (1872-1952)} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 2
It was an excellent restaurant, with shashlik, pelmeni, suckling pig, sturgeon, and an artistic program of
entertainment. The artistic program was not limited to Russian numbers alone—to Bast Shoes and Bublichki and
Black Eyes. Among the performers were Negresses and Mexicans and Spaniards and gentlemen of the indeterminate jazz tribe who sing incomprehensible nasal words in all languages while rolling their hips. Even avowedly
Russian artists, after crossing themselves backstage, sang encores in French and English.
The dance numbers, which permitted the artists not to reveal their nationality, were performed by ladies with
the most supernatural names: Takuza Luka. Rutuf Yay-Yay. Hekama Yuya.
There were among them dusky, almost black, exotic women with elongated green eyes. There were rosygolden blondes and fiery redheads with brown skin. Almost all of them, right down to the mulattoes, were
Russian, of course. With our talents, even that isn’t hard to achieve. “Our sister poverty” has taught us worse
things.
The decor of the restaurant was chic. It is precisely this word that defined it best of all. Not luxurious, not
magnificent, not elegant, but—chic.
Little colored lampshades, little fountains, green aquaria with goldfish set into the walls, carpets, the ceiling
painted with incomprehensible things, among which one discerned now a bulging eye, now a lifted leg, now a
pineapple, now a piece of nose with a monocle glued to it, now a lobster tail. It seemed to those sitting at the
tables that all these things were falling on their heads, but apparently this was just what the artist had intended.
The help was courteous. They never said to late-comers: “Hold on. What are you shoving for when there ain’t
no seats? This ain’t no streetcar.”
The restaurant was frequented as much by foreigners as by Russians. One could often see some Frenchman or
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Englishman, who apparently had already been at this establishment, bring in some friends with him and, with the
expression of a magician swallowing a piece of burning cotton, empty a glass of straight vodka into his mouth and
then, his eyes bulging, stop it in his throat with a pirozhok. His friends would regard him as a courageous crank
and, smiling suspiciously, would sniff at their glasses.
The French love to order pirozhki. For some reason they are amused by this word, which they always
pronounce with the stress on the o. This is very strange and inexplicable. With all Russian words the French use
the stress characteristic of their own language, on the last syllable. With all words except pirozhki, which of
course requires that last-syllable stress.
Vava von Mersen, Musya Riewen, and Gogosya Livensky were sitting at a table. Gogosya moved in the
highest circles, although only in their outer periphery; therefore, in spite of his sixty-five years, he still answered
to the infantile nickname Gogosya.
Vava von Mersen, who had also long ago grown up to an elderly Varvara, had a head of tightly wound dry
curls the color of tobacco, so thoroughly cured that, were one to cut them off and chop them up fine, they could be
used to fill the pipe of some undemanding skipper of the merchant fleet.
Musya Riewen was youngish, a mere child who had just been divorced for the first time, melancholy,
sentimental, and delicate—which didn’t prevent her from gulping down glass after glass of vodka, with no effect
perceptible either to herself or to others.
Gogosya was an enchanting raconteur. He knew everyone and talked about everyone loudly and at length.
Occasionally, at risque moments, he switched, in the Russian manner, to French, partly so that “the servants
wouldn’t understand,” partly because a French indecency is piquant while a Russian one offends the ear.
Gogosya knew just what to order in which restaurant, greeted all maitres d'hotel with a handshake, knew the
names of the chefs, and remembered what he ate, when, and where.
He loudly applauded the successful numbers on the program, and shouted in a lordly bass:
“Atta boy! Good show!” Or:
“Good for you, sweetheart!”
He knew many of the customers, gestured to them cordially, and sometimes hooted so the whole room could
hear, “Comment iia va? Is Anna Petrovna en bonne santi?”
In a word, he was a marvelous customer, who filled three-quarters of the premises all by himself.
Opposite, by the other wall, a table was occupied by an interesting group. Three ladies. All three more than
middle-aged. To put it bluntly—they were old.
The one in charge of the whole affair was small, compact, her head screwed directly into her bust, without the
slightest hint of a neck. A large diamond brooch rested against her double chin. Her gray, excellently styled hair
was covered with a flirtatious black hat, her cheeks were powdered with pinkish powder, her very modestly
rouged mouth revealed bluish porcelain teeth. A splendid silver fox fluffed above her ears. The old lady was very
elegant.
The other two were uninteresting and had evidently been invited by the smartly dressed old lady. She chose
both the wine and the courses very carefully, while her guests, obviously knowing a thing or two, also expressed
their opinions sharply and defended their positions. They all attacked their food convivially, with the fire of
genuine temperament. They drank sensibly and with concentration. They quickly became flushed. The main old
lady filled out all over, even turned slightly bluish, and her eyes bulged and became glassy. But all three were in a
happily aroused state, like Africans who have just skinned an elephant, when their joy demands that they continue
dancing but their full stomachs fling them to the ground.
“What amusing old ladies,” said Vava von Mersen, directing her lorgnette toward the merry company.
“Yes,” Gogosya ecstatically joined in. “That’s a happy age. They don’t have to watch their figures, they don’t
have to conquer anyone or please anyone. If you have money and a good stomach, it’s the happiest age. And the
most carefree. You don’t have to plan your life any more. Everything’s been accomplished.”
“Look at that one, the main one,” said Musya Riewen, contemptuously lowering the corners of her mouth. “A
bouncy cow, that’s all she is. And I can just see that’s the way she’s been all her life.”
“Life’s probably been very good to her,” Gogosya said approvingly. “Live and let live. She’s merry, healthy,
rich. Maybe she wasn’t even bad looking once. Now, of course, it’s hard to tell. A lump of pink fat.”
“I think she must have been stingy, greedy, and stupid,” Vava von Mersen put in. “See how she eats and drinks.
A sensual animal.”
“But still, someone probably loved her, and even married her,” Musya Riewen drawled pensively.
“Someone simply married her for her money. You’re always imagining something romantic which just doesn’t
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occur in real life.”
Tyulya Rovtsyn interrupted the conversation. He was from the periphery of the same circles as Gogosya, and
therefore to the age of sixty-three preserved the pet name of Tyulya. Tyulya was also sweet and pleasant, but
poorer than Gogosya, and everything about him was played in a more minor key. After chatting for a few minutes,
he got up, looked around, and approached the merry old ladies. They greeted him happily, like an old
acquaintance, and made him sit down at their table.
Meanwhile the entertainment program was following its normal course.
A young man came out on the stage, licked his lips like a cat who’s eaten some chicken meat, and, to the
howling and syncopated tinkling of the jazz band, performed an English song with a sort of pleadingly feminine
cooing. The words of the song were sentimental and even melancholy, the tune monotonously doleful. But the
jazz did its job without going into these details. And it sounded as if a sad gentleman were tearfully recounting his
failures in love, while some madman was wildly jumping, roaring, and whistling and beating the tearful
gentleman on the head with a brass tray.
Then two Spanish ladies danced to the same music. One of them uttered a shriek while running off, which
considerably raised the spirits of the audience.
Then a Russian singer with a French name came out. At first he sang a French song and then, as an encore, an
old Russian song:
Your humble slave,
I’ll go down on my knees, I do not struggle, ruinous fate, with thee.
I’ll bear disgrace, bitter indignities
All for the joy of having you with me.

“Listen! Listen.” Gogosya suddenly pricked up his ears. “Oh, how many memories it brings back! There's such
a terrible tragedy connected with that song. Poor Kolya Izubov … Maria Nikolaevna von Rutte … the count …”
Whene’er my gaze encounters your dear eyes
I’m in the grip of tortured ecstasy

the singer uttered languidly.
“I knew all of them,” Gogosya recalled. “The song was written by Kolya Izubov. Charming music. He was
very talented. A sailor …”
And so are mirrored the e’er blessed stars
In the turbulent, unfathomable sea

the singer continued.
“How enchanting she was! Both Kolya and the count fell madly in love with her. And Kolya challenged the
count to a duel. The count killed him. Maria Nikolaevna’s husband was in the Caucasus at the time. He returned,
and there was this scandal, and Maria Nikolaevna was if nursing the dying Kolya. The count, seeing that Maria
Nikolaevna was with Kolya all the time, put a bullet through his brain and left a death note for her, saying that he
knew of her love for Kolya. The letter, of course, fell into her husband’s hands, and he demanded a dIvorce. Maria
Nikolaevna loved him passionately and was literally not to blame in any way. But von Rutte didn’t believe her; he
took an assignment in the Far East and left her. She was in despair, suffered madly, wanted to enter a convent.
After six years her husband sent for her to come to him in Shanghai. She flew there, reborn. She found him near
death. They lived together for only two months. He understood everything, he had loved only her all that time,
and had been in torment. All in all, it’s such a tragedy that it’s simply amazing how that little woman could. live
through it all. At this point I lost sight of her. I heard only that she got married, and her husband was killed in the
war. It seems that she perished also. Killed during the Revol.ution. Tyulya .over there, also knew her well, even
langulshed over her in his time.”
In the tu-u-urbulent, unfathomable sea.

“A remarkable woman. There are none like her nowadays.”
Vava von Mersen and Musya Riewen maintained an injured silence.
“There are interesting women in any period,” Vava von Mersen finally said through clenched teeth.
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But Gogosya only patted her on the hand mockingly and good-naturedly.
“Look,” said Musya, “your friend is talking about you with his old ladies.”
Indeed, both Tyulya and his ladies were looking directly at Gogosya. Tyulya got up and approached his friend,
and the main old lady nodded her head.
“Gogosya!” said Tyulya. “It turns out that Maria Nikolaevna remembers you very well. I told her your name,
and she recalled you right away and is very glad to see you.”
Gogosya was taken aback.
“What Maria Nikolaevna?”
“Madame Nelogina. Well—the former von Rune. Have you really forgotten?”
“Good Lord!” Gogosya grew agitated. “You know, we were just talking about her. Why, where is she?”
“Let’s go over to her for a minute,” Tyulya hurried him. “Your dear ladies will excuse you.”
Gogosya jumped up, looking around in amazement.
“Why, where is she?”
“Why, over there. I was sitting with her just now … we’re coming, we’re coming!” he shouted.
And the main old lady nodded her head and, merrily parting her strong fat cheeks with her painted mouth,
gleamed affably with her even row of blue porcelain teeth.
275.71 & 28.22 1. Carp Fishing 2. The Eagle 3. A Musical Affair (My Friend’s Story) 4. Miron And Dasha 5.
Christ’s Vespers: Five Short Stories\fn{by Ivan Sergeyevich Shmelyov (1873-1950)} Moscow, Russia (M) 17
1
Those were jolly meetings, in the spirit of Antosha Chekhonte's stories. At that time, Chekhov was still
Chekhonte, and I, a young schoolboy. It was in Moscow, in the Zamoskvorechye.'
That year we didn’t go to the country, and I, together with Zhenka Piunovsky—God rest his soul!—he fell
in the Carpathians while holding back an advancing Austrian division with only his battalion, for which he
was posthumously awarded the St. George medal—spent days on end in Neskuchny Park. There we built
wigwams and played Indians until we had our fill; having mastered their ways, we switched to living like
Eskimos and took up fishing in the ponds of the Meshchansky Garden, as the Garden sur rounding the
Meshchansky School on Kaluga Street was called.
The School’s ponds, which had not yet been cleaned, were famous for their carp. Outsiders were forbi-den
to fish there, but since Sashka Veryovkin, son of the school inspector, was a friend, we considered the ponds
our domain. The carp that summer were biting like crazy: maybe they sensed that the ponds would soon be
drained, and since they were destined to perish, better to perish with honor. Zhenka got into such a frenzy
that he lugged his Latin dictionary to the second-hand bookstore and bought a “porcupine feather”—a special
float for carp.
As soon as dawn broke, we would be at the ponds by the back water, a spot dense with buckwheat, where
a creek flowed by and there was just enough space to cast a line. Zhenka prepared a rich bait of burned bread
crust, grits, and hemp; the “porcupine feather” worked wonders, so we couldn’t complain. We dried and
pounded our take into pemmican, as the Indians and Eskimos call this nutritious powder.
It was the beginning of June. I remember, at dawn we went through the still deserted Garden. The birchtops
were shining liquid gold, the young rooks were screeching, the siskins chirping in the bushes, and the smell of the
pond water hung in the air; the whiff of warmth and slime met our nostrils, and in the pinkish haze between the
birches, we could see the water. Only anglers know what goes on in the heart when you approach a backwater at
dawn: you dimly make out the reeds, hear the splashes of sleepy fish whose widening circles on the water’s
surface flood your heart with the chill of excitement.
“Oh, damn it all!” hisses Zhenka, kicking my side. “Some chump’s sitting there—in a straw hat!!!”
We poke our heads out of the birches: indeed, someone is sitting there smoking, his fishing rods on forks set
to either side. But here the stranger rises, tall, long-legged, and—bang! He pulls out a huge lump of a carp, ours,
black-spined with dime-sized scales and says in a quiet bass voice, “Come now, my pretty one, don’t wiggle,’ so
calmly that at once you can tell he’s a pro.
“Have you ever seen such a cute little thing?” he shouts to someone on the left.
The someone, who has been fishing under the willows, turnes out to be Crooked-Nose, a teacher in the
Meshchansky school. Meanwhile, the stranger hangs the fish on a string and thrusts a twig through its mouth,
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fixing the string under its gills. Four of a small bream-size—from our lure, no less—already hang on the string. We
realize that the spot where we are isn’t suited to fishing; it’s impossible to cast—what with the willows in the way.
Crooked-Nose also pulls out a fish—a red-finned, orangey-sided one with a tinge of black. The huge carp comes
quietly, stiff as a board; it doesn’t even flutter. Long-Legs in a tussore jacket applauds,
“I didn’t expect such a fish Eldorado here! From now on, I’ll visit you more often!”
We see the other line jerk and pull down. Zhenka hisses,
“We’ve got to do something! Impostors!” The stranger pulls out a golden giant of a carp and holds it up
with both hands, admiring,
“Not a carp, but a gold medal.” Our hearts sink. Crooked-Nose yells,
“ … and I have a silver medal, Anton Pavlovich!” The stranger pulls out another gold one—even spits
into the water from vexation. The carp flops down like a wet galosh.
“Lord be praised!”
Unable to stand it any longer, we come closer. Zhenka growls,
“I don’t give a damn, I’m gonna cast right next to them!”
Still we watch—the float pulls gently, as though propelled by the breeze; it doesn’t even twitch. We
realize it must be something special. All at once, the expert becomes alert and yields the line slightly. He
pulls a tiny bit, and movement begins under the water. It becomes as still as if everybody had died, but
beneath the surface, something moves toward the thicket. The stranger shouts,
“No way out, my love … I know your habits, you’re a tench, at least a two-pounder!!!”
Tench indeed! There were never tenches here. Then he starts to play it out—an unbelievable giant of a
carp.
The moss envelops it, gold barely shining through. The man steps into the water, grabs it beneath the
gills, and throws it out. It bumps like a brick. We, too, rush to take a look. Now Crooked-Nose also is at the
spot. Long-Legs pulls the hook from the thick lip—the carp’s “ringlet” is the size of a quarter; it looks like
a harmonica. Squinting his eyes in our direction, he says to Crooked-Nose,
“Your carp are real petty-bourgeois, that’s obvious.” Crooked-Nose asks respectfully,
“In what sense, sir—because they live in the Meshchansky pond?” But Long-Legs laughs pleasantly in a
bass,
“An aristocratic carp loves to be caught in May when the mock cherry blooms … but these, evidently,
have not read Aksakov.” He appears quite young, wears a moustache, and his open face resembles that of
our Crimean bathhouse attendant, Makarka.
“And how about you fellows, have you read Aksakov?” he turns to us. “Aren’t you going to fry them?”
Zhenka puffs up, draws in his chin, and retorts importantly in a deep voice:
“We shall fry ’em, when we catch ’em!”
“Atta boy! A ready tongue,” the stranger doesn’t take offense.
“‘Atta boy’ is a shopboy behind the counter!’” Zhenka snaps back and, moving to the right, hisses in my
direction:
“You, wretched sissy, some ‘Falcon Feather’ you are, damn! You should’ve said, ‘it’s our place—we threw in
the bait!’”
We settle into a spot and unwind our lines. Willows overhang the bank about three yards, making the clearing
so tiny that there is barely enough room for the float to fall. Zhenka casts. His “porcupine feather” gets snagged
on the end of a low-hanging willow branch. The moth-bait dangles over the water surface.
In the meanwhile, at their spot, the intruders pull out another huge carp. Zhenka keeps waving his rod about,
but can’t untangle it. He just makes the branches splash the water, stirring up small waves.
“I don’t give a damn if I scare all the fish away. I won’t let them catch any!” But his “porcupine feather” only
gets more and more entangled. The stranger shouts to us:
“Why waste all that effort? Come over here with me. Cast here, there’s room enough for us all!” But Zhenka,
having lost his temper, shouts back rudely,
“You took our spot, used our lures, damn you, so just go ahead!”—and continues tugging at his lines. The
stranger, however, continues politely,
“Why didn't you say so in the first place? We fisherman strictly observe the code of honor. I beg of you, come
claim your spot. Really, I didn’t mean to spoil your fishing.” Crooked-Nose butts in, yelling,
“Don’t stand on ceremony with them! They haven’t been flogged enough, the ruffians. They come here to a
strange pond and have the nerve to behave like hooligans. By what right are you here?” Zhenka sasses back,
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“Veryovkin’s, that’s whose,” and Crooked-Nose bites his tongue.
But by this time, the fish have stopped taking. Zhenka has scared the carp away. They cast in vain. The
stranger approaches us, looks at our trouble and advises,
“It’s impossible to untangle it, but I have a spare line. Here. Now go to your spot,”—and he gives Zhenka a
line with a long feather wound around the float, the kind that are sold at Pereshivkin’s on Makhovaya Street.
“That’s how we anglers act under such circumstances,” he continues and pats Zhenka on the back of his
blue “Indian” shirt. “Don’t be angry!” Zhenka cools off immediately.
“Didn’t mean to be greedy,” he explains, “but we need pemmican.”
“Ahh,” says the other,” Do you dry the fish—for pemmican?”
“We dry it first, then pound it to a powder. That’s how the Indians and the American Eskimos do it.”
“Yes, now I understand your problem. Here’s what I’ll do: Since I have to go to Kuskovo anyway, what
will I do with the carp? Take them for your pemmican.” With these words he pulls out his cigarette case and
passes it around, saying, “Would my redskin brothers care to smoke the peace pipe with me?”
Till now we had only smoked teretere, dried up birch leaves, but we each take a cigarette all the same.
The three of us sit down and smoke in silence as Indians do. The stranger looks at us kindly and says in
monosyllables, Indian style, “Peace, from now on,” and he stretches out his hand to us. We shake hands
excitedly. He goes on,
“Henceforth, my fishing line—your fishing line, your lure—my lure, my carp—your carp,” and he bursts
out laughing.
We laugh too, and the world around us spins from the smoke. We begin fishing at “our” spot, but only the
little ones bite, “nickles” as our “paleface” brother calls them. He learns about the “porcupine feather” from us,
also about the Latin dictionary, and even tries to untangle Zhenka’s line unsuccessfully, while saying,
“What a shame! Such a marvelous ‘porcupine feather’ gone forever!”
“No, it won’t be lost forever,” exclaims Zhenka.
He takes off his boots and jumps in the water in his pants and blue shirt. Swimming Indian fashion, penknife
clenched between his teeth, he reaches the snag, adroitly cuts off the branch, and swims back, this time with the
rescued “porcupine feather” between his teeth.
“Here,” he shouts to the friendly stranger, now our brother, “the problem is solved, the line is drawn, the
triangle constructed.” That was his favorite saying when some enterprise succeeded.
“Henceforth, we shall fish together, and this backwater will be cleared,” whereupon our ‘paleface’ brother
draws out a small notebook, jots down something with a little pencil, then examining the ‘porcupine feather’, says
that he will get one for himself. Teeth chattering from the cold swim, Zhenka blurts out excitedly,
“From now on the ‘porcupine feather’ is yours. It’ll bring you luck!” The stranger takes the lure and presses it
to his vest, saying in Indian, “Popo-cate-peti,” or “great heart.” Then he puts the “porcupine feather” in the
pocket over his heart, offers us his hand, and leaves. We gaze long after him.
“An unpretentious fellow,” Zhenka pronounces, moved.
This was his highest praise. He never cast his words to the wind, but kept them locked up behind “the fence of
his teeth,” as only the noble Indians do. Crooked-Nose passes by, shaking his finger and shouting,
“You behaved disgustingly, in a manner unbefitting students. I’ll bring to the inspector's attention how rudely
you behaved toward the respected gentleman. Your feet won’t turn this way again, mark my words.” Zhenka
mimics in his wake,
“They didn’t flog you enough, you ruffians!” He spits and hisses through his teeth,
“Paleface dog!”
It was getting hot and Zhenka was steaming, as if he had been boiled and his enemies would presently
feast on him. Sashka Veryovkin arrived, informing us that the stranger was teacher Chekhov’s brother, who
had dropped in for a visit, played whist all night long in the faculty room, and then in the morning decided
to go carp fishing. This Chekhov, he said, who was writing really hilarious stuff for the Alarmcloch, could
take a terrific swipe at anyone in his stories, which he signs for a laugh—Antosha Chekhonte.
As for Crooked-Nose, he’ll be fired. He, Sasha, need only tell his Dad. An entry has already been made
in Crooked-Nose’s file:
“Disorderly conduct on duty. Warning given.”
“Forget it, blast him!” Zhenka replies, lying on his back and daydreaming, a tender expression stealing over
his usually stern face. Something extraordinary had happened in our poor, dreary lives, which we usually
tried to fill up somehow with our imaginations. A great deal was still beyond our comprehension, but our
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hearts were trying to tell us something. We did not understand that our “paleface” brother was truly our
brother in his poor, dreary life, which he was trying to fill just as we were. Now I remem ber one of his
stories:
“Montigomo the Hawk-Claw,” wasn’t it?
2
It was the talk of every ship’s crew in London Harbor, in all the taverns and other joints where sailors on leave
carouse. Even now, every seaman from Christiana to Melbourne has his own version of how the Russian sailor
Ivan Be—only the devil can remember his name—and a Bolshevik, naturally—gave a mighty funny performance.
The story’s a curious one, worth telling properly.
It happened in 192_ when, carrying a cargo of tobacco and wool, the steamship Russia put into London
port. She had sailed from Constantinople with a rather motley crew that wasn’t really Russian, since Russia
had been eliminated by that time and replaced by the vowelless, nondescript let ters, RSFSR,\fn{ Russian Soviet
Federated Socialist Republic } like the gibberish of a deaf man. The Russia flew the formal white-blue-red striped
Russian flag, but then allegedly she wasn't really flying a flag, at least that was what the Russian sailor
Bebéshin, aged thirty, testified before the judge and what is duly registered by the London Navy Coast Guard
—
“Not a dog, as the saying goes, not a single vessel would salute the flag, as though it wasn’t even flying.
And that made me plenty sore!”
The majority of the ill-assorted crew was Russian, but the only professional sailor, it seemed, was Ivan
Bebéshin, described in the official report as a Bolshevik, which was partly true. As he admitted in court, Ivan
Bebéshin had served aboard the cruiser Aurora, the very one that had bombarded the Winter Palace in the
October Revolution. He entered the Palace as a victor, drank the Czar’s wine, spat on the Czar’s mirrors,
stripped the chairs of their upholstery, tore down the drapes, thus getting it all out of his system in every
possible way. He also fought in the Red Army against the Whites. Then—
“I didn’t feel right. Russia, they said, was for the peasants and laborers and the Soviets, but there was no
Russian power in sight, no equality whatsoever, and everyone against God. Not the name “Russia,” even, but
some sort of'RSFSR! Sons of bitches, they deceived us. And that made me real sore!” Ivan told the court at his
trial.
In a fit of temper he had “liquidated” their commissar—shoved his own party ticket down the devil’s throat
—“now eat!!” For that he was sentenced to be shot, but his fellow sailors freed him on the way to execution. He
made it to the Whites, not to join them, for his chest was covered with “Red to the grave” tattoo at the center, that
couldn’t be washed off.
“So in the Crimea I became neither fish nor fowl, neither a dweller in this world nor in the other, neither
Communist nor Russian. And if ever someone set eyes on me—kaputt!”
Having spent all his trophy money, he enlisted for service aboard the merchant ship Russia which cruised
between Constantinople and the Crimea transporting sheep. He got stuck in Constantinople during the evacu ation of the Crimea.
“It so happened that our ship,” Bebéshin testified at the trial, “became neither fish nor fowl. Even
though she was the Russia her flag was not saluted. It was then that I decided to stay aboard until I could
return to restore Russia, proudly under my flag, and all would be well again.”
So the Russia became the last piece of homeland for Ivan Bebéshin.
“I stood by the flag faithfully,” said Ivan at the trial, “and looked after our Eagle that proudly perched on our
stern. I kept polishing it up with gold lacquer when it got tarnished.”
For about half a year, Ivan Bebéshin sailed the Mediterranean, but things were just not looking up. They
sailed without repairs, or rest, or haven of welcome. Wages were paid irregularly. Cargo prices were up for
grabs; the ship couldn’t be sued. Since she had no country, there could be no consul for appeal. The Russia
began to accumulate debts for this and that. She belonged to some shipping company yet her owners
couldn’t be located; you could look the world over for them.
“Our ship became some sort of ‘Flying Dutchman,’ a ghost!” Bebéshin continued in his testimony. “We
sailed mostly at night, without lights. Wherever we put in, they would threaten to docket her for her debts!
Whenever the crew demanded wages, the captain would go ashore and vanish. Three captains deserted. We
would hire our own captains for individual cruises and somehow survived. Of course, smuggling helped.
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True, the crew was not cut out for this line of work—refugees mostly: a school teacher, a priest, and an
electrical engineer, then there were a circus acrobat, two officers, and myself, the only professional sailor.
“Then, one day, the Greek came aboard, having procured somewhere all the formal papers, all the signatures, and became the owner. Although Greek, he was, nonetheless, a Russian citizen with an Odessa
passport. Our only wish, that the Russia would remain afloat, was granted. There was our very own icon of
St. Nicholas the Wonder-worker on board, and on holidays the priest would work up a service. That raised
our spirits some, and so life became more cheerful.”
Time went by and Russia was not restored but still went by the letters RSFSR. Bebéshin became more
homesick. And when he began to drown his sorrow in liquor, the rumor circulated that the Greek had sold the
Russia.
“Fine, so there will be another owner—Russia will remain on the books the rightfully christened Russia!”
They sighted London.
On the eve of their arrival, Bebéshin fitted himself out with a couple of bottles of fine French cognac and
had a good time with a Russian soldier who had been stranded in France after the War. He returned aboard the
Russia high, singing songs. They say that he tried to demonstrate to the English judge how very remarkable
Russian songs are; that even at the trial he was in a good mood from cognac when he started up “Vniz po
mátushke po Vólge” (Down the Mother-Volga), but the judge ordered silence.
They arrived in London at dawn, at which point the contradictions in testimony begin.
Ivan Bebéshin swore by God that he personally had hoisted the white-blue-red Russian flag, “but not a dog
saluted.” The Greek owner, however, asserted that the ship already had been standing in roadstead for three hours
while Ivan was sleeping like a pumpkin in the engine room behind the boiler.
“He must’ve seen this flag of his in his dreams!” said the Greek. “He’s a dyed-in-the-wool Bolshevik and there
was nothing to hurt him—he only wanted to create a scandal. He crawled out from the coal black’s devil and
made such a ruckus!”
According to Ivan, this is what really happened: True, he was sleeping in the engine room on the coal, but he
came out in time to hoist the colors.
“It was as if someone stabbed me in my very soul: we’re nearing London, you know, the very heart of the
navy. I hoisted the flag according to the rules and regulations. How could I’ve done otherwise in sight of
London?”—Bebéshin pounded his chest. “I was waiting for that moment—I couldn't have overslept. But not a
dog—I beg your pardon—answered my salute! That made me awful sore!”
“And then, he jumped from behind the engine, scary as the devil!” declared the Greek. “Tore off the sweater
on his chest and with his claws, like a beast, started to scratch on his chest where an indecent picture had been
tattooed, and jumped at me like a lion.”
Through his interpreter, however, Ivan Bebeshin explained it thusly:
“Bitter at heart, I began to pace the deck, as if on my own land. I’d stamp my foot and say ‘Russia!’ then
stamp again—‘Russia!’ To hell with you, niggardly souls, don’t salute, but Russia’s there all the same. My
hurt burned like poison inside me. Then I approached the starboard where the sloops hang and don’t see the
name Russia. The name’s even erased from the life preserver, and the devil only knows what’s written
instead!”
“Not ‘the devil knows what,’” sternly interrupted the judge. “‘York,’ in English, had been written,” the
interpreter translated to Ivan.
“No matter to me—‘York’” said Bebeshin, “I ain’t educated to understand such. After reading that queer
word, I became very sore. Why was ours erased? Quietly I went to look for the Greek. He was at the bow. I
look around—they’re busy smearing it! Two sons-of-bitches are hanging on the bow, routing out the letters
with hammers and chisels, knocking them off—they are knocking off Russia, smacking alabaster into the
water. I bend overboard and see two more of ’em on a board working over our eagle, trying to knock it off.
One wing’s already been kicked off and they’re aiming at its head. Bang, and off it goes. Beheaded!
“‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ I asked them quite politely, hanging overboard, while guffaws come
from the neighboring ships. Mister judge, that’s what I ask you to examine.”
“No!” stated the Greek. “He hit ’em with the rope’s end and knocked one in the water; the other, he broke’s
ear, hit’s eye, and him too he kicked in the water!”
“Could be,” Bebéshin stated somewhat dubiously. “I was terribly upset and can’t remember good—they swam,
indeed, they took a slight plunge. Then I approached that Greek man and said delicate-like:
“‘Permit me to ask you on what grounds are you knocking off Russia and our Eagle?’ He, the Greek
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person, smirked and shouted full mockingly:
“‘You yourself had knocked over everything long ago. The ship’s however been sold at auction and a certain
Mister Scott’s bought ’er!’
“Here that man, Mister Scott, approaches—the same, over there—I remember him well by his stoutness. And
he gave it to me here in the jaw. And then it happened, the ‘misunderstanding.’”
“You yourself jumped at the respected Mr. Scott and dealt him a strong blow on the neck!” said the judge.
“That’s all there was to it. I kicked his neck; he got angry and left. But this Greek person, I only got in a slight
hook,” said Ivan.
“He struck me five, no six, even seven times!” The Greek showed the spots where Ivan had hit him. “Even in
the pit of my stomach with ’is foot. I kept jumpin’ away though. He wanted to throw me overboard.”
“He behaved like a devil from hell!” declared Mr. Scott, “yet I forgive him.”
“He forgives you,” translated the interpreter.
“I spit at his forgiveness!” cursed Ivan and spat indeed. “I don’t forgive him. Why did he buy a stolen ship, our
Russia? The whereabouts of the owners are unknown. How can this happen in the owners’ absence?”
“You’re playing the fool!” the interpreter shook his head. “I’m helping you, you know, to get off the hook,
but you—”
“I spit, I don’t want no way out,” said Bebéshin. “This ain’t no trial, this here’s a comedy.”
“What made you insult these two gentlemen?” asked the judge. Ivan Bebéshin drew a deep breath, stretched to
attention as though on parade, and uttered in a clear voice:
“Mister Judge, if they should sell your England, you wouldn’t stand for it neither. I had been a Bolshevik and
cleared out. I’m a Russian sailor from Smolensk county, Dorogobuzhsk district, born there. I’ve been sailing on
the Russia and now they’ve sold her, my last tie to my homeland. And that made me sore. They smeared over her
name and broke her Eagle. At that moment, I woke up, and the ruckus started. You can fine me and arrest me,
but,”—he raised his hand menacingly,
“I’ll serve my sentence, return to Russia, and find out how things stand.” He tapped his fingernails on the
wooden barrier.
“The time’ll come, you’ll see. Our flag’ll go up, and our Eagle’ll soar into the sky from under the earth to
freedom. Then it’ll be saluted, for sure! and if not—well, our conversation’ll be different!”
“He says he regrets everything and asks the gentlemen’s pardon,” the interpreter translated eloquently.
“I’m a Russian sailor, I defend our Russian honor!” Ivan choked and his face darkened.
“You should have defended your honor before!” said the judge. “Back there at home, and not behaved
disgracefully on the territory of His Majesty, the King of England!”
“True, Mister Judge, one ought to have done it before,” Ivan sputtered through his teeth, “but the territory
where it happened was mine, our ship, the Russia.”
“Even if one were to reason according to ‘your’ international law,” the judge grinned ironically, “the ship has
been sold and has become the York, thus her territory already is the territory of His Majesty, the King of England!”
“King of England?” uttered Ivan with surprise, and something like a smile flashed across his face. “Well, that
means I am guilty, a mistake has happened …” and he bit his lips.
He didn’t protest further.
The sentence was not severe: a ten-pound fine, seven days in jail, and deportation from England within twentyfour hours.
Ivan Bebeshin had not a penny to his name and became a debtor of the King of England. He served his time
and within twenty-four hours left English boundaries aboard a Norwegian barge. A crowd of sailors of various
origins and nationalities gave him a warm farewell. The departing Ivan stood waving a bottle and delivered
a speech of which not a word was understood by anyone, yet all listened attentively and with fervent
approval. His concluding words were as follows:
“Everyone has his flag and his national emblem. And everyone’s duty is to sock in the mouth the person
who dares knock it off. In my country we have the king of birds, the Eagle. Others have a lion or a whale.
Our Eagle will soar! Believe me, it’ll happen! And you’ll all salute, my friends, as I salute your flags,
proudly. Anyone who doesn’t want to will have to answer to me. All right?” And he shook his bottle at
them. All shouted—
“Hip-hip! Hooray!”
3
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This amusing story took place when I was thirteen and at the crucial juncture between boyhood and youth.
Suddenly, I developed a passion for music. Even now I know little about it, but at that time I knew absolutely
nothing, and to me the little black tails on the notes of the staves had every appearance of jackdaws on telegraph
wires. Nonetheless, music was a constant attraction. My sister would play the piano in the parlor—she studied
piano at the Conservatory and was about to graduate with a degree in performance—while I would ensconce
myself under the rubber plant and listen for hours as if in a dream.
It is a spring evening in March. The thawing ice drips from the roof; through the window, above the music,
one can hear the staccato cries of the jackdaws as they circle the dusky sky in a mating dance, while my sister
performs “The Spinning Wheel” prestissimo or dreamily plays “La Somnambula” and “Trois Reveries,” or
Beethoven’s “Moonlight Sonata.”
Soon she must give a terrifying recital in the public. She practices fifteen hours a day and everyone’s ears are
ringing. I’m the only one listening. She pauses for a short break, takes a drink of water, fearfully crosses herself,
and anxiously inquires:
“Well, how was it?” I reply assuredly,
“Fantastic—like Arensky.”
My sister and her friend Lisagorovskaya had dragged me off to the Conservatory once and there I had heard
Arensky. The well-known musician had performed his famous composition “Storm on the Volga,” which my
sister also could play. My sister's face lights up and she says,
“Oh, that’s absurd and you’re a dunce . . . but, you think I’ll pass?”
“Without fail!” I reassure her. “By God, you will!” More cheerful now, she offers,
“Come here, I’ll teach you to play.”
Nothing, though, ever comes of this. However many times she would undertake to instruct me, and however often
she would crook my fingers, correctly positioning my hands and wrists on the keyboard, it would be to no avail, and
after one or two hours of this altruistic torment, she would concede,
“You’re really a grind!”
As for me, one finger on my right hand ached, my nails were growing unbelievably fast, and I could not remember
the notes.
“No,” she would say, “You are an idiot—just not piano material.”
I would not take offence, realizing that her nerves were on edge from too much practicing—quite frequently she
even fainted. Not all of us are destined to be performers; some must be listeners, too.
*
And so I listened. I became so caught up in music that I lost all sense of proportion. No longer did I frequent
Korsh’s to see Kerchinsky’s Wedding, The Forest, or Lermontov’s Masquerade. I had them all practically memorized
as it was. Lermontov’s Masquerade I knew by heart perfectly and performed in the yard for all the little kids. I
remember the first scene, my favorite, in which the punters are bidding:
“Ivan Il’ich, allow me, please, to punt.”
“My pleasure.”
“One hundred rubles.”
“All right.”
“Good luck to you.”
“Your luck should improve.”
Do double your stakes.
To bet on a single card is crude.”

I was so fond of those mysterious words “punt” and “stakes.”
In a word, I moved into the Bolshoi Theatre. I would stand out in the cold all night to get the thirty-five kopeck seats
in the upper gallery, I saved five-kopeck coins from my lunch money, sold my books to the second-hand book-store
and contrived by any means I could to see The Demon with Khokhlov, Lohengrin and Faust with
Donskoy or Preobrazhensky, or Traviata with Fohstrom. I could identify my favorite singers by their first
names and patronymics, had committed to memory numerous libretti, and now stacks of them were in my
personal library. I knew all the celebrated arias, and when no one was at home would sing at the top of
my voice “All hail, how dwelling pure and lowly” from Faust, “We walk across the sultry plain,”
Holofernes’ aria from Judith or “In a distant land, by ways remote and hidden, there stands a burg that
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men call Monsalvat” from Lohengrin. I could sing all the voice parts for The Demon, Ruslan in its
entirety, and all of Raoul’s and Marcel’s arias from The Huguenots.
They’re already lighting the street lamps as I wend my way home from the gymnasium, where I had
been kept for two hours of “music on a paper-and-comb harmonica.” I mournfully sing the chorus from
The Huguenots: “Night is drawing nigh and we must return home.” Then I stop on a bridge and hum, “I
gaze at the wide prairie and keep my eyes on the river of my native land” from A Life for the Czar.” I
glance up at a little star, and out comes “Evening Star,” from Tannhauser.
I became so obsessed with music that I dropped to the bottom of my class and had to repeat a grade. At
home they threatened:
“We will have to prescribe the music remedy for him on his music-making spot. So he wants to howl,
does he? We’ll make him howl all right.”
Well, of course they did prescribe it, but my fascination became all the stronger. At first I did not suspect
the true origin of this captivation. Then one day I was singing The Demon before the mirror in the parlor. I
had just struck the very highest note of “You will be queen of the wor-r-lld, when my sister jumped out from
behind the door and shouted in amazement:
“Hey, grind, you’ve got a really remarkable ear!”
She ordered me to sing some more. I cornplied with a bellowing rendition of Sinodal’s aria: “As if my
wings had bro-ooo-ken!”
At this point, whom should she drag in from the hall but Elsa Lisagorovskaya! They began to applaud. I
burned from embarrassment, but Elsa, the treacherous Pole, grabbed me by the ears, tousled my hair, and
kissed me on the eye.
Ah, what a fragrance of heliotrope wafted from her!
I should tell you about Elsa. She was also a Conserva tory student, but she studied voice. She was
preparing for the theatre. She was tall and slender, with golden braids, and she had a long delicate neck that
bent like a stem. Her big eyes were blue as the turquoise in her dangling earrings. She had been visiting our
home now for three years, was fast friends with my sister, but looked on me as the same ten-year-old boy
she had first met three years ago, who was there just so she could seize me by the forelock or rumple my
hair. To tell the truth, she scared me because everyone at home would say,
“She’s a Pole, and Polish girls are very treacherous and sly; nor do Polish households keep standards of
cleanliness—they boil their beef in the same cauldron where they steam their laundry. The fur ther you keep
from them, the better.”
My sister would cry that they were trying to deprive her of her last friend. She got her way in the end,
and Elsa was allowed into our home. However, I knew from Gogol that Polish pannochkas are very sly and
treacherous, just like the beautiful Polish girl in Taras Bulba, who ruined poor Andriy, causing him to
betray his Orthodox faith and to become a traitor to the glorious Cossackdom. That’s why I was scared.
She did sing beautifully, especially Schubert’s “Do you hear the nightingale in the grove?” And she was
so beautiful my heart stood still.
Her real name was either Tosya or Zosya; it was I who christened her Elsa, after the heroine of
Lohengrin. I, of course, was Lohengrin. At times I would sing with a sigh, “Oh, Elsa!”—and weep that I
shall depart on a swan and bid farewell forever, for “I am Lohengrin, the servant of that Cup.” Well, of the
Holy Grail, that is. I would feel very sad. One day my sister said,
“What’s the matter, musician, why do you blush whenever Lisagorovskaya comes to see us? What’s up?
Have you fallen in love, grind?” I pirouetted around the parlor for joy, singing from The Demon, “I dash and fly
to you, oh, my Tama-a-ra!”
“You should be whipped!” my sister laughed.
Shortly after, Elsa invited my sister to a celebration (her nameday, I believe), which was also to be a “dress
rehearsal” of their upcoming examination. All of her classmates were going to come and act as judges, to
determine if they were going to pass. My sister was very apprehensive, but I bolstered her up by pointing out
that it’s better to have a try-out at home before deciding whether it was worth facing failure in public. She said
that since everyone would have to perform, a tryout made sense. Elsa rushed in and started to drag my sister off,
and for some reason she grabbed me too.
“You, too, imp, will judge us; you have a wonderful ear!”
Well, they treated me generously to hot chocolate and cookies. My sister distinguished herself to an
astonishing degree. Elsa distinguished herself too, as did they all. Later, we drank lemonade flavored with some
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kind of aromatic wine and ate oranges.
A strapping young man by the name of Trezvinsky was there at the party. He later became famous at the
Bolshoi Theatre. There was also a beautiful young woman (another one of those treacherous Poles), Skómskaya
—who also later became a famous singer; and still another star-to-be, Zvyágina or Eichenvald. And then there
was the lame, gray-haired musician named Kashkin. He was reputed to be the strictest of all the musicians; he
always sat in the second row of the orchestra and jotted down in his notebook all of the artists’ ‘flaws.”
The feast was grand. I was sitting and chewing sweet cream taffy, when suddenly, treacherous Elsa grabbed
me and pulled me to the piano at the proscenium, announcing to Kashkin:
‘Nikolai Dimitrich, allow me to present a famous singer, who knows all the operas!”
I always knew she was treacherous. Everyone shouted,
“Sing!”
One student rumpled his hair, sat down at the piano and began to play from The Demon. It was the Sinodal
aria about “wings.” Heedless of my frantic protests, Elsa dragged me out from under the table, where I had
tried to hide. The stern finger of the lame musician pointed me toward the place of torture, and I had to go
through with it.
At first, I squeaked from fright, but suddenly I glanced at Elsa, shrugged, and with a “devil-may-care”
attitude, I sang. I sang so well that the giant Trezvinsky tossed me up to the ceiling, while Kashkin shook his
hairy head, commenting,
“He has a fine ear, and his voice will develop!”
Elsa, as usual, kissed me on the eye. The candidates decided that they would all pass and set off for a drive
to Sokolniki. And I—I was hopelessly smitten.
At that moment the idea came to me—to write an opera for Elsa! I had an excellent knowledge of all the
librettos and of how an opera should be constructed. I wouldn’t write the music—that was a matter for
musicians—but rather the libretto.
*
A libretto is of great importance. It’s pleasant to read: “Nizhe-Novgorodians, an opera in four acts; music
by Napravnik; libretto by Kalashnikov”; or “A Life for the Czar, music by M. Glinka, libretto by Baron
Rosen.”
I knew I couldn’t write anything worse than Baron Rosen’s libretto. I could write something at least as
good as “I keep my eyes on the river of my native land.” And in The Demon there was something even
worse than that:
“Steal softly unto the sleeping guards. and hack them all to pieces.”
They’re ridiculously bad. But there were beautiful passages as well, for instance,
“Our caravan was late; in vain for us today … Prince Gudal must wait!”
So I decided to write the libretto for an operatic version of Lermontov’s Masquerade, but with this
amendment:
“The part of Nina Arbenina will be sung by the mezzo-soprano, Elsa Lisagorovskaya. Masquerade: music
by the famous composer Arensky”—I adored him for his “Storm over the Volga” which my sister played so
fabulously—“Libretto by”—and here my name would appear! I was thinking up ways for Elsa to show off
her voice.
Thus, in a fit of insanity and passion, I began to compose the libretto. I finished it in three days. I
wrote arias for Arbenin, whose role was to be sung by Trezvin sky, and for the masked Incognito, to be
performed by Butenko, the basso whom I had liked very much as Ruslan and Marcel, and in general I
rewarded all my favorites.
But I spared nothing for Nina-Elsa. I can truthfully say that I wore myself out for the glorification
of my queen of song.
The opera opened with a gloomy overture, in which the ominous sounds of horns and drums recur “like
the Voice of Fate from the Netherworid.” For Arensky’s benefit, I wrote in the libretto that I wanted
“something like the thunder in Ruslan and Ludmila.” I noted that the leitmotif of the overture should be
taken from the aria “O, I am innocent, my husband dear … My heart is yours alone” and should express
the moaning of the wretched Nina Arbenina’s soul. The overture also was to contain motifs from the
sinister aria of the masked Incognito, “Vengeance is taken! For her there’s no forgiveness! You didn’t tell
me ‘I am yours!’ and so my dear, you are damned!”
The opera began with a brilliant gambling scene. Before the footlights, the punters at their green tables
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wave decks of cards and jingle goldfilled purses, and, accompanied only by brass and with the “Voice of
Fate from the Netherworld” lurking in the background, they sing the bravura “Hymn to Gambling”:
Cards and money are our passion!
A diabolical ruling fashion!
Love we crassly thrust aside,
We bet, we beat, we win, we vie!

Each verse of the gamblers’ chorus ends with the dashing refrain:
O, we are gamblers,
O, we are gamblers,
O, such fine gamblers!
We really are!

The masquerade scene was uncommonly brilliant. The chorus sings a scintillating waltz tune, “The Waltz
is life’s greatest pleasure!” while Arbenin-Trezvinsky offers Nina-Elsa the poisoned ice cream and sings his
aria,
“Oh, my sweet, you are so pale! … unfaithful to me, you wail! You did betray me, “, how you slayed me!
So let the grave be the judge between us two!”
And Butenko, the Incognito, leaning against a pillar, chortles diabolically “like Mephistopheles”:
O subtle poison of love deceitful
Its coolness sweet my thirst will quench
But ha-ha-ha, an eerie longing
Ha-ha-ha-ha my soul enflames.

At the climax Prince Zvezdich, who has lost everything, shoots at the punters. Then something else
very dramatic happens—angels carry the soul of Nina-Elsa to heaven, the black-robed Incognito turns
away from the triumphal vision of the Saints, curses his fate and sarcastically exclaims,
“Sad—or glad? That’s how it is in life’s masquerade!”
I finished and wrote a letter to Arensky, enclosing the first act of the opera.
“I admire you as a great musician and the creator of ‘Storm on the Volga’. I am happy to place my work
at your disposal. Read on, and if you like the first act, I shall at once send you the rest, which is even more
sensational.”
I mentioned that I had thought up tunes for arias and could sing them for him. I didn’t know musical
notation yet, but that I had my own signs by means of which I could always sing accurately. I included my
address as well.
I cloaked the matter in the utmost secrecy. I waited for days, a week even—no letter from Arensky.
Examinations at the Conservatory had already concluded. Both my sister and Elsa passed. I still awaited a reply.
And then, one day, Elsa burst in laughing—oh, that treacherous Pole! She grabbed me by the ears and swung me
around the parlor, singing,
“We’re gamblers, we’re gamblers, what gamblers we are!”
I froze in horror. My secret was out! Arensky had shown my letter to someone. I had been foolish enough to
mention to Arensky that music was dear to me, as I was in the constant company of Conservatory students, that I
understood all the musical sounds, and that my sister was graduating with a degree in performance and was a
pupil of your famous director Safonov. Some singer had picked this up from Arensky, passed it on, and it finally
reached the ears of the treacherous Pole, Elsa. And I was put to great shame—for a long, long time.
*
Some two years afterward, Elsa ran into me on the street. By then she had become a professional singer,
appearing on the provincial stage. Her first words, for the entire street to hear, were
“We’re gamblers, we’re gamblers, what gamblers we are!”
She was more beautiful and treacherous than ever. In her blue eyes—by now they had turned a deep blue!—
played a flaming, crafty smile that sweetly pierced my heart. Elsa extended her little hand, which smelled of
heliotrope, and warbled, shaking her earrings:
“Now that you are almost grown-up, I expect a new opera from you, I Love You. Promise?”
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And she burst out laughing, just like Carmen! For a long time I stood gazing after her, while my head rang
with the words, “Beware, thou, of my love …” At home, too, they taunted me, and on the slightest pretext
would start up,
“We’re gamblers, we’re gamblers, what gamblers we are!”
And that’s how my musical affair ended.
4
Three times already the recruits had caroused without their usual hullabaloo to the merry clang of
tambourines. They roamed about Bolshie Kresty (Big Crosses) killing time which no longer was precious,
shouting songs to the accompaniment of an accordion. They sang of how a mother spent the night before her
son’s departure at the head of his bed, shedding tears and calling him pet names. They sang about the remote
Carpathian mountains, beyond which lay the unknown. They sang about the far-away city of Warsaw, now
bonded by blood to the village of Bolshie Kresty.
In this way the recruits, younger and younger men with each call, would carouse and then leave. Some of
them never return. Those for whom the war has ended and who do return take their places unnoticeably in the
severed links in the chain of life. They are quiet and everything in them is quiet too.
Miron the carpenter returned in time for the mowing season. He had been granted sick leave for one
year. He had been in combat, had twice engaged in bayonet actions, and had killed a German. He even
remembered the German’s face.
Did the German shoot at him? He doesn’t know. He shot as they all did. Neither bullet nor bayonet had
touched Miron, yet still he felt something gnawing at him from within. His voice had become weaker and
there was a perceptible change in the way he walked, but his face had retained a healthy tan. Even though
he had been in the trenches a good deal, he had apparently suffered no ill effects.
“It was so wet … we would pile up straw so that the dampness wouldn’t seep through. ‘The main
thing is not to catch cold in your kidneys,’ the company commander would warn. Many did; their feet would
begin to swell immediately—and then there was no way out. Once I slept in a dug-out with a thick layer of
straw underneath. By morning it looked like a featherbed, soft all around—the walls were moving—water
from the mountain was flowing in and it was raining. The rain lifted us into the air together with all that
straw; later we measured—an arshin high!\fn{ About 28 inches } Oh, how we laughed!”
Miron suffered no injuries, just a “jolt” from a shell: “a close hit”; what happened afterwards, he did
not remember. His comrades would later relate that Miron had been swept upwards and then plunked down
to the ground, where he had lain unconscious for about an hour, his hands and entire face bleeding so badly
from cuts that it was almost impossible to wash the sand out. He could not speak for about a week from
fright, was constantly throwing up. He spent two months in a hospital—then was released to recuperate.
“So my wings have been clipped; I still can work with an axe, even if I do get short of breath and it’s hard
for me to lift heavy things. Then, too, sometimes my neck aches, sometimes my legs—I feel a sharp, boring
pain at the very tips of my toes. Otherwise, I can work—putter around.”
At the hospital the medic had written the name of Miron’s disease on a slip of paper in Russian:
“Tramvaticheskiy nivroz to a sufficient degree,” placing under the line a Nota Bene and in Latin: “Tabes
dorsalis, and then?” and between small parentheses: “Opinion of three physi cians contradicting the other
two, with whose opinions I concur! Field hospital senior medic, Korablyov.”
Miron doesn’t talk much about his disease, but he carries the piece of paper on him to show from
time to time. He showed it to the village teacher. She couldn’t explain a thing. The young priest told
him that the first word “trauma” means 'wound' in Greek and that the second refers to a nervous disorder in
general. Nothing serious.
“But what wound? I have none.”
He feels guilty: no wound and here he is on sick leave. In the teahouse people began to talk: he had bribed
the doctors to let him off, while their sons, even the lads who have been wounded, are not being sent home.
Miron did plan to go to the distract hospital, but his work keeps him busy. He still cannot speak quite
clearly and, obviously to his own surprise, even stammers a little—“What’s wrong?”—and often talks about
the German whom he had stabbed to death.
“He had squealed so horribly—as if someone had stepped on a cat. I can hear his voice right now.
His bayonet was sabre-like—longer than mine, but I came at him and swung at the softest spot—I’d
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taken the oath—yet when I start thinking about it now, it gets to me. But then he would’ve killed me just as
well.”
He keeps seeing the German life-like before him, “an ugly fellow, large teeth, bulging eyes, cracked
lips, shaggy, bareheaded, unusually tall, but that might have just seemed so. I stabbed him from below. He
just heaved, ‘Russ—Russ’ and was dead.”
Miron recounts all this without bragging and without anger. Somehow it doesn’t make sense that this
quiet, shy, blue-eyed peasant could stab someone to death. He is the most peaceful man in the village. Maybe
that’s why they call him Mirosha. He is very handsome, youthful-looking for his thirty years; a quiet
tenderness shines in his pensive eyes—dove-colored—such as are often found among fair-haired young
peasants. Of medium height, he is well built, has a downy, blond, little beard and full, kind-looking lips. The
over-all impression he gives is one of softness and gentleness. He is one of those shy men who, even when
they drink, do not swear or pick fights, but rather become affectionate; their eyes take on a calf-like
expression, and upon coming home they steal into a quiet corner to sleep it off.
His home is like a toy: brand new, decorated with elaborate lace-work carvings. He had built it four
years ago, when he left the army. On each side stand wooden chiselled rook houses on poles, and above
the wide carving at the gates a tin weathercock rotates on a header. It is the most ornate structure in the
village: tulle curtains, potted fuschias and geraniums, fretwork on the façade. A true labor of love.
Miron’s married life also began with true love.
Dasha, his wife, the leading beauty in the district, is a good match for him:—a lovely Slavic girl with
light hair, blue eyes, and delicate features. When she stands in church in her white kerchief, clear-eyes,
serene, gazing at the icons, there is a special kind of purity about her—one could paint her as a Russian
Virgin Mary. All know that the station keeper is hopelessly in love with her—the same braggart, who
came rolling into town to be drafted, shouting in reckless abandon,
“We’re going to bee-eeat them!”
The student from the estate wanted to paint her portrait and offered her money, but she refused:
“Husband’s off to war, it would be sinful.” When Miron returned, she refused again:
“Husband’s back, no time.”
It is a pleasure to watch Miron and Dasha on their way to Mass. She in a sky-blue dress, a white
kerchief, carrying one-year-old Tanya, whom she calls “my sunshine” on her arm and Miron, all spruced
up, leading by the hand threeyear-old Vanya in buttoned boots, a lace-collared pique jacket, and a red
peaked cap—exactly as the lady of the estate dressed her own grandchildren.
It’s a rather new kind of family in the Kresty: they’re so clean, affectionate, and keep their house so tidy. On
the bright walls of the house, which Dasha scrubs with soap every Saturday, hang framed pictures of seascapes—
Miron loves the sea and mountains. An alarm clock that plays “Along the street, the paved one” stands on a
small shelf; in a delicate open-work frame there is a cabinet-photograph of the couple taken during the first
year of their marriage. Cups in a blue flower design hang in a glass-enclosed cupboard and below it—a
variety of gaily colored glass. A place of honor is occupied by a melon-shaped, nickel-plated samovar out of
which they drink tea on holidays. A great deal of love enters into their housekeeping.
Their love story is also touching.
“He caught her for himself like Ivan Tsarevich, the Firebird,” neighbor,Semyon, would say.
It is true that Miron paid dearly to win Dasha. Upon returning from service some five years ago, Miron
worked in Ostapkov, about fifty versts from Kresty. It was there that he caught sight of Dasha in a family of Old
Believers. Once having found her, he knew no peace; he lost sleep, would beg on his knees at the feet of the Old
Believer, swore that he would cross himself with two fingers; he bought a new octagonal brass cross for his gate
and rebuilt the future father-in-law’s house and yard—gratis—all to no avail.
Then Miron bought for the old man a long-coveted horse and presented him with three twenty-five ruble
bank-notes. The old man then promised to think about it.
Miron also gave the old man a pair of felt boots, a hat, and warm mittens. To the priest who was to marry
them, Miron gave a new rabbit-lined jacket. It was by such labors that Miron earned his lovely Dasha.
Nor did the father remain indebted: to his lovely son-in-law’s barn he brought a cow with calf, three sheep,
and as a wedding present to his daughter—a lottery ticket in a crystal box.
“I intended to marry her to a merchant—that’s what she is worthy of—a merchant.”
“We’ll make something out of ourselves, too!” promised Miron.
From Lent to St. Michael’s Day, Miron worked in Moscow, not even coming home for the mowing—such was
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his haste to scrape together a thousand rubles so he could begin trading in timber at the half-station. Dasha helped
to earn extra money by weaving lamp wicks on a loom at the factory. They had saved seven hundred rubles, and it
was already the last summer that Miron was to work away from home, when the war started.
By the end of the first year of the war, Miron had sent his Dasha a whole bundle of the most tender letters,
which she carefully stored in the crystal box next to the lottery ticket. And he brought back a silk shawl from
Warsaw and a German helmet, which now rests on top of the cupboard—an emblem of victory.
Now that they are together again, they attend Mass and once more live on hope. Neighbor Semyon calls
them “turtle doves” and is envious of how well things turned out for them, while his own son Michael is still
fighting in an engineering unit, constructing bridges for access to German positions.
It seems that their life is getting well organized. For Miron to go to Moscow is now impossible; it would be
painful for him to part with his wife, and he lacks his former strength. Moreover, his discharge paper states
that he is home on leave to recuperate. But he has plenty of work in the district, and during his free time he
works with his axe. He has erected a new fence for the priest, has mended boats for the lady of the estate, and
has built cots for the district military hospital. In great demand everywhere, the money is his for the asking.
He is happy to move about the district, scraping together the remaining hundreds; he rises with the sun and
returns at dusk. They sup happily by the light of a sky-blue, globe-shaped table lamp—his latest gift to Dasha.
Miron holds Vanya on his knees, feeding him from a spoon, looking into his eyes and stroking his fair curls.
After supper, Miron carves a linden block into a “cruiser” for his little boy.
Then Miron and Dasha remain sitting on their open-work porch and whisper affectionately about the good
things that will come their way when they begin the timber business. They make guesses as to when they begin
the timber business. They make guesses as to when the war will end. By the end of the year? It seems to
them that it will. Miron has already told neighbor Semyon that when Vanya grows up he will have him
learn a merchant’s trade or perhaps have him educated to be an offi cer. Tanya will be taught different
things, such as “cheese-making, for example.”
“'To learn how to make cheese,” he says. “A profitable occupation! What ideas that crack-pot gets into his
head!” Semyon scoffs. “Something he picked up from the Germans. Someone must have put him up to it, that’s
for sure."
On Assumption Day the new district military hospital in Kresty was consecrated. People from the district, and
the town council as well, attended. Miron was also at the ceremony with Dasha. He wore his military cap and the
St. George medal. After the prayer service, the committee inspected the cots made by Miron, approving his
meticulous workmanship:
“Miron takes pride in his work.”
Seeking out the right moment, Dasha approached the doctor who was to visit the hospital and asked him
whether he thought Miron was in need of medical attention, since his legs had been getting so tired and his neck
ached. She looked pretty in the blue kerchief which, from the chambermaid on the estate, she had learned to
tie in the manner of a cap, and, as usual, when talking to gentle-folk—she blushed.
The doctor, full of admiration (later, when describing her, he called her “a beauty”), took her hand tenderly,
patted her palm, and said that after lunch he would come over and examine Miron.
It was a festive picture they presented, sitting under a young birch on the grass near the porch, drinking tea
from the melon-shaped samovar—all four fair-haired, blue-eyed, clean—a Slavic family. Their dressy toy of
a house was joyfully looking at them with its windows smiling at the sun through the red dangling earrings
of the fuchsia. The doctor, again full of admiration, joined them, sampled the honeycomb honey, tickled
little Tanya behind her ears, praised her ringlets—“Where did such a pretty baby come from?”—and
began asking Miron about his ailment.
“Sorry, your honor, other than being weak, I’m just fine. She worries …”
He stood at attention like a soldier, smiling bashfully. Later, more at ease, he spoke about his
experiences, his treatment, of how merciful fate had been to him. And he showed the doctor his paper.
“Good,” said the doctor, scanning the paper, and smiled.
Dasha and Miron smiled, too, happy that the doctor had smiled. Dasha had in readiness a half-ruble
and a basket of eggs to give the doctor. Blushing prettily, she urged him to try the honey.
“Do have some tea … please excuse us for having bothered you …” Meanwhile, Miron, standing briskly
erect, arms at his sides, rapped out a soldierly fashion,
“Just need to get a bit stronger … otherwise, your honor, everything is fine.”
Semyon listened to their conversation from his porch and felt vexed that it was Dasha’s Miron and not
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his Michael who had been sent home to get well.
The doctor returned the paper, stroked Vanya under the chin, and then, right there in the open, he thumped
Miron on the chest through his shirt, looked into his eyes for a long time, then had Miron sit on a stool with
hands clasped behind his back and legs crossed, as with the edge of his palm he struck again and again under
Miron’s knee cap.
“Good,” he said again. Then, with his thumb he kept pressing against Miron’s spinal cord, causing Miron
to grunt.
“Good,” he said once more, patting Miron's shoulder and sending him to fetch water with which to wash
his hands.
When Miron, rejoicing that all was well, strode off towards the house, the doctor gave Tanya a
teaspoonful of honey and confided to Dasha:
“Yes, it’s a bad business.” Seeing Dasha’s lips suddenly turn white and press together, her eyes darken, he
corrected himself:
“He cannot go to war.”
The doctor washed his hands from the dipper, ordered Miron to visit the hospital regularly for treatment, and
left without having taken either the money or the eggs. Dasha walked with him as far as the church, trying to
persuade him to take at least the eggs. When he was seated in his carriage, she asked him what was really wrong
with Miron.
“A serious illness,” said the doctor, admiring Dasha in spite of himself. “It may last for years. It is called—the
drying-up of the spinal cord fluid. But don’t tell your husband.”
“Can it be cured?” Dasha asked, frightened.
“We shall see,” replied the doctor evasively, ordering the driver to move on.
“Will he be able to work?”
But the carriage was already rolling away, and the doctor did not hear her question. Dasha stood for a while by
the church, as if looking for something in the grass, and left, forgetting the basket with eggs that she had placed in
the nettles by the fence. When she approached the house, Miron and Semyon were talking about the war.
“Well, what did he say?” Miron asked. Dasha concealed her anxiety and answered matter-of-factly:
“He said that you will work—it will pass.”
“There, that’s how it is!” Miron rejoiced. “Sit down, Uncle Semyon, and let’s have some tea!”
Dasha began to dry the dishes. She glanced at the shiny samovar, at the flowers on the sills, bent over Tanya
sitting in the little high-chair Miron had made, and, unable to control herself, broke out sobbing.
“What is the idea of crying?” asked Miron anxiously. “There’s a little fool for you … afraid they’ll send me off
to war?”
“No, I just got scared,” Dasha answered, hiding her face in Tanya.
“You should see what war’s like—then you’d really get scared.”
In the evening, as usual, Miron settled Vanya on his lap, took the alarm clock from the shelf and wound it
up. The clock played “Along the street, the paved onek,” and they both listened, smiling. Dasha, too,
listened while lulling Tanya to sleep.
And also listening was Semyon, from outside, leaning on the window, looking into the room at the blue
night-lamp, envious that everything Miron had was so clean and attractive, and of how lucky he had been
with the war—a year-long leave, able to work—whereas his Michael was still somewhere near Dvinsk.
5
I read in the newspapers:
In*the**Russian*Boys’*Dormitory**(Cheville,*Rue*Mulot),**N.*N.
Kedrov’s quartet will sing vespers on Saturday, January 29, at 7 p.m.

I love vespers—they complete the day and calm the passions. You enter the church, stand in a tiny, semidark
corner—and those quiet strains of singing, in which are mingled the sadness, the reconciliation and the fatigue of
that day, begin to lull the soul. And you sense that beyond this restless, trivial, and at times bitter life there exists
another, shining one—life in God.
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The Lord has prepared His Throne in the heavens,
And His Kingdom encompasses all!

And so I went.
It was a pitch-black autumn evening, rainy; it’s like autumn here all winter long. The train traveled from
Sevres, along the heights. In the black valleys, studded with the dim and infrequent lights of unseen villages, the
golden threads of trains rushed along and were extinguished. I gazed through the small black window. What
darkness! Somewhere here, in the blackness, is Cheville and rue Mulçot—there, just recently, our teenage boys
found supervision and shelter—Russia’s unfortunate youth.
I peered out into the deep black valleys, at the quiet lights in the rain. Unfamiliar, dark—yet somewhere
vespers will be celebrated, and a wonderful Russian quartet will sing to those Russian children. Even now it’s
traveling somewhere, moving through the blackness to Cheville.
I recall these humble, warm Russians. Recently they had sung in London, in Berlin, Madrid, Geneva, Paris,
Brussels-throughout Europe. They will be going to America, Australia. They had sung for kings and lords, for the
great of this world, in palaces and fabulous halls, in the salons of millionaires, in cathedrals and under the sky,
before tens and hundreds of thousands, for the masses and for the elite—they had charmed all with Russian song
and prayer sung from the Russian soul. And now they're searching in the gloom for a poor Russian orphanage to
sing vespers for the children.
I glorify Thee, O Lord!

Here is Cheville. Beyond the station-darkness and mud. It reminds me of a godforsaken backwoods Russian
village. Rotting fences along the slope, your feet slip and stick. How can it be here—Rue Mulçot?
Someone shuffles heavily behind me. A gas burner barely gives off light. I can vaguely see a limping man with
a bag. He’s poorly dressed. Probably an old laborer.
“Rue Mulçot”—he searches his memory. “I haven’t heard it before … Mulçot? … the orphanage … a refuge? I
don’t think I’ve heard of it.”
He points out the way to town—they’ll show me there.
He walks in the middle of the street—it’s more level. He shuffles along in the dark. With difficulty I walk
along the sidewalk. Potholes, stones stuck in the dirt. I’'s better to walk in the roadway like the old man. He
glances back to see whether I’m still there. He stops, waits—he’s afraid I’ll get lost. I thank him:
“Don’t trouble yourself, please. I’ll find it!”
Finally he goes off.
I walk and think: “What a nice old man! Coming from work, tired, and still he tries to help me find Rue
Mulçot! And who am I to him?!"”
The street is better lit here. An intersection. The old man is standing in the mud, waiting for me. A real laborer
—his hands are covered with soot; tools bulge from his bag. He stopped just to show me the way. He’s already
made certain where Mulçot is.
“Ah, I remember! Under the viaduct, and then to the right.”
There is still tenderness in people. Who am I to him, bumping into him in the darkness?! True, he’s old, a man
of the past. I wanted to take his sooty hand and tell him many things. He’d understand. I’d tell him that on Rue
Mulçot live Russian children, barely teenage boys, who had already endured much in life; that we have a great
many such homeless ones … that goodness had not yet vanished from this life; that here he was—a good,
sensitive person, and how nice it would be for us to meet again sometime and speak more intimately; that on this
very Rue Mulçot right now vespers will be sung, a night service as we used to have them, with the most
wonderful prayers of by-gone times; that at this very minute astonishing singers are coming here, the likes of
which he’s never heard before and will never hear again … the delight of all in Europe, sensitive Russians, and
they’re coming here, to his dark Cheville, to sing vespers for the children. The old man would understand all of
this. He would understand a great deal without my even speaking. Ah, Russians? … He’s heard something of
them. The old man, sensitive, a man of the past.
Here’s Mulçot, and the house. In the dark its outline is broad. Many of the windows are lit, on several floors. A
small group is huddled near the gate.
“I think it must be here. Yes! …
“This is onze!\fn{No. eleven in the street.} I heard the Kedrovs will sing …”
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“But they’re at the Chatelet today, they have a concert …”
“That doesn’t mean anything … once it’s been announced, they’ll come.”
We enter. On the porch—teenage boys. In little jackets, stiff collars, ties—the uniforms are Europe. But the
faces are ours.
It’s crowded in the rooms. It’s past seven. Father Georgy has already arrived from Paris. The quartet is still not
here. That’s understandable—today they had a daytime concert, the famous “Concert of Pillars,” at the Chatelet.
“They promised to come directly from the concert.”
Half past seven. It’s crowded in the rooms, people are pressing against each other. They’ve come from
Cheville and the outlying areas. They’ve traveled from Versailles, from Paris.
Here is where they will celebrate vespers.
There are three windows in the room. By the back wall—a platform. Above, under the Russian banners—

Lord, save Russia!
is written-gold letters on a light blue background. An ancient, dark icon of Nicolas the Miracle Worker—over
three hundred years old. The greenish icon lamp, lit for the night, sadly glimmers. Here it is, a temporary Russian
chapel, the cathedral of the poor—in a French house, by the road.
It is made lofty by having attained humility,
Rich—in its poverty!

Beyond the windows, black as if smeared with soot, Paris and Versailles sparkle in the thunder of the train. The
tiny flame in the icon lamp shudders, the only living thing here. Shadowy, Nicolas fades, grows clear, and fades
agaIn.
The boys form rows. But—the quartet?
They’re here. Straight from the concert at the Chatelet, from the concert.
A delicately perceptive bass resounds. A broad, corpulent figure—N. N. Kedrov, the leader himself, the chief.
With him-his singers: K. N. Kedrov, I. K. Denisov, T. F. Kazakov. These four comprise the quartet. From the road,
out of the darkness, from the rain. All of them—as befits a formal quartet from Paris—with snow-white collars
and chests, a splendid black luster. Their faces are … well, our faces.
Nicolas looks at them. And shining in gold from beneath the Russian banners—

Lord, save Russia!
Shoulder to shoulder. Four of them. The quartet. They’ve stood up. They leaf through the music.
I look at them. They’ve come, our famous ones, these fine fellows. From a hall filled with many thousands,
from all that brilliance—to this poor room, to the image of Nicolas, to Russia. Direct—from Paris, to Cheville, for
vespers. Wonderful! I know they love the peaceful, the blessed, that which is ours. I know that Europe is
enthralled with them. They bring the miracle of their songs, they sing Russia.

Lord, save Russia!
Glittering Paris has just heard them. And here—Cheville, the peaceful icon lamp, the crowded room, the boys.
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Ble-ss my soo-ul,
O-o-o, Loo-oo-rd.

Vespers commence.
Peaceful light,
Holy praises
To the Immortal one …

Vespers go on and on. I stand in my tiny corner and shut my eyes tightly. Vespers go on. Russia, in Moscow, in
the cathedral … in Novgorod … Kiev … Vladimir … Suzdal …
The sixth Psalm. K. N. Kedrov reads. How he reads! …
Renew, like an eagle,
Your youth …

Vespers go on. Distant Moscow, distant past …
I open my eyes. What simplicity, what poverty! The sorrowful icon lamp, the boys by the black windows. In
each one of us, each of us had in the not-too-distant past—how much! Paths, always paths—and yet pathlessness.
And all of us on the road. Homeless. And the children. For now, Mulçot … but in the future? …
Praise the Lord’s Name,
Praise it, servants of the Lord …

The hushed strains of the quartet. Vespers go on, transfiguring the heart.
Praise Him! Poor Russian children, praise Him ceaselessly. God—is with you. And poor Russia—with you—
the Russian colors on the banners. And Nicolas—with you. On the road, always on the road. He leads. And—he
will lead us to it.
He is forgiving. . .
He is eternally beneficent! …

Vespers go on. . .
From the Gospel according to John … the reading …

And each word is—the Light. Is this not a sign—this miraculous Word of John, for a new day? For this day?!
Yes, this truly is a sign, the Gospel for this day, Chapter 21, from John. It is—Christ’s reappearance.
“My children, have ye any meat? They answered Him: ‘No.’
And He said unto them: ‘Cast the net on the right side of the ship, and ye shall find …
Therefore that disciple whom Jesus loved saith unto Peter: ‘It is the Lord!’
And they recognized Him: ‘It is the Lord!’ …

My heart aches, swells. What’s wrong with me? I see the boys, standing quietly, bowing their heads; the black
windows; beyond them, pathlessness. A room in a strange house, the icon lamp glimmers.
“And none of the disciples did ask Him:
‘Who art Thou?’ Knowing that it was the Lord."

He came in answer to the singing and summoning. And it is Him the prayer triumphantly praises:
Glory to Thee, Who has shown us the Light.

And it is to Him, our dear One, that they, these voices of the night, quietly sing:
We praise Thee, we sanctify Thee,
We bow before Thee, we bless Thee, we thank Thee …
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This is no longer singing—it is a sweet, fragrant whisper, a prayerful conversation with the Lord. He—is here,
in the room by the road, in the Cathedral; the singing has been transformed into the Word, into the Word of God.
They have felt this, our sensitive singers. And they have sung—to Christ Himself, Who has appeared here to
the children, by the road, in this unfamiliar Cheville.
And He is speaking to the children, as once long, long ago He spoke to those other children, by the Tiberian
Sea.
He spoke to these unfortunate Russian children, in the tiny room of this unfamiliar house by the road:
“Children! Have ye any meat?”

And that which the singers felt, that which I and the others present felt, Father Georgy loudly proclaimed, with
the Life-transfiguring Cross in his hand, with joy and faith:
Can we not all feel, hearing this blessed singing, this gift given to the children,
that Christ has truly been here with us?
Children … He came to you.
To whom else should He have come—in this place? …

The icon lamp shined. The banners glistened.

Lord, save Russia!
And the four—the Church choir-sang with new voices:
To the Chosen Leader,
The Victorious prayer! …

I was present at Christ’s Vespers. There was a miracle, for the Lord touched our souls. He appeared to the soul
in the sounds of those miraculous, life-transfiguring prayers.
Can one communicate—what is impossible to communicate? Such things must remain within the heart—a
burning and trembling.
198.105 Excerpt from Twenty Years In Underground Russia: Memoirs Of A Rank-and-File Bolshevik: “My
Parental Home. I Go To Warsaw”\fn{by Cecilia Bobrovskaya (1873-1960)} Yelizh, Smolensk Oblast, Russia (F) 8
1
My father was a small, sickly, grey-haired Jew with lively, kindly eyes. I can picture him bending all day long
over huge ledgers in which he counted up the profits of his masters, lumber merchants, who were also his distant
relatives and “benefactors,” for whom he worked as bookkeeper at forty rubles a month. In the evenings and far
into the night he would also bend over no less voluminous books, the Talmud, in which he vainly sought the
meaning of life, the beginning of all beginnings, the blessings of God and other no less hazy things. Buried in his
Talmudic and philosophic researches, without so much as raising his eyes from his monumental book, my father
would reply awkwardly to the extremely concrete and extremely pertinent complaints of my mother as to how she
was to feed and clothe our family of six on forty rubles a month as well as be burdened with the care of a
psychopathic step-daughter, the offspring of my father’s first marriage.
My mother was twenty years younger than my father. She was a healthy buxom woman, but illiterate—a true
daughter of the soil—interested only in narrow, material, family questions, and her husband’s soaring into the
clouds often aroused her to the verge of frenzy. The inevitable wrangle usually ended with father taking his “holy”
book under his arm and escaping into the next room, slamming the door behind him. The lock clicked, and
through the keyhole one could see his shabby figure bent again over the Talmud and hear the scratching of his pen
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as he wrote Hebraic hieroglyphics—commentaries on the text. Thus he sat, far into the night, often until dawn.
Mother often wept bitterly; I pitied her, but my sympathies were with father, even though I had long ago lost
faith in the holiness of the Talmud, and my belief in God had vanished.
Books, which fortunately were brought into our remote little town, Velizh, in the Vitebsk province, some
eighty versts from the railroad station, by the neighbouring liberal landlords and the local teachers, who played
the part of Kulturtrager,\fn{Carriers of Culture—those who concentrated on peaceful educational work in contradistinction to
revolutionary work} had helped to wipe out the last traces of my belief in God. These were teachers at the elementary
schools, there being no high schools in our town. I had more than enough time for reading, for I had nowhere to
go to gain any further school knowledge. There was no urgent need for my learning a trade since there were more
tailors and shoemakers in Velizh than there ever could be buyers. Neither was I overburdened with housework. All
the household duties my mother voluntarily took upon herself.
Thus I had twenty-four hours a day at my disposal, the lion’s share of which was spent in reading Pisarev,
Shchedrin, Chemyshevsky, Gleb Uspensky, Nekrasov, Dostoyevsky and many others. Under the influence of
books, principally Chemyshevsky’s novel, What Is To Be Done, which made a great impression on me, I in my
early youth, without education, trade or training and penniless, decided to leave my parental home and go to
Warsaw where I dreamed of studying, working and, most important of all, meeting the kind of people
Chemyshevsky wrote about.
This happened in the winter of 1894. I remember that during the first few days in Warsaw I met two of my
countrywomen, young girls like myself, semi-workers and semi-intellectuals. They worked in a lace factory and
were at that time connected with illegal workers’ circles. After some unsuccessful attempts at learning to sew and
to cut, I decided to follow my friends’ example and go to work in a factory .
The task proved to be far from simple. Unemployment in Warsaw was very great at that time. Near the factory
gates there were crowds of other girls willing to work for the most meagre wage. Eventually, after jostling with
the crowds of unemployed near the gates of lace, tobacco, cigarette, chocolate and other factories, I had to content
myself with work in a small shop. My work was very monotonous: I prepared the pieces from which the more
skilful workers made elegant ties.
The work day, which was not regulated by any laws at that time,\fn{ The first law regulating the work day—it reduced it
to eleven and a half hours—appeared in 1897, as the result of a broad strike movement which swept all the large industriaql centers of
Russia; but even it applied only to the larger mills and factories, and not to small shops } was very long, and the wages did not

exceed eight rubles a month. There were only twenty workers in the shop. Most of the shop girls were obliged to
walk the streets in order to earn enough to clothe and feed themselves.
My first attempts at arousing and enlightening my shop-mates came to a lamentable end. I was discharged
because, as the mistress of the shop put it, I exercised harmful influence upon the other shop girls.
Once more I had to hunt for work. I found a job in another shop where the conditions were even worse than in
the first. In general, I had a pretty hard time earning a living. We used to go hungry quite often, even though the
cost of living in Warsaw was so low that students we knew who received twenty-five rubles a month from home
were regarded by us as bourgeois.
On the other hand my attempts at studying were very successful. There was an excess of teachers in Warsaw at
that time. Many Jewish students came to Warsaw, a big university centre within the Pale,\fn{ The Pale of Settlement,
the districts outside of which the Jews were not allowed to reside under the tsar } in the hope of getting into the university or
passing an examination at the gymnasium for four, six or eight classes. Besides the Jewish students, there were
many others who had been expelled from secondary schools on political charges in various Russian cities and
who wanted to enter college in Warsaw. These heterogeneous elements flocked to Warsaw because it was easier to
enter college there than in Moscow or St. Petersburg.
All these young revolutionary men and women, separated from their native land and unable to participate fully
in the surrounding Polish life, owing to their imperfect knowledge of the language, formed a Russian colony in
Warsaw. There was a large number of teachers in the colony who were eager for revolutionary work and vainly
sought an outlet for their energy.
It is not to be wondered at, therefore, that I had three teachers at once. One of them introduced me to the
theories of Darwin, a second prepared me in political economy and a third taught me the history of Russian
literature. The fact. that there were so many teachers to one worker graphically demonstrates what little basis this
colony had in Warsaw.
A vast amount of underground revolutionary work was being done among the Polish and the Polish Jewish
proletariat. We knew this work was being carried on, but we were not able to take part in it because the
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Russification policy of the tsarist officials in Warsaw was at its height and so everything Russian, even the
Russian young men and women who found themselves in Warsaw owing to the vicissitudes of revolutionary life,
were regarded with suspicion by the Poles. Hence, to us, underground work was a vain dream for the time being.
Nevertheless, despite the unfavourable conditions there was no despondency in our colony; on the contrary, we
feverishly groped about for underground-circle activity among the workers and at the same time tried to determine
our own “world outlook” as we termed it then.
I remember with what avidity we threw ourselves upon all books and magazine articles which dealt with the
controversy between the Marxists and Narodniks. In the colony the majority, and I among them, was on the side
of the Marxists. Only an insignificant minority was carried away by the articles in the Narodnik magazine
Russkoye Bogatstvo (Russian Wealth). I recollect with what absorbing interest we pored over Struve’s book,
Critical Remarks, which by the way, we read not at all critically. We read and re-read Beltov’s (Plekhanov’s)
book, The Monistic View of History, collectively and individually. We would sit up late at night at each other’s
rooms discussing it. A copy of a volume of Marxist essays, containing an article by Tulin (Lenin), which had
escaped being burned at the order of the censor and had by lucky chance fallen into our hands, caused a veritable
sensation. Since only one copy was available for the entire colony, lots were cast as to who should read it first.
Owing to our estrangement from the Polish underground movement, but mainly due to our lack of
organization, we had very poor access to the illegal literature that was printed abroad. Occasionally we would
receive illegal literature which had been printed in St. Petersburg, but only single copies. Mostly, this literature
consisted of leaflets; very rarely we got pamphlets. Getting supplies of illegal literature in an organized way was
out of the question so long as our colony remained a motley, amorphous, and, to tell the truth, a garrulous crowd.
The idea of organizing ourselves occurred to us much later. Even then we thought of it in terms of a legal
organization, for we thought that the underground and illegal form of organization was only for workers’ circles.
A small group was formed which set itself the task of organizing our colony. This group organized a dining room
which could also serve as a club wherein we could “formulate our world outlook”; it could also be used as the
headquarters of illegal workers’ circles. We did not disclose these plans to the others, but merely stated that we
wished to organize a co-operative dining room because the cheap Polish restaurants served us with bad food
dressed with piquant sauces. Our plan was greeted sympathetically. In a few days, fifty members were enrolled,
each paying an entrance fee of three rubles.
We found a middle-aged Polish cook who was willing to take over the management of our dining room. We
rented an apartment of two rooms and a kitchen in the back of a block on Panskaya Street, bought all the
necessary provisions, and began to feed our members with fresh cabbage soup and excellent, buttered buckwheat
kasha free of all deceiving sauces.
Our members were delighted. We waited on our customers ourselves, each one taking his or her turn each day.
The person on duty had to report to the cook at seven o’clock in the morning so as to help her with the shopping,
and also had to wash the dishes, help prepare the meal and finally, serve it. Notwithstanding the innocence of our
enterprise the police looked askance at it; they even did us the honor of sending one of their representatives to
visit us. But our cook’s husband was quite an adept in getting rid of those unwelcome visitors. He would quietly
slip a “three-spot” or even a “fiver” into the expectant palm of the policeman, and the latter left the place perfectly
satisfied.
At that time the police did not display particular interest in our activities. They had their hands full with the
Poles. They began to pay us close attention only after we had organized a large number of study circles among the
Jewish artisans.
Soon, people who sincerely desired to turn from mere revolutionary phraseology to real revolutionary activity
began to group themselves around our dining room. Even though occasional visits of the police reminded us that a
watchful eye was being kept on us, nevertheless our dining room served as a meeting place for political and
economic discussions. It was also used as a rendezvous for Jewish workers who spoke Russian.
*
Toward the end of the ’eighties Alexander III ordered the expulsion of Jews from Moscow and many of them
settled in Warsaw. There were many tradesmen among these Jews, but the majority were artisans who crowded
round the workshops, seeking employment. These Moscow emigrants were treated with enmity both by the Poles
and by the Polish Jews. The Poles hated them because they were Jews and spoke Russian, the Polish Jews were
hostile because the newcomers did not speak the Polish-Yiddish dialect but their Lithuanian dialect and because,
despite their banishment, the Russian Jews were drawn toward everything Russian, whereas the Polish Jews,
though despised by the Poles, gravitated towards things Polish.
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But in reality both the Poles and the Polish Jews hated the newcomers because they regarded the latter as
competitors in their respective trades. Those Moscow Jewish artisans, called “Litvaks” because they originally
came from the Lithuanian provinces, furnished the material for our underground-circle work. I distinctly
remember the first carpenters’ circle organized by Feodor Lubimsky, for which purpose Feodor moved into the
house of an old Jewish carpenter where he rented a corner of a room for three rubles a month.
Feodor Lubimsky’s personality has cut so deeply into my memory, that I find it hard not to write about him. He
came from an environment completely alien to ours. Son of a St. Petersburg colonel of noble birth he began his
revolutionary career while still at school. He was expelled from various schools on political charges, until at last
he found himself in the Warsaw Veterinary Institute.
He had about as much inclination for veterinary science as for Chinese grammar. All his strivings were
directed towards one goal—revolutionary work. A well defined Social-Democrat, a sound Marxist and a fervent
believer in the victory of the working class even in backward Russia, Feodor constantly sought means to penetrate
into the midst of the working masses not merely as a casual propagandist, but in order to take part in their daily
life as one of them. His joy was boundless when he received an invitation to attend a wedding or other family
celebration at the home of some Jewish artisan.
Feodor was especially drawn to poor Jews. His comrades would sometimes declare jocularly,
“The chap has become a complete Israelite.”
His sensitive approach to the rank and file worker enabled him to penetrate into the Polish underground
movement. But he was very hurt when they delicately hinted that though they had no objections to Feodor they
had no desire to establish connections with his Jewish comrades.
Feodor was morally so much above us that we unanimously recognized his authority and believed that
everything he did was right. Even when he got drunk we suffered for him, but could not bring ourselves to
censure him.
Among our shabby, half-starved crowd, Feodor was the hungriest and shabbiest. He tried to eke out a
livelihood by giving private lessons, but he would forget to keep his appointments with his pupils and so lost his
clientele. On the rare occasions that he received a little money from his mother, he would immediately give it
away to some starving family or to the first old beggar he chanced to meet in the street. Even his visits to our
dining room were irregular. It was often difficult to get hold of him to feed him.
In the evenings after work I occasionally attended his circle in the carpenter’s shop. This circle served me as a
preparatory school before I dared to take upon myself the responsibilities of independent propagandist work.
About ten or twelve carpenters came to the circle. There were only two or three youths among them, the rest being
bearded, middle-aged Jews. Feodor read Dickstein’s pamphlet, How We Get Our Living to his circle. It was not a
reading in the strict sense of the word, but more like a discussion into which all present were unconsciously
drawn.
At times these discussions became heated theological disputes between Feodor and the Talmudistic Jews.
Besides the names of Marx and Engels there also figured the names of Christ, Jehovah and Palestine.
And yet from these diffcrent elements arose a systematized discussion about wages, the working day, surplus
value, etc. Feodor had several circles of this kind in various parts of the city to all of which he went on foot for a
two-fold reason: first because he did not have enough money for fares, and second, it was safer to go on foot—he
could see whether he was being shadowed.
Feodor worked until he was ready to drop from exhaustion; at times he became melancholy, and drank. During
these spells he would hide from his comrades and all efforts to find him would be futile. His attacks occurred
every three or four months. After them he would be particularly ashamed to face his more intimate friends.
Fatiguing work, hunger, his inherited drinking habits, rapidly shattered Feodor’s health. When he was arrested
and thrown into a damp cell in the Citadel, as the prison in Warsaw was called, he developed galloping
consumption. After ten months the gendarmes, thoroughly convinced that he was no longer dangerous, handed
him over to his mother who took him to the Crimea; but he died on the way.
Such is the short, sad story of that striking personality in our group—Feodor Lubimsky.
*
To gain experience I attended another circle on Delnaya Street. It was a galloon-makers’ circle led by Sasha, an
eighth-term gymnasium student. I think Sasha was reading the illegal pamphlet by Svidersky, Labour and
Capital, to his circle. I participated in the discussions that followed the reading. Sasha used to bring leaflets to his
members, which he himself had translated from Polish into Russian. He had managed to obtain these leaflets from
the Polish underground movement.
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Although Sasha was a “Litvak” who had migrated from Moscow to Warsaw, he had been brought up in
Warsaw, spoke Polish fluently and had many Polish gymnasium friends. Besides the galloon-makers’ circle, he
had many contacts among tailors, bristle-makers, drapers, etc. He always strove towards mass work, stimulated
strikes, had schemes for organizing mass demonstrations and did everything to draw me into the path of revolt. He
neglected his gymnasium just as Feodor had neglected his Veterinary Institute for which conduct he got into hot
water with both the gymnasium authorities and his relatives with whom he continued to live.
Ironically enough, the Jew Sasha was drawn towards purely Russian workers, just as the pure-bred Russian
Feodor had been drawn towards Jewish workers. Sasha was always yearning to get away from Warsaw and go to
the “real” Russian regions where there was no “cursed” national question, and I partly sympathized with him. He
enabled me to be present for the first time in my life at a secret printing of leaflets, and the few hours I spent there
were to me nothing but heavenly bliss.
It happened in this way: I lived on Mironov Street, in a tiny cage of a room which I rented from an old
surgeon’s assistant, who was usually away from home. One day Sasha said to me:
“Be home all day tomorrow. We want to come to your room to do some printing.”
My joy knew no bounds. I had never seen how secret leaflets were printed. On the morrow, with beating heart,
I let Sasha and another comrade, heretofore unknown to me, into the room. The latter carried a bundle under his
arm. When the bundle was unwrapped it disclosed a hectograph, ink and a quantity of writing paper.
Sasha worked skilfully. Leaflet after leaflet was taken off the hectograph, while the other comrade and I helped
Sasha. Towards evening, before my landlord returned, our work was finished. The first to leave the house was
Sasha. He seemed to have grown considerably stouter, for half the leaflets that were printed were hidden under his
coat.
A little while later the second comrade left. I was told to hide the hectograph until a third comrade called for it.
He came soon, took the hectograph, and warned me to bum all the remaining scraps of paper. I did as I was told
with deep regret, for I wanted very much to keep those scraps as mementoes of the great event.
I confess that I was more interested in the printing of the leaflet than in its contents. I cannot even recollect for
what purpose this leaflet was issued, or who signed it. Only such fragments of phrases have remained in my
memory, as “Comrades, organize, close your ranks!” and “Workers of the World, Unite!” which was written
across the top of the leaflet.
Shortly afterwards Sasha left Warsaw. I found out later that he had Entered the Kiev University and carried on
responsible work in the Party organization. He was arrested in Kiev and sat a long time in prison awaiting
sentence. Then he was exiled to Siberia where he died shortly afterwards. One version of his death was that he
was killed by a stray bullet while hunting, but another, and more likely one to my mind, was that he shot himself
in a fit of melancholy owing to his isolation from revolutionary activity.
*
After observing the propagandist work of Feodor and Sasha, I myself ventured to undertake to lead two circles.
One was a women’s circle which consisted of seven young seamstresses who, despite their youth, took the circle
work seriously. But the meetings were much too noisy to be secret, and for this reason it was necessary to restrain
the ardour of the young members. The figures of pretty, fidgety Rachel, and gloomy, sedate Esther, who were the
organizers of this group, remain in my memory with particular vividness.
My second circle was that of a group of tailors who worked for a big ready-made clothes store. The organizer
of this circle was not a tailor but a paper-hanger, Grisha Zharov, who had close connections with our colony and
often visited our dining room. Grisha was very active in organizing circles as well as uniting the Lithuanian
artisans in mutual benefit societies, the embryos of the trade unions.
These societies were organized in each trade. The funds were made up of contributions of a certain percentage
of the meagre wages of the members and were used for the assistance of workers on strike, and also for arrested
or exiled comrades, and even for the purchase of literature.
Things did not go quite so smoothly in the tailors circle as in the women’s circle. In both circles we read
Sviderski’s pamphlet, Labor and Capital, but the tailors would insist on turning the discussion to abstract things;
much as I tried, I could not get them down to reality, particularly one of them, Zalman, who would at every
opportunity return to the “root of all things,” to god, the creation of the world, etc. He even wrote a philosophic
treatise on the “four elements” upon which the world was supposed to be founded.
Zalman tortured me with these “elements” even outside the circle, coming to my home every Sunday to
explain his philosophic views. I lived with my sister, Rose Zelikson (Stavskaya), who came to Warsaw at about
this time. We arranged to take turn about listening to Zalman’s harangues, I giving ear to one part of it and she to
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the remainder. No one person could have sufficient fortitude to listen to all his rigmarole, but we did not want to
offend him. Since I had no inclination whatsoever toward philosophic studies, and as I knew very little about that
subject, work in this circle became quite difficult. I gave it up at the first opportunity.
The tremendous growth of the mass workers’ movement in the ’nineties, which was so vividly expressed by
the famous St. Petersburg strikes in the summer of 1896, clearly revealed to the Russian Social-Democrats the
urgent necessity for passing from narrow circle work to broad mass work. Owing to the circumstances in which
we carried on our work in Warsaw, another very important question arose: in what language were we to carry on
our agitation, Russian or Yiddish?\fn{The text has Jewish, for which Yiddish is meant} When we worked among a limited
number of Jewish workers, we used the Russian language. But when the work began to embrace the broad masses
of Jewish workers, the majority of whom did not know Russian, it became clear that we must carry on our work in
Yiddish.
We were in a dilemma, for many of our comrades were not Jews and did not know Yiddish. Even though I
could read and write Yiddish a little, my knowledge was insufficient to serve the purpose. I knew a few
“household” words, but when it came to leading a circle or making a speech, I was completely lost.
When we began to issue leaflets, to participate in strikes and spread illegal literature which we received from
abroad, the police took more notice of us and spied on us, but in a very primitive fashion. Some suspicious
looking individual would post himself at the gate and stand there for hours at a time until another no less
interesting character came to relieve him. If one went anywhere, he followed; one crossed the street and he was
already there.
At times the spy would become annoying and one of us would take it upon himself to lead him away. The
decoy would go to the Saxony Gardens for a stroll, the spy vigilantly following. So, while the spy shadowed our
decoy, all the necessary work was being done unmolested at home, the comrades went in and out of the house,
while the spy strolled in the Saxony Gardens.
Then we began to receive literature from abroad more regularly and with less trouble, particularly after the
arrival of Vera, a Zurich student connected with the “Emancipation of Labor” group, who was a sister of Eugenia
Alexandrovna Tushinskaya, one of our closest friends. Vera used to carry literature not only to Warsaw, but also to
St. Petersburg.
*
Eugenia Alexandrovna was more than a sympathizer. Although she did not take part in organizing workers’
circles, she risked so much for our group that we regarded her as one of ourselves, even though her husband, who
visited her on rare occasions, was a big landlord who had squandered his fortune. He had been a liberal, but by
that time he had degenerated into an official of the Polish frontier police. Eugenia was ashamed of her husband
and distressed by these visits, but she could not bring herself to break all ties with him.
However, his visits were very rare and short. As soon as he left we would be told immediately that the house
was once more at our disposal. Eugenia Alexandrovna’s house was above suspicion, hence our reason for using it
as much as possible. There we hid our literature, printed our leaflets, met strikers and hid comrades who were
being hunted by the police. Sometimes these comrades had to stay in the house for several days at a time and
Eugenia Alexandrovna would feed them.
Witty, cheerful, gentle Eugenia Alexandrovna had a special gift of soothing a tired, nervous person. Not a few
of us were half-starved and exhausted at the time. She lived on a modest income gained by giving French lessons.
Despite her limited funds she managed to help the most needy in our group. She fed me for a long time when I
had no resources.
The fact that my sister and I and many other comrades did not die of hunger in Warsaw was the result of the
comradely mutual help, the truly brotherly relations in our colony, and especially of the efforts of Eugenia
Alexandrovna. It was through her assistance that I was able to go abroad sometime afterward. She died in a
hospital somewhere in the south, away from all of us, because our hazardous underground life made the luxury of
caring for those near and dear to us impossible.
*
As to the conditions under which our work was done, I cannot recall that we were united in any kind of
centralized group which took definite measures or passed definite decisions. Perhaps such a group did exist with
Feodor as its leader, but I, as a rank and file worker, knew nothing of it. I can only recollect that we lived as a
commune, discussed all kinds of questions, studied in circles, constantly consulted one another. Someone would
write a manifesto and the comrades who happened to be near at hand would read and discuss it. Anyone who had
some technical skill would undertake to print and distribute it. There was no proper distribution of functions
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among us.
Generally, our work was of a somewhat restricted character, i.e., our conditions were to a certain extent
artificial. Knowing only Russian we were necessarily confined in our work to the Lithuanian artisans, who were
of infinitesimal value both in quantity and quality compared with the masses of Polish and Polish-Jewish workers.
The Lithuanians were only artisans and naturally could not play an important part in such a large industrial centre
as Warsaw with its huge proletarian masses.
Small wonder that the more active members of our group endeavoured to get away from Warsaw to participate
in the activities of Russian groups. For me, personally, the possibility of doing work in Russian industrial centres
could be realized only if I received a permit to live outside the Jewish ghettos.
This meant that I must take up some profession. For one who had chosen the profession of underground
revolutionary worker this was not easy. Nevertheless, I decided to go to Vienna where I would take a six months’
midwifery course.
After getting my Vienna diploma I should have to pass an examination in a Russian university; The midwifery
diploma that I would get if I succeeded at the examinations would give me the right to live in any part of Russia
and the possibility of carrying on revolutionary underground work.
2
In the autumn of 1896 I returned home, where my revolutionary activities were unknown, to get a governors
passport to go abroad—to Vienna. And here, on my arrival in my native town, I heard for the first time about the
“old man,” which was Lenin’s political nickname in St. Petersburg. I did not cbnnect him at that time with Tulin
(V. I. Lenin) whose articles I had read so avidly in Warsaw. I clearly recall the circumstances in which I first
learned of the existence of the “old man.”
I had a friend, Elena Solomonovna. Her almost pauperized parents lived in a little hut on the outskirts of the
town. Elena, like myself, left her native town, but instead of going to Warsaw, she went to St. Petersburg. There
she had the fortune to attend nurses’ courses. When I learned from my mother that Elena also had come to visit
her folks, I rushed to her home to get the latest St. Petersburg revolutionary news.
It was a Friday evening and, as in every respectable Jewish home, at least five tallow candles were shedding
their flickering light in the little hut. Elena took some St. Petersburg leaflets out of her stocking and we sat in the
dull candle-light, absorbed in our reading. In connection with these leaflets Elena told me that there was in St.
Petersburg a certain “old man,” who was not really an old man but who went by that nickname.
This “old man” was in prison at that time, but he contrived to write leaflets and get them out to his comrades.
But the most interesting thing he wrote at the time was his pamphlet What the “Friends of the People” Are and
How they Fight the Social-Democrats in which he refutes the utopian theories of the Narodniks, or Populists who
predominated in the socialist movement in Russia at that time. To our great disappointment, Elena was unable to
procure a copy of this pamphlet.
After three or four months the desired passport arrived from the governor of Vitebsk and I left for Warsaw,
going on from there shortly after to Vienna. As I have said, the funds for my journey were supplied by Eugenia
Alexandrovna who, with the help of some friends, also managed to arrange a small stipend for me.
Connections with the foreign revolutionary circles were well established, and the first person I met in Vienna
was the daughter of Axelrod, one of the founders of the “Emancipation of Labor” group and who in later years
became a Menshevik and an open enemy of the Soviet Union. His daughter, Vera Axelrod, was a medical student.
This acquaintanceship helped me over the difficulty of my imperfect knowledge of German and enabled me to
settle down quickly. Having been educated in Zurich, Vera spoke German fluently; she also knew personally the
prominent leaders of the Austrian Social-Democratic Party.
Events in Vienna while I was there—mass meetings, strikes, fierce Party strife in the Reichsrat, street
demonstrations against the hated Badeni ministry—all this made an enormous impression on me who had been
reared in the traditions of underground-circle work. I attended one huge mass meeting of the Galician peasant
navvies. These labourers listened to the various speakers with intense interest, and some of them even got up on to
the platform in their aprons and clogs and delivered spirited speeches themselves.
They resembled the peasants in our Vitebsk province but, comparing the two mentally, I would have told
anyone who suggested to me that some day I should see similar meetings in my native land that they were
dreamers. Fervently as I believed in the triumph of the Russian revolution, that triumph then seemed to me
unattainably remote.
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I not only attended the big meetings at which the more prominent agitators delivered rousing speeches, but also
the small gatherings in all the socialist clubs where theoretical lectures and discussions were held. About this time
the revisionist tendency was clearly defined in the German Social-Democratic Party. I do not remember whether
we read Eduard Bernstein’s book or articles in the magazine Die Neue Zeit; but the criticism of Marx and the
revision of his theories were the fashion then, and at the club meetings the discussion centred principally around
revisionism. Although my personal sympathies were on the side of the orthodox Marxists and not with the critics
of Marx, nevertheless, it was very difficult for me to make head or tail of these polemics.
The Russian exiles in Vienna did not make a particularly strong impression on me, but what deeply engraved
itself in my memory was the other Vienna—the Vienna that was the centre of the Austrian workers’ movement.
Life in Vienna was very varied and interesting, but I could not afford to remain there long. My finances were
dwindling rapidly notwithstanding the fact that Vera and I lived very modestly. We rented a little room and lived
mostly on lentils and potato salad. On rare occasions we permitted ourselves the luxury of a donkey-meat
“beefsteak” for which we were teased by our friends who declared that such food would stimulate the growth of
our ears. Owing to our lack of funds we tried to see and hear as much as possible in the shortest possible time.
In the morning we bought the Arbeiter Zeitung and turned first to the back page where “meetings, lectures and
reports” were announced and according to which we planned our day. We were obliged to cover most of the
distances on foot, but we did not mind that, if the meeting proved interesting. Now and then we would be
reminded of our “fundamental” work, Vera’s university and my midwifery courses; but we tried to give a
minimum of our time and attention to this. It was not surprising, therefore, that I failed to pass my examinations
and was obliged to remain for another term.
I received an invitation to spend my summer holidays at the home of Vera’s parents in Zurich. I had long been
thinking of a trip to Switzerland. I always dreamt of actually coming in contact with the “Emancipation of Labor”
group. Also I wanted to read more illegal literature and to learn from first-hand sources what was happening in the
Russian underground movement.
At the Axelrod home that summer I met Plekhanov and Vera Zasulich as well as Bebel, Kautsky and Bernstein.
I well recall the first time I saw Plekhanov. I was standing in the little garden of the Axelrod home, talking to
Sasha, Axelrod’s son who had just come up on his bicycle. All of a sudden a well-dressed, middle-aged European,
clad in a light-gray suit, brown shoes and kid gloves, bowed to us and, turning to Sasha, said:
“Well, how do you like the bicycle? Shall I take a ride on it? Or is it improper for a Tambov squire to ride on a
steel horse?”
“Who is this gentleman with the clever eyes?” I thought to myself, and when the “gentleman” went into the
house I began to question Sasha. Sasha looked at me in surprise and exclaimed:
“Why, didn’t you know that he is Georgi Valentinovich?”
Naturally, a youth who had grown up in Switzerland could not understand that, according to my conceptions,
Plekhanov would more likely have been in tatters than in yellow kid gloves. But if Plekhanov’s outward
appearance and habits might have caused some disappointment to a Russian underground worker, the appearance
of Vera Zasulich and her whole mode of life made up a hundredfold for the first disillusion.
*
I met Vera Zasulich very often that summer because she also practically lived at the Axelrod home. She had a
room in the neighbouring street, and the Axelrods did all they could to persuade her to leave that den. Vera
Zasulich coughed and was indeed very ill, and her room was altogether unsuitable for her. But not wishing to
inconvenience the Axelrods she refused their invitations to dine with them, saying that it was quite easy for her
“to cook a potful of soup that would last for a whole week”. Once she said to Vera Axelrod and to me on the
subject of clothes:
“It is needless to have a dressmaker make you a blouse. Anybody can cut one out. All you have to do is leave
two holes for the sleeves and a third hole for the collar.”
Indeed, she habitually wore a gray cotton dress that really looked like a sack with holes for sleeves and collar.
She felt perfectly comfortable in it though, and once even wore it at the theatre. She regarded Vera Axelrod and
me as children and never talked seriously to us.
The discussions that arose among Plekhanov, Axelrod and Zasulich centred principally upon their differences
with the Russian Economists and the German revisionists, but they did not break off personal relations with either.
When Eduard Bernstein visited the Axelrods in Zurich both the hosts and the guest carried on a peaceful
conversation at tea. Bernstein, the father of German revisionism, impressed me as a homely man in blue glasses.
What this man in the blue glasses said at tea I have completely forgotten.
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Another time “the Russian Webbs,” as Kuskova and Prokopovich were then called, visited the Axelrods, and
Plekhanov came from Geneva to meet them. They had a lengthy discussion in Axelrod’s study into which we, the
youthful guests, were not permitted to enter. When they came out to tea, Plekhanov was in excellent spirits,
Kuskova appeared flushed and confused, while Axelrod and Zasulich gazed at Plekhanov with admiring eyes.
It could never occur to me then that Paul Borisovich Axelrod would one day put spokes in the wheel of that
very revolution which he discussed with me so many times. Nor could I ever dream that Plekhanov, who was then
so near to us, would become so infinitely distant, estranged and hostile.
*
In the autumn I returned to Vienna where I was obliged to work seriously at the clinic, since upon my finishing
the term depended my getting the right to live in any part of Russia—that peculiar right of being without rights
which was the lot of the common people in the Russian empire at that time. After passing the examination and
receiving my Austrian diploma, I went home for a short while, certain that I would be able to get a certificate as to
my political reliability which I had to present at the university before I could sit for an examination. Up to that
time, absolutely no one at home knew about my association with the movement.
After many difficulties I finally obtained the required document from the governor of Vitebsk and decided to
go to Kharkov. There I had to pass an examination in anatomy, physiology and nursing in order to exchange my
Austrian diploma for a Russian one. The Russian diploma in its turn enabled me to change my old passport which
read, “valid only where Jews are permitted to live,” for a new one which read: “Jewish midwife, so and so, has the
right to live in any part of Russia.” …
38.1 My Loves\fn{by Adelaida Gertsyk (1874-1925)} “brought up on her parent’s estate near Moscow,” Russia (F) 9
When I look back on my past, I see a line of staging posts that mark the way I have come, torches whose light
has illumined and guided my path: these are the enthusiasms which set fire to my soul, which moulded new forms
within it.
My “loves” are these staging posts: love affairs with books and their authors. These episodes have been no less
vivid than my meetings with real people; they have done as much to decide my fate, to beat out my soul like
silver.
Or perhaps even more: it is these loves which have weighed heaviest in my life, and the best part of my
strength, my warmest feelings, have been given to them.
I am sure that many others have shared the sense that the pages of a book open up a new undiscovered country,
and the recognition that your reading of it is the most important thing that can happen to you; there will never be
anything like this again.
The startling novelty of this new world tears you from your ordinary surroundings, you are plunged into its
special atmosphere. Body, mind, and spirit are forced to submit to the demands, to the laws of this new world—
and real people float away, melt to nothing, become pale and superfluous as phantoms …
Such are the loves which I now recall.
1
It\fn{A note reads: John Ruskin (1819-1900), a figure who had become fairly well known amongst the Russian intelligentsia by the
turn of the century.} was a day late in autumn, in town; the streets were soaked and dreary, days crawled one after the
other slow as clouds in the sky. People hurried, grimly dreamless, through the streets, carrying their packages and
briefcases. Everyone had something to do; it would be dark by four. Work, white-hot mental activity, was all that
made life worth living.
I lay on the sofa, indolently turning the pages of a new catalogue of English books which I had just picked up
in a bookseller’s, and reflecting mechanically that I had better order something new to read. On the last page,
where the cheap shilling editions are listed, these words passed before my eyes:
Mornings in Florence-Ruskin. (New edition.)
Where had I, when had I been reading about Ruskin? Ruskin? The name glimmered faintly in my mind;
scattered shreds of thoughts, memories began to heap round it. My heart knocked impatiently; I knew there was
no time to waste.
329

The next morning I read an announcement in the paper. A new journal for criticism and the arts, The
Ensign,\fn{A note reads: The title may possibly veil a reference to The Banner, a short-lived (1899-1901) Moscow “political, scientific,
and literary weekly,” edited by N. D. Obleukhov .} editor and publisher Stalaktitov, was preparing to publish articles about
“writers from abroad.” The editor’s name was curious, the advertisement ill-phrased-there was nothing that should
have inspired my confidence in the enterprise. It was precisely for that reason that I set off to visit the Ensign
office.
A narrow staircase to the second floor, rising into a minuscule dark hall. I felt amused and embarrassed by
turns. Then a table in a big empty room, with a man at the table. A quire of blank paper, a long, shinily new accounts book, a box of sand—everything ready for the new journal, and everything brand new. It was like a
children’s game.
I sat down opposite the editor and offered to write an essay about Ruskin for his new journal.
He frowned at me suspiciously, and fiddled with his new fountain pen (there wasn’t a trace of ink on the nib).
“Short pieces, that’s what we need. We haven’t the space for essays.”
“As you wish. But if you really are interested in foreign writers, you must start with Ruskin. No one in Russia
knows him. He has been translated into every other language there is, but here most people haven’t even heard his
name.”
I became more and more heated, accusing the Russian public both of ignorance and of indifference.
He was acting the editor quite well, but I acted the contributor better. Eventually he gave way.
“Send your essay in, then, and we’ll let you know.”
I got up and left.
Once I was outside, my excitement grew. Talking about Ruskin had made me realize his importance. I could
not forgive myself for not having heard of him earlier, could not understand why I had not heard of him.
That evening, I went into Gautier’s bookshop to have a look at the English catalogues; and what should I see
on the counter but a fat, yellow volume, Sizeranne’s new study, Ruskin et la religion de la beaute\fn{Robert de La
Sizeranne poublished this essasy in 1897.}
My hand shook as I opened it. Inside was the profile portrait of a handsome, stern, distinguished elderly man.
Fixing my eyes on it thirstily, I sensed that all my hopes had been transcended. I had been expecting to fall in love
with a book; now here was a real person. I rushed to pay for the book, and hurried out of the shop, gripping it
tightly, afraid to let it out of my grip for one minute. I wanted to get home as soon as possible and find out who
this Ruskin might be.
That evening, when I went to bed, for the first time in many days I found myself looking forward to the next
day, and feeling as though I had been given a gift. My boredom and loneliness had vanished.
That was how my love for Ruskin began.
I soon had all his most important books: Modern Painters,\fn{1888.} Seven Lamps,\fn{The Seven Lamps of
Architecture (1880).} Val d’Arno,\fn{1882.} as well as the little shilling book that had seduced me first, Mornings in
Florence.\fn{Published in seven parts (1875-1877).} I even tried to translate this last work, struggling to understand the
unfamiliar architectural terms, to distinguish one from the other.
But understanding was not Ruskin’s most important gift to me. I had found a teacher, a friend, one that was
living and real. I had fallen in love with everything about him: his neat gray beard, his lofty brow, his stem profile, his strong—though elderly—hands, which dealt so deftly and affectionately with every plant, every pebble,
and could capture in his sketch-book the most complicated ornament, the most delicate vein on a flower-petal.
I grew to know his life: I learnt from his Praeterita\fn{His autobiography (1889).} how the toothed oak leaves had
taught him about the everlasting beauty that lit the world. I learnt how an old canvas of Turner’s\fn{ Joseph Mallord
William Turner (1775-1851), English landscape painter.} had made him the friend and lover of art for ever.
From Sizeranne I learnt about Ruskin’s life: how he lived in an old house\fn{ A note reads: Brantwood, near Coniston
Water, in the Lake District, to which Ruskin retired in his last years .} in England, and how visitors came to see him from all
over the country. I imagined him walking slowly into his dining-room at breakfast, with a greeting, a question, a
word of advice for everyone. He was wearing a soft gray suit, his voice was soft and low-except when it
occasionally rose in an angry or reproachful crescendo; he would sit in his high-backed chair in the big bay
window, whilst his visitors grouped themselves on the steps at his feet.
Soon the charm of his personality even overwhelmed the power of his books for me. From time to time, of course,
1 would go back to them, lying awake at night to think about Giotto’s tower,\fn{ A note reads: The Campanile of the
Duomo at Florence, begun in 1334, two years before Giotto’s death, and built, at least in its earlier stages, to designs by him .} and the
naïve paintings of Memmi.\fn{Simone Memmi aka Simoni Martini aka Lippo Martini (1283?-1344), a pupil of Giotto .} there, or
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falling in love with the Pre-Raphaelites\fn{ A note reads: A group of 19th century English painters, poets, and critics who reacted
against Victorian materialism and neo-classical conventions of academic art by producing earnest, quaqsi-religious works .} and
resolving to devote my life to studying them. But Ruskin’s influence went far further and deeper than this; he
became part of my own inner life.
For the first time, I learnt the joy of obedience, the beauty of pupillage; every moment of the day, I had this
stern, noble, elderly man as companion. I could ask him whatever I liked, I could sit at his feet and listen, and
believe all he said, uncritically, unquestioningly.
I learnt how thought can enliven a strange, damaged fresco in the courtyard of an old church, turning it into
something as sparkling and precious as a diamond; I learnt. how one can sit in a room in town during the winter
and ponder with trembling joy on the silvery tiny stars of the saxifrage, growing way up in the English hills,
understanding that they are the voices of the earth, calling from her sheltering womb to the heavens. Was this not
a miracle? And who could bring such miracles about but this old man? Already he had lived such a long life; he
was incapable of error, he knew and comprehended everything, this patriarch, like the silver-haired Moses. The
keeper of secrets, he who had the ear of the Almighty.
At such moments I despised youth and young people. I now had a favourite pose: I would sit on the floor, “at
his feet,” arms round my knees and looking up at his face, every inch the diligent student.
So it was at the school of Pythagoras,\fn{A note reads: I.e., the brotherhood at Crotona, southern Italy, to which the
philosopher expounded his views on ethics.} under the shade of the olives. People would often find me sitting on the floor
of my room; but no-one ever saw the old man, although he had now become so real that I could feel his hand on
my shoulder. His touch was not always gentle. On occasion the old man became despotic and demanding;
sometimes he would even growl at me; but it was sweet to submit to his tyranny, muttering quietly to myself.
I loved Ruskin’s habit of stopping in mid-description, so that he could utter a stern aside to his fellowtravellers (especially the ladies, who have a weakness for showy things of all kinds).
“I shall let you go now. You may leave the church if you wish, and take a tour around the fashionable shops, or
join the jostling crowds on the square, where hundreds of other persons as idle as yourselves are staring into the
shop windows. But remember! we shall meet again in Santa Maria Novella, tomorrow at eight. sharp.”\fn{ An
invention of the author.}
The old man treated me just as he did them, chiding me, but never banishing me from his company for ever;
his interest in me was stern, yet emboldening, and I felt it on my shoulders as a horse feels his harness. I had no
love for Ruskin the moralist: it was tedious to read his homiletic excursions on the detriments wrought by the
railways on nature and on man, the evils of factories, and the importance of craft industries. But I wanted the old
man to demand that I be kind, that I concern myself with the welfare of the poor: in order to please him, I forced
myself to read every single article on economics that The European Herald\fn{A note reads: I.e., Vestnik Evropy,
perhaps the most important literary and political monthly of the late 19 th century, which did in fact carry many dull and worthy
commentaries on economic affairs.} could publish. My spiritual vocabulary, till then amoral, was supplemented by new

words: responsibility, honesty, egoism. I began to work more industriously. My gait, formerly fast and uneven,
became slower and more cautious, to match the sober walking pace of my favorite old man.
That winter, Ruskin died. That is, the real Ruskin, in his English manor house near London. I read about this in
the papers, but the news did not particularly bother me. My own Ruskin was quite real enough; the death of his
English original only made him seem more alive. He began to acquire new characteristics, which were no longer
borrowed from Ruskin’s own books. The appearance of a certain predilection for melancholy, of a distinct
alienation from humankind, transformed the apostle of socialism and moralist into a solitary philosopher,
dissatisfied with his own existence.
At the same time he seemed to become gentler; he began treating me more directly, more affectionately. I
could tell that my devotion had softened him, and that he loved me in his turn; I sometimes even sensed a
readiness in him to unburden his soul, to tell me about his unhappy youth, or some love affair of the distant past.
But by now he had become so real that his constant presence in our house or in my own bedroom sometimes
made me feel a slight sense of claustrophobia.
In the next street along was a little house with three windows, where the blinds were always down. I moved
my old man in here; as I passed, I would pause in the street and see in my imagination the room with its books,
and its desk, where he was always sitting solitary, communing with beauty and goodness. I would stare at the
wonderful Sizeranne picture, which I had cut out and placed on my own desk; at last, I began to write down the
conversations I had with the old man.
The winter went by. Spring came; perfumed air began to seep through the open windows, and long rolls of
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thunder cut through the stuffy haze in town. Drops of rain still trembled on the acacia buds, the puddles shone on
the streets in the lamplight, the air was fresh and heady as wine. I went to the three-windowed house, and called to
my old man to come down.
We walked on and on,arm in arm, over the moist, echoing planks of the pavements in the quiet side-streets;
clear drops fell from the scented acacias on our heads.
For some reason I began thinking of Mozart, perhaps because his music always reminds me of an acacia. I told
my old man what I was thinking. In reply, he began speaking about the sufferings of mankind, but he was unable
to finish. He seemed to have lost his train of thought.
“How much older he seems,” I thought. And for the first time, both of us felt sad, as though we were far from
home and from each other—though perhaps we had never been so close, so loving, in any case. Our dialogue had
ceased; there was no teacher, no pupil, any longer. There was only the spring, and its scents, and the sense of how
wide the world was.
At last I decided to go back home; as I rang at the door, I thought how little this fading, elusive, submissive,
and sad old man resembled the wise, didactic aesthetician who had so enraptured me earlier.
I don’t think we met again, after that.
2
The last part of my love affair was played out on Lago Maggiore, on one of those scorching hot, cobalt-blue,
herb-scented Southern days. How clearly I see before me the azure lake, the narrow path fringed with cypresses,
and the white marble villa with its roses behind the wrought-iron fence. On the gate is written in gold letters:
Villa Vivanti
But perhaps I should begin at the beginning, on that Moscow winter day when I was visiting friends, and saw
an unfamiliar little book in red morocco; opening it, I read the words, Lirica. Annie Vivanti.\fn{Annie Vivanti aka
Mrs. J. S. Chartres (1868-1942), Anglo-Italian poet. Lirica was publsihed in 1890.} I knew no Italian, but the softness of the
leather, the elegance of the pages with their poems in fine print, were so appealing that I was reluctant to put the
book down. It was strange how nearly I could understand it!
Just a little effort, it seemed, and my eyes would be opened to the meaning of every word...
“Io sono tanto stanca di lottare.”\fn{I am so weary of struggling.} The words, the name of the author, the book
itself, were all so melodious that I asked if I might take the book away for a few days.
“She’s an Italian poet, but not a very well-known one. I was sent the book from abroad. Would you like me to
translate anything for you?” asked my hostess.
I refused this kind offer. Already I had begun to have jealous feelings about this Annie; I did not want her
contaminated by other people’s ideas, by their explanations. I shall work it all out for myself—who she is, and
what she is, I thought, as I took the book away.
Something was pulling me to her irresistibly, and over the next few days I found it impossible to forget her.
The secret of the strange language teased at me; so did the secret of Annie herself, this poetess whom no one
knew; so, too, those occasional magical lines that had made their way through to my consciousness:
“Quando sara partita-piangerai.”\fn{When I am gone, you will weep.}
I felt a rising sense of wounded pride. A woman, another woman was experiencing something, was troubled by
something near at hand, was calling me to her, but I could not understand her. I decided that something had to be
done.
I sat down with a dictionary and a pocket Italian grammar, and began reading, launching straight into that very
book. Every day I was rewarded by being able to work through one new poem.
Slowly I picked my way through Carducci’s preface, from which arose a charming and astonishing image: an
adolescent girl with a fiery, courageous, uncontainable soul. It was all so unlike my own life: her ringing laughter,
her jokes, her nomadic, gypsy ways, her abrupt shifts of mood, her celebration of youth and all life’s joys, but
above all her beauty! How wonderfully she wrote: about her own black curls, her dark-blue eyes, her supple
body…
She was the first to teach me that one has no need to be ashamed of oneself, that one has the right to expect
affection and admiration. She wasthe first woman friend who had taught me this. I was astonished by her, I
deferred to her in everything; at first, certainly, I did try resisting her, opposing my own earnestness, my gloomy
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view of the world, to her bold high spirits, her daring. But she was too strong for me. I could almost feel the
warmth of her soft, dark-skinned hands, could almost see the mocking laughter in her eyes as I spoke, and her
flashing white teeth, so I gave way … She revealed to me the secrets of a woman’s charm, the secrets of her own
native language, where every word still held the aroma of a first acquaintance, where the very sounds still glowed
with living colors and had not yet faded to mere algebra. The language was so festive, so captivatingly indolent,
that I could not imagine how one could use it on ordinary days, how one could talk in it of everyday things.
As I began to understand the poems with more and more ease, my love for Annie grew; now 1 did not attempt
to criticize her, but followed the caprices of her feeling with enthusiasm. Here she is, bursting into a room where a
schoolboy who is in love with her is sitting at his books, and pouring out a foaming flood of raillery. (From Vuoi
tu .\fn{As you wish.}):
“Let us go! there is no air here indoors … Put down your books, leave your studies—who needs them? 1 shall
teach you everything you need to know. Look into my blue eyes, learn astronomy from them. We will learn
arithmetic by counting our kisses. Let us go! Let us give free rein to our youth! Let the sun scorch us and the wind
blow round us!'
To another lover, she addresses the following heartless words:
“Soon my love for you will fade, and I shall go back to my wandering life, frivolous and carefree, glad that I
can forget you … Soon my love will fade; when I meet you, I shall walk by with a light heart and shining eyes,
not bothering to greet you … To love today, to love again tomorrow, that is my fate!” (From Fra poco.\fn{ In a
while.})
I was bewitched by these and other, silnilar, lines in this melodious new language. Imagine being like that!
Why had I encountered her, fallen in love with her, so late? Why had it taken me so long to find out that life can
be like that, that a woman can be like that?
But Annie did not only teach me the surging inconstancy of a woman in love; she also taught me passion—
bleak feelings of sorrow, jealousy, revenge, the readiness to die, to be destroyed.
Her short, powerful poem Appuntamento, (the assignation), whose fractured rhythms resonate grimly and
clearly as the first beats of a troubled heart, had me in its power immediately.
“I am waiting for him—uneasily. He will come in silence, his face handsome and pale, smiling his smile of
brilliant cruelty. He will come. I am waiting. I remember my sister, my poor timid sister, with her quiet voice, her
gentle gaze, her pale face … She loves him … He laughed. She lay in my arms and wrestled with death, and I
looked over her russet hair at him, not weeping. He loves me. Terrible, terrible! Passionate, forbidden desire burns
in me … That is why I am here. And in my pocket is a Catalan dagger!”
That coltello catalano gave me a start each time I read the poem. The closeness of death and love, of passion
and cruelty relninded me of Carmen, but how deep, how close, the image of Carmen had now become for me! I
learnt the poem by heart; I would lock myself in my bedroom in the evening and dress up in a bright short skirt,
wrapping my head in a gaudy scarf; clenching a miniature bone-handled knife, I would recite the poem slowly,
emotionally, hearing in my voice tragic cadences and whispers of passion which until now I had not known. How
overjoyed I was! I knew that I was capable of love, of murder, of treachery. And when I was with my family I
adopted a secretive, provocative pose; in my heart I despised their dull morality, their virtue, their books, their
logic, their safe lives. Which of them knew what hot southern blood pulsed in my veins? Which of them knew
about the bead necklace I wore, like a gypsy’s, or could tell what madness was destined to overcome me? Who
knew that my submissiveness would not last, that I might run away with a horde of gypsies or bandits at any
moment!
Sometimes I would stare at my face in the mirror: could anyone who looked so ordinary actually be mad? But I
did not waste much time thinking about myself—that was not the point. She, my chosen woman friend, would do
all this for me! If only I could see her for a moment!
*
At last the strange, passionate winter I spent in Annie’s company came to an end; and at the end of the summer,
we unexpectedly paid a visit to Switzerland. We had got so cold in the damp, close, low-lying fir forests that we
had decided to go south for two days before returning to Russia. In search of flowers and sunshine, we traveled to
the nearest Italian lake, Locarno. Here we entered a different world, where the air smelled sweet, where the water
pouring down from the looming mountains trickled over the cliffs and lingered in festoons of clear, heavy drops,
before falling at last to the aromatic earth …
On the morning after we arrived, I went for a walk by the lake on my own, and saw the white marble villa with
the name Vivanti on it. My heart began to race, and all my former emotion, subsided for a while, surged up with
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full force. Of course it was unlikely, it was impossible, theremust be some coincidence, no doubt Vivanti was just
as common a name in Italy as Ivanov in Russia. But just suppose. Could I possibly walk on past? Would I ever
forgive myself? If it turned out not to be her, perhaps relatives might be living there; if she herself were not there,
perhaps I might see her portrait? Whilst I was still engaged in thought, my hand automatically went to the wicketgate, and it opened up, showing a gravel path leading to a flight of steps, with statues on either side. Was I mad?
But after all, I had chosen her for good reason, I had a right to her. A moment later I was ringing at the door.
A tall man in a velvet double-breasted jacket opened the door; his face was handsome, but there was something in it I found unpleasant, a slightly raddled look. All this brought home to me the absurdity of my situation.
Seeing his eyes fixed on me with a look of surprise and puzzlement, I was seized with embarrassment; I felt not
only my cheeks, but also my forehead and my neck, suffused by the most violent blush. I mumbled something in
French. He heard me out; it was clear he had little idea what I was saying, but he smiled politely, and gestured that
I should come in. When he had showed me into a cool light room, rather like an artist’s studio, I once more
stumbled into an explanation: I was a Russian visitor, a passionate admirer of Annie Vivanti; I had seen her name
on the door and had not been able to resist finding out whether she lived here.
This time he did understand, and his face lit up with delight.
“Annie Vivanti! Oh! sana il suo fratello!”\fn{Oh, she is my sister.}
I gave an excited exclamation. He began speaking rapidly in Italian, and to my embarrassment I was forced to
interrupt him, since I found that I could not follow what he said. At last we discovered that we could communicate in German, and so we went and sat in two wicker rocking-chairs by the window.
Her brother! So fairy stories do sometimes come true! I had been brought here by Fate. I looked at him
greedily, absorbing everything about his appearance. Now everything appealed to me, even the faintly bibulous
tinge of his skin and the sarcastic set of his lips.
“But she herself … is not here?”
This was an unnerving question, and I was rather hoping that he would say she was not. There is a limit to
success and happiness, even to magic.
“Ah. No, she is in America, she has lived there two years now, ever since she was married.”\fn{ She married John
Chartres in 1892 and lived in America for 10 years, returning to Italy in 1912, where she remained until her death .} And he began
telling me all about it; my excitement had infected him too. By some strange twist of chance, my Annie had
married an Englishman—a representative of that coldly rational nation which she had so often mocked in her
poems, and whose ways were so inimical to her own temperament. She had settled with him in New York, where
he was engaged in business of some kind; she had a daughter who took up all her time and attention.
“Does she still write?”
“Since she married, she only writes in English. She has learnt the language of her new homeland.”
He got up and took two volumes in English from a bookcase.
“You see, here is a novel of hers, The Hunt for Happiness.. A very convincing and lifelike study of American
manners.”
“But what about poetry?”
“She writes no poetry now. But she has published critical essays on music and art.”
He took down an issue of some American journal
“No doubt you have—” and my voice stammered to a halt.
“Her photograph?” he supplied the rest. He laughed and stood up.
“Just one moment, and I shall show you. I can bring you pictures of her husband and her daughter too.”
He went out. A minute later, and I had a little heap of photographs lying before me. With a shaking hand, I took
them one by one and studied them.
It was a reasonably handsome young face, rather of the Hebraic type than anything else. But in any case, far
more suitable to a drawing-room than a gypsy camp. You could see a certain likeness to her brother.
I soon came to terms with what I had seen, and accepted this strange new image, which had erased all that my
fancy had found so mysterious, so bewitching. Yes, she looked exactly as one would expect.
I selected what I found most appealing in each photograph: yes, her eyes had come out well here, but her nose
and mouth less so—and that was not a very typical expression. In one photograph (the last one) she was holding
her little daughter on her knees and pressing her cheek to her head in a manner that had just the slightest touch of
affectation about it. Her husband was a typical Englishman, the blond, classically handsome sort that so often
figures in novels, with neatly combed hair and a cold, expressionless face. The photograph I liked best showed
Annie full-length, standing by a bookcase in a grand evening gown, head tilted back provocatively. I returned so
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often to look once more at this portrait that Annie’s brother suggested I might like to keep it.
Just then, two ladies walked in, and began giving me curious looks. Annie’s brother said that they were his
wife and daughter, and we exchanged bows. It was clear that they could not understand a word of what we were
saying; they sat down at the other side of the room, smiling politely. It was high time for me to take my leave.
I stood on the threshold of the house, portrait in hand, and thanked him for his hospitality. His parting words
were:
“Yes, yes, you must tell all Vivanti’s admirers in Russia that she has become a model mother and housewife
(modelle Hausfrau). He laughed. Once more I began to find him unpleasant.
A few minutes later, and I was back on the aromatic path by the lake, walking so fast that I could hardly keep
from breaking into a run.
Before I reached the hotel, I turned off the path and rushed down to the water’s edge, snagging my dress on the
wire fence by the path and making it tear. I sat down, next to the blue rippling water, and took out her portrait
again. I pondered on what had happened to her.
This was very important. The former Annie was no more. Everything which had enraptured me, which was so
unlike my life about her life, was now vanished. Gone were the sudden whims, the secret meetings, the Catalan
dagger, the raptures of self-love or uncontainable surges of feeling.
She was now a sensible, solid, citizen, a mother, a faithful wife, the author of critical essays on music …
Of course she no longer wrote poems. How could she? Her poetry had been a reflection of that other life, of a
girl’s innocent thoughtlessness. But I realized with dreadful clarity that I could not walk the path down which she
had led me alone, that there would be no more nights when I would put on my gaudy scarf and lovingly recite the
festive Italian words to my bedroom mirror It was no wonder that Annie had also abandoned that language in
which she had expressed all her youthful madness.
But I must walk a different path—no one would make such a passionate and convincing case for my right to
freedom, passion, and beauty again. I would have to go on living severely, responsibly; I would have to find
someone else …
Something warm rushed into my eye (was it a tear or the sun;s reflection?) for a moment, and blocked my
view of the portrait. For a moment I could not see.
On that morning I spent by the lake, I celebrated something very like the funeral rites for my miraculous
friendship with Annie; I mourned my lost vision, my first glimpse of the joy of triumphant femininity. In the
evening, we left for Russia.
3
In Potebnya’s book Thought and Language, I came across the following words, written by Humboldt:
“Language resembles a garden where there are both flowers and fruits, green leaves and dry fallen leaves, where
death and eternal life stand side by side, so too growth and development.”
I was delighted to discover this passage, which first taught me how to see and to hear the secret life of words, a
life that I have gone on sensing ever since. I suspect that in fact similar thoughts about language had come to me
even before that, though I do not recall for certain whether they had; at any rate, even before then, I had always
taken a great interest in words. I always noticed new epithets, and remembered them; when I read a passage that
was badly or clumsily expressed, I would become quite indignant.
And I remember that Humboldt’s sentence acted for me as an impulsion, an illumination; it opened my eyes to
many things for the first time.
I began to find the very existence of those verbal signs that come to our aid when we communicate, whose life
depends on us alone, intensely involving and exciting.
And so I started to read more widely: chapters of Potebnya, of Ovsyaniko, Kulikovsky, O even sections of
Wundt’s extremely dry and academic Psychologie der Sprache. From these books I learnt about the physiology
and the characteristics of words. The more I learnt, the more convinced I became that every one of us has the most
serious crime on his conscience. I realized how blindly words are treated by us, and how the “living fruits and
flowers” of that paradisaical garden are ruined by our careless hands. Every living flower is certain to wilt, to
scatter its petals, to turn to dust and compost, mulch for the earth in which it grew—even so is every word
destined to turn from a fragrant living image into something mechanical, a mere cipher for passing thoughts.
That is how words live, and that is how they die. But we so often speed up the process, like children tearing the
petals of flowers or impatiently picking apart unripe buds. And yet it is we who should try to maintain their
freshness and beauty. How well I could understand the words of that French aesthete who said that “sometimes a
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drop of moisture is enough to freshen the driest style, a mere spark of inspiration will warm it into life.” (Remy de
Gourmont, Esthetique de la langue).
Having become a partisan on words’ behalf, I began to hate everything which was inimical to them, which
threatened to destroy them; I began to detest any treatment of them which was passive or unreflective, any
attitudes to them which lacked love or artistry; the slipshod tastelessness that is so characteristic of articles in
newspapers and magazines became repulsive to me. At the same time, I developed a passionate desire to protect
some favourite words from destruction, to stop them losing their leaves and withering. On falling in love with
some word that had not yet been trampled to pieces, that still smelt of the fresh spring soil, that suddenly made
conversation bright and festive when it was introduced, I would start fretting about how to save it, how to keep it
hidden for a while, so that its scent should not be dispersed, so that it should not be vulgarized, pawed too often
by indifferent hands. I would search for some other word which might stand in a while for the first, so that it
would have a chance to relax and recuperate; and I would plant this new word into my conversation
ostentatiously, almost as though I were trying to prompt my companions, so eager was I to dissuade them from
using my favorite; or I would change the subject abruptly, stopping others from reaching the point where, I was
sure, my word would come up in conversation.
What tricks did I not use! For example, I felt like that about the word “glade” at one time. This was the
delightful name which someone had given to the clearing beside our dacha one spring; later, everyone had started
calling the clearing that. We began using it automatically whenever we went for a walk. Shall we go to the glade?
The word soon lost nearly all its novelty, all its delights were gone. But how well it had captured the green grass,
the sky, the first time it was used; the whole of spring had blossomed in it. You did not need to go there to feel it;
you had only to say, “the glade.”
Then another time someone said: “She was extraordinary yesterday evening, behaving in this positively
vermilion way”—saying the word hesitantly, because it was so unusual.
But I was delighted, and I am sure that I was not alone in this, because people immediately started imitating
the coinage, and soon you heard it being used constantly, without any good reason or justification. “I feel
positively vermilion”… It soon lost all its innocence, became degraded. I expect soon everything in sight would
have been “vermilion” in our family, had I not intervened to save the fresh young flower that still had so much life
in it.
It caused me much anxiety and difficulty when I learnt about the life of words; once I was aware of it, I was
forced to concentrate all my efforts and interest on it.
You listen intently to people talking; you can hardly grasp their meaning, but you see very clearly how they
trample and destroy words—just as we stand on beetles or gnats without noticing it on hot June days. The frail
verbal creations cannot even fly away; they have nowhere to hide; they grow before our eyes, and we must pick
them carefully, and weave garlands of them lovingly, not tear them up by the handful, collecting them in rude
bunches.
Having once taken an interest in words, I soon began to grasp their characteristics, their habits. I realized that
their main vice was laziness, and that this made them prefer to walk ready-marked paths; one word would drag
another behind it, blindly, unconsciously. They would all come along mechanically and stand in their usual places,
like civil servants sitting in the same offices for decades, and drafting the same papers.
How could there possibly be any novelty in such routine work! Nothing goes blunt so rapidly as a word.
Quickly, then still more quickly, it loses its living nature and turns into a pale, shadowy thing, which we
unceremoniously push into any place that happens to be empty.
Not that we would notice words if they vanished. They die unInourned. One of my friends has a phrase he uses
constantly. “Terrible business!” Whether it fits or not, he uses it everywhere. “The church was packed—terrible
business!” “All the walls collapsed during the fire—terrible business!”
Why can’t he say: “it was a terrible sight, a terrible experience”? Because the word “terrible” has fastened
itself to the word “business,” the word itself is too lazy to do anything but follow. Words do not realize that they
are rushing headlong to their own deaths. It is our business to hold them back; we should not encourage them to
destroy themselves.
I began to shake when I heard cliches, banalities, the ready-made phrases that encrust ideas. You find plenty of
them in literature and in scholarly books too. “Their lips fused in a passionate kiss.” “This might be termed the
worm in the bud of our social institutions.” Surely other people must shudder, surely they must realize that they
were perpetrating a crime, a crucifixion, that they were sticking pins into things that had once been alive, but had
now become as desiccated as mummies?
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By determining the characteristics and the vices of words, I had also established how to fight with them. The
best way was to transfer a word which had grown idle and atrophied to a new place; somewhere where it would
feel uncomfortable and ill at ease, where it would have to live self-consciously, not stupidly, where it would have
to behave responsibly, to live harmoniously with its new neighbours. So I eagerly began to read books by “the
decadents,” as they were then called, searching for new and unheard-of combinations of words.
Often I could not have said what a book was actually about; its content escaped me entirely. Ideas, symbols,
structures were unimportant.
But had words themselves been saved or destroyed by what 1 read? In fact, I found that these new books, for
all their silliness, rather resembled hospitals for words, places whence they returned with new strength. And Iwas
delighted to see them being cured; I was sure that the more radical the method, the better.
There are some words that are so well-born they are incapable of vulgarizing thought; vulgarity of any kind is
foreign to them, they do not even know what it is (such are, for example, the terms that have come into ordinary
language from science and scholarship). But like any noble family in decline, they have no creative powers, no
life-force; they do their duties with a sort of pallid dullness, though they do them conscientiously enough. These
elderly aristocrats need marrying off to commoners, so that a healthy propinquity to coarseness may revive and
revivify them. Experimental marriages of this kind had proved successful, I found.
The things that had been done, for example, with that ugly and colourless word “eternity!” Eternity had been
hand-tinted: it had become “turquoise,” “flecked with light;” it had started “peering in at the window”—in short,
it had become a living organism.
“Eternity flexed its muscles,” someone had written; someone else had said, “eternity bared its teeth,” and
although that was said only once, never to be repeated, all the same eternity did have teeth for a moment, and that
gave it new vigor.
All those “splashes of anguish,” “sky-blue joys,” “drunken earths,” “looming cliffs,” “oaky winters” were no
less than acts of mercy, mesalliances destined to restore dead words to new life.
The dry word “transparency” became the title of a whole collection of poems, and so attained a new
significance, gave birth to a living image.
Even mathematical terms might have new life breathed into them. Balmont took “circumference” as a lyrical
motif, and the word burst into bloom like Aaron’s rod.
Another poet made a dry sign-word take upon itself the role of shepherd (“gathered in by a purpose near to
their heart”)—and so he made “purposes” feed a whole flock of thoughts, caressing these at one and the same
time with the words “near to their heart.” What could be bolder, or more logical? I often sensed how
uncomfortable, how uneasy words felt in their new resting-place, how they struggled to bring their old tastes and
customs with them; but their impassivity and facelessness had vanished, and now they had become expressive,
become visible,
Epithets helped words along here, and so I applied particular attention to them. They were the garments for a
word to wear; sometimes they could take years of its age. Sometimes an epithet would be like a toga, so grand and
heavy that it overwhelmed the word, and the word disappeared like a violin in a case, or so that everyone looked
at its clothes and not at it. Many writers concentrated on manufacturing such cloaks or cases for words, and I
watched them do it with excitement. Andrei Bely was especially assiduous in this, though his efforts were not
always successful. You could see the seams on his clothes; they did not dissolve into new organic wholes, but
instead looked as garish as a patchwork dress on a shop mannequin. Every word continued to live its own life,
refusing to give up a scrap of itself so that a new image could be made, refusing to dissolve into other words.
Bely tried particularly hard to forge combinations out of “wine” and “world,” but the two words fought with
him bravely: “wineworldly,” “winescarlet” (leaves), “unworldlypale,” “worldlightly,” “dawnwinely” …
But other combinations made beautiful and sparkling new wholes: “lightflooding,” “moonsilvered,”
“firetwisting,” “lightfoaming,” “linen-flowing”—such new pairings really did decorate and enliven the word to
which they were attached.
Some other writers brought forgotten archaic words back into the language, digging corpses from their graves
and breathing new life into them. Such old words as “chirm, wallwort, weald, archil, mazard, cumberground”
came into the language in a slow, stately procession, as festive as trumpet blasts. I imagined them parading in long
caftans and conical hats like boyars, careless of other people and of the impression they were making on them.
To descend to the very elements of language and rescue forgotten sounds, to warm what is frozen into life, to
create something new according to old rules—that is the highest mission we can have.
Often I would sadly recall that blessed time when language was being invented, when people communicated in
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gestures and inarticulate sounds, that blessed time when concept and word, word and object, were the same. Every
word was a poem, there was a myth in every word, everything was animate, and scented as flowers when they
open. There were no prostitutes, no corpses. I tried to resurrect that primitive state in my own soul, to forget all I
knew, to begin thinking as though it were the morning of our life once more. You had to push your own thirst for
words so far that it became a command.
Let it be! And this act of will must select the sounds unconsciously, must combine them and then give them
words as flesh. That was how I imagined the process by which the first words were created—the first name, the
priInitive stuff of speech. And I shut my eyes so as to annihilate the visible world, and imagined myself sitting on
a tree in virgin forest, and conjuring up a world of sounds by my own volition, calling them forth from the dark
element, making them into the images I needed. It was magic of a kind. When other people came upon me in this
“savage” state, they were astonished by my mutterings.
I created an odd impression at such times, and people found it hard to understand what I said—I spoke slowly
and stumblingly as a woman with a speech impediment; now and again I would pause before uttering some quite
ordinary word, and search for another. I did not speak well, for I was not concerned with myself nor with the
content of what I said, but only with “them.” My soul was filled with greed; I did not want to waste the riches
which had so often been squandered by others.
I never lived so selflessly as then; I forgot about myself, my own tastes; I sacrificed the beauty to which I was
so attached; I paid no attention to the impression I made on others; I renounced philosophical enquiry, my
spiritual and aesthetic life, in the name of those Ininiature creatures which had become so dear to me—for when I
heard the throb of their life, I felt that I was called to defend and nurture them.
I pondered everything from the perspective of their well-being. I remember that when someone suggested
spending the summer on the Baltic, the first question that occurred to me was how it would affect my “words.” I
was delighted to think how beneficial the visit would be, as the steely gray colors of the northern sea seeped into
them, as they were revived by the noble silence of those desert-like dunes and forests.
This was my first real and genuine experience of maternity. It is true that I noticed many other people thinking
about such things, preoccupying themselves with them, but they did not give up their whole souls; they retained
sufficient serenity and self-will to be able to follow and preserve their own processes of thought, to think about
the content of what they were saying, to love ideas as much as words. But in my case everything else was taken
away; my contemplation of words paralysed my abilities, drove me to torment, turned me into a maniac.
I realized that this meaningless speech, this cult of words without significance, was deadly threatening; I knew
that I was on the edge of madness.
I could only be saved by another passion, one no less strong than the first, a passion which would not injure
my love for words, but which would reinforce that love, and which would at the same time instil into that love a
new, powerful beauty, forcing it into subordination. And I found my salvation—in Nietzsche..
28.19 The Choosing Of A Bride\fn{by Mikhail Osorgin aka Mikhail Andreevich Ilyin (1878-1942)} Perm, Perm Oblast,
Russia (M) 3
With dainty slippers on her bare feet, it was Natashenka’s, that is, Natalya Kirillovna’s, custom to go down to
the pantry cellar in the morning. She went there with three of the servant girls, but she herself would undo the
lock and step down the cold and slippery short staircase onto the ice, where in rows stood earthenware milk pots,
wooden pans of sour milk, vats of home-brewed ale and beer, small tubs of pickled preserves, and a week’s
supply of freshly slaughtered meat.
The smell of mold and the piercing cold which seized the young boyarysbnya\fn{A note reads: Boyar is a member of
the early Russian nobility, often with a special, privileged relationship to the monarch . Boyarynya is the wife of a boyar; boyarysbnya is
their daughter.} was actually pleasant after sleeping in the stuffy chambers of her uncle’s manor. With her exquisite

snow-white hands she would pass various supplies up to the servant girls, selecting as much as was needed for the
table and the household. For her efforts she would take for herself a small pickled apple—she loved to eat them in
the morning before anything else. At this point two of the servant girls would leave for the kitchen. The young
mistress and the third girl would then go down to the deeper cellar, where the wines and brandies were kept—
there, too, to obtain the daily supply. And as they were crossing the yard, the chickens, geese, and lopsided ducks
would scurry and fly to them from all corners and accompany them to the porch.
After changing into something pretty but modest, befitting a gentlewoman, Natalya Kirillovna would hurry to
the parish church in the village of Zhelchino, which was right next to Aleshnya. There she had her very own place
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—by the wall—beneath the right side of the choir section, out of sight. She prayed fervently, but about what—that
was her affair. They called her the Zhelchino nun and were amazed that she had no inclination for merrymaking or
dancing and was so devoted to her prayers. The young neighbors, gentrymen of the Korobyin, Khudekov,
Lyapunov, Ostrosablin, and the Kaznacheev families seldom and with difficulty lured her into the general
merrymaking. But when they did succeed, all the other girls around her somehow paled and faded, as it were, and
no one paid attention to any of them—they all looked at her. Such attention embarrassed her—she’d stay a short
time and then go home, where there were always many household duties awaiting her, because her uncle (her
father’s brother), an extremely wealthy boyar, relied solely on her for everything and lovingly called her “my dear
little niece Kirillovna.”
This was the spring of her life, the threshold of the future. The future appeared to her to be very
straightforward: her rich relatives would arrange a marriage to a man of equal (though not especially notable) rank
—a man of dignity. And then she would have her own household and her own family.
Natashenka was very pretty—from her youth she had always been tall well-proportioned, fair, with dark eyes
under shapely brows and long, luxuriant hair. She had an obliging nature, a humble appearance, and was
affectionate. But what was in the soul of this girl, neither her parents nor her friends knew.
An edict was issued from Tsar Alexey Mikhaylovich\fn{ Alexis I (Tsar: 1645-1676).} to all regional capitals and
other towns:
Authorized persons from the court boyars,
or the noblemen and deacons,
under the watchful gaze of the vice-regents and provincial governors,
are to conduct a survey of all the young maidens of the region,
from among the boyar as well as the common classes,
title notwithstanding;
and information concerning such maidens as are especially beautiful
and by all criteria healthy
is to be sent to Moscow.
Once the very best have been selected,
they should be brought for the Tsar’s inspection,
and should stay in Moscow at the houses of relatives
with respectable women,
where they will be given further instruction.
The Tsar had been widowed; a tsar cannot remain unmarried. The choosing of a bride is not a frivolous matter
—it is not simply a question of the Tsar’s happiness, but of a mother for the Tsar’s future children. In earlier times
they would have herded at least fifteen hundred selected maidens to Moscow; now they’d accept only those who
had been carefully chosen, and who bore the enthusiastic approval of the local administration. Those proving to
be especially fine would be taken to the upper chambers of the palace for the Tsar’s perusal, and those not
appealing to his taste would still receive a reward. Whoever was the best—would be the Tsaritsa.
From November to April, Moscow was filled with beauties. Of these the leading ones were Oksinya, daughter
of Golokhvastov of Ivlevo; Marla, daughter of Demskoy of Smirnovo; Marfa, daughter of Vikentyev of Vasilyevo; as well as Anna Kobylina, Ovdotya daughter of Lyapunov from Lvov, and Ivan Belyaev’s daughter—the
novice. Perhaps a prettier maiden than she could not have been found, had there not also been Natalya Kirillovna,
the daughter of Naryshkin, who had been sent from the country and was living at the house of the boyar Artamon
Sergeevich Matveev, the Tsar’s prime minister.
Tsar Alexey Mikhaylovich did not hurry his review; he visited the upstairs quarters only three times a month to
evaluate one maiden in each of six chambers. One can’t decide such things immediately. The boyar Bogdan
Khitrovo, an expert on feminine qualifications, aided him by pointing out whose arms were skinny, whose
shoulders bony, whose face had even one blemish, whose legs were not well formed, whose hair was dull. The
boyar was keenly aware of all these criteria. Doctor Stefan, a learned German, was expert in his own area:
whether the pelvis was sufficiently broad, the breasts well-endowed, and the blood healthy—all this in
consideration of future children. The midwives took care of the other necessary details. So there wouldn’t be any
mistake.
However, the Tsar’s concerns were not centered on his future wife alone. He was also involved in renovating
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the Kremlin Palace. Previously Russian masters had worked on it, practicing their simple carving. Now the Tsar
had brought in Germans and Poles, who covered the walls with gilded leather; the carving became intricate; in the
Banquet Hall the stars’ heavenly movement was depicted; in the future Tsaritsa’s quarters the green satin was
removed from the walls and the ceiling, and instead they were covered with fabric panels and whitewashed; in the
passageways the corners and walls were decorated with Flemish wall hangings, and glass beads adorned their
green background; the renowned icon painter Simon Ushakov was in charge of the wall and floor decor.
The Tsar’s night chamber was being readied also. They workers exterminated the proliferation of bedbugs,
thirsting for the royal blood, with flowers of sulphur. A new bed was instaled, a carved walnut one, in the German
style (large enough for four people), with wooden pedestals ending in the shape of a bird’s claws; the carved
designs of the upper and lower frames of the bed were gilded—these were of open fretwork depicting human
masks, birds, and grass. The sides were decorated with a colored border, and all around the border silver trim was
attached with copper nails. Above the bed was a gilded carving of a nude woman: in her right hand was a sword,
and in her left, her attire. In the corners, four golden-winged birds sat on four apples. The mattress was of down,
the border of the bedclothes was of a heavy silk, deep crimson trimmed in white, yellow, and green; the
pillowcase was of crimson satin. The large and thick bed curtains were striped; the sable blanket was backed with
satin, adorned with plants and grass of silk on a silver background; the crest was of gold satin framed in crimson
silk, embellished with white, azure, and green. The center bed curtain was a special material from Kizylbash—on
its smoky background birds and grass made from various silks were sewn, and it was lined in green taffeta.
Yet this bed was not even the most splendid one, nor this blanket the one of greatest value. For the future
Tsaritsa a blanket of the finest gold silk had been prepared; it had bands of ermine on it; the crest was of crimson
satin edged with pearls. On the crest were twenty-two emeralds and among them two large green faceted stones.
To sleep under such a blanket was impossible—one would be crushed by its weight. But the sight of it alone
would enchant even the most demanding.
With these domestic concerns in order, the “Most Gentle” Tsar arranged the inspection of the maidens for that
evening in the upper quarters in groups of six (but one at a time). Among them was Natalya Kirillovna, daughter
of Naryshkin.
Natashenka endured all sorts of torment and every kind of maidenly embarrassment. This was already the third
month; the senators had been secretly evaluating her, as well as the boyar Khitrovo, the German doctors, and the
midwives. At last she was taken to His Majesty’s Palace, with two women servants and her nurse. They lived in a
rather small room decorated with broadcloth; the bed was large and kept very tidy; the servants and the nurse slept
on benches along the walls. They lived there one week, then another, and still the Tsar found no time for his
inspection. The maiden had already become accustomed to the place, and she slept sweetly at night in her wellheated room beneath a light cover. But on the appointed day she was given neither a cover nor a nightgown, and
the room was now even warmer. She was put to bed early. The servants and the nurse stood at the foot of her bed
beginning in the early evening, speaking softly. Natashenka was ordered to sleep as soon as they put her to bed—
and may God prevent her from stirring during the inspection! So she lay there as if on fire, in silence and
practically unconscious from fear.
The “Most Gentle” Tsar loved to dress in the German fashion on formal occasions, but for everyday he dressed
simply—over his shirt and regular kaftan he wore a common light homespun coat; in his hand he held a staff
inlaid with horn. It was his custom to go up to the inspection dressed like this, accompanied by the doctor, his old
father confessor, and two servant girls each carrying a stout candle. Before each inspection he would pray
fervently not only that God would give him wisdom and that his judgment would not be impaired by any
extraneous feminine charms, but also that he would view all of the candidates with sensible attention, choosing
not a lover but a spouse for the rest of his years. But of course, being human, he did not always escape joyful
excitement while visiting the chambers of the really exquisite maidens selected by his experts. It often happened
that each new maiden seemed to him better than all those he had seen before, and even more beautiful than he had
thought possible. He was sure he could not endure his painful widowerhood a moment longer. However, he would
contain himself and continue his inspections, recalling some of the maidens in minute detail for a longer time
after.
In the chambers, with broadcloth upholstery and carpeting, the Tsar’s footsteps were hardly audible. When the
Tsar and his retinue entered the rooms, the women in charge would bow deeply without a word, the servant girls
with the candles would stand at each side of the bed, the doctor and the priest would place themselves at the door
and await the Tsar’s summons, should the need arise. The “Most Gentle One” would approach alone with a calm
and kindly face, not permitting himself any improper haste or precipitous emotions, without embarrassment, as if
340

fulfilling his duty as Tsar or selecting a valuable gem for his crown. Without bending over or touching her,
respectfully stroking his beard, he would carefully examine all the attributes of the supposedly sleeping maiden
with a gaze neither brazen nor offensive, but masculine and experienced, without any superfluous hypocrisy.
When he had concluded his inspection, he would silently turn and leave, and the servant girls with the candles
would run ahead. If, however, the scene he had beheld had particularly pleased him—in a soft voice he would
order Doctor Stefan to check all the specific details of the maiden and record and retain this data.
Naryshkin’s turn came on the first day of February. That evening she cried and moaned; they washed her face
with cold water three times. Though she calmed down later in the evening, she again became flushed, as if from a
fever, and totally exhausted her servants and nurse. They were barely able to get her to bed by the appointed hour
and arrange her decorously and beautifully, allowing her best features to show, but not exposing too much, and
leaving her exquisite face directly toward the viewer, so he might see the graceful arch of her brows and the
outline of her lips.
If this picture was not good enough, then the Tsar would have to continue the search not in his native land, but
somewhere beyond the sea. Perhaps there he might find something better.
The Tsar entered in his usual fashion, and the servant girls with their candles cast light upon the beautiful
maiden. No one knows what might have been, had Natashenka not disobeyed the warning against opening her
eyes. She didn’t actually open them completely, but made only a tiny slit in one eye, scarcely blinking. However,
when through this tiny slit she saw before her the Tsar’s beard and his two eyes looking right at her, she became
so embarrassed that she could no longer contain her maidenly modesty. As it is told, she squealed slightly and
covered herself as best she could with her “twain arms.”
This was an unheard of act, a clear insult to the Tsar! Her servants and her nurse rushed at her to pull away her
arms, but she would not allow this. The Tsar, having seen even more than usual, himself began to laugh in
embarrassment and hurried to leave, firmly striking the floor with his horn staff. And there was grief among those
left alone in this chamber, because the women were firmly convinced that from this day onward all their hopes
were ended. The maiden could have become Tsaritsa, but now she’d be driven away in disgrace.
It is further related that on the same night the Tsar saw two more maidens. One of them was the novice
Ovdotya Ivanovna—the daughter of Belyaev, who had been guarded and prepared by Egakova, Ivan’s adopted
sister, and the old woman Iraida. This novice was truly beautiful, and she lay there just as they had placed her—
immobile and totally still, as if she were really sleeping. But for some reason the Tsar looked at her, as well as at
the other girl, absent-mindedly, as though pondering or recalling something totally unrelated. He scarcely noticed
her real beauty.
The Tsar observed his possible brides many times until of April. In the middle of the month all the maidens
who had been gathered together were allowed to return to their homes with presents, whereas the boyar Artamon
Matveev was told to detain his guest for a little while—the Tsar wished to see her once again at the boyar’s
mansion. When he saw her, Natashenka was not as she had been in that chamber, but was dressed in a heavy robe
of green satin thickly encrusted with gold and sable skins. Her cape was decorated with crimson circles
embroidered with gold and silver silk. She was, they say, in no way worse than she had been in that chamber; she
did not avoid the Tsar’s gaze, but nevertheless blushed with the glow of her youth. The Tsar gazed at her
incessantly, and not as a tsar, but as a star-struck bridegroom, unwontedly abrupt and youthful, unbefitting his age.
It is further known that Natalya Naryshkin became Tsaritsa of Russia, and thus rose above all others and was
remembered throughout history for bearing for the Tsar a son, and for the Empire—Peter the Great. And so it
turns out that in his choice of a spouse the “Most Gentle” Tsar Alexey Mikhaylovich did not err.
52.348 Excerpt from The White Ship: “The Smuggler”\fn{by Aino Julia Kallas (1878-1956)} Viaborg, Leningrad
Oblast, Russia (M) 3
… Parbu-Jaan, the smuggler, sat on a bench in the cell for prisoners awaiting trial, expecting each moment to
be called before the judge. His square-clipped sailor’s beard rested every now and then on the thick shawl
wrapped twice around his throat; at each slightest movement his stiff oilskin coat crackled. Weary with waiting,
he let his eyes wander over the wall of the cell, but soon desisted, finding that he knew the room as well as his
own fisherman’s hut on the shore of Kilhelkonna; it was the third time that he sat within these walls. He glanced
for a moment at his companions—two youths playing cards at the other end of the room. In reality they were
pretending to be occupied by the game, the while they watched him with grinning faces, and open, boyish
curiosity in their eyes. Parbu-Jaan weighed them up a moment with keen eyes, accustomed to look far over vast
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stretches of sea, and to which all objects seemed too close, a frown drawing his brows together as though he
weighed the two lads and found them wanting in the balance.
Quickly, however, his face, expressive of cunning and determination, became wreathed in smiles and filled
with good humor. He rose and paced across the room a couple of times, saying as he passed the youths:
“Stealing wood from the manor forest, hey?”
Tolerant forgiveness of the crime and contempt for its insignificance were mingled in his tone.
“Hit the nail right on the head,” one of the youths said braggingly, and aping manliness.
Parbu-Jaan did not deign to look at them, but halted and stood tall beneath the barred window set high in the
wall, his stalwart frame, over six feet, seeming to fill the room, and cast a giant shadow over all in it. His height
enabled him to reach the window and to rest his chin on the ledge of stone, and for a moment he stood there
motionless; then, with a gesture of disappointment, he turned towards the room. His gaze had fallen on a little,
typical Kuresaare yard, one of the many which opened out between the stuccoed, steep-roofed houses skirting the
ruined fort like the song birds, full of life and chirruping, cluster round the nest of the eagle-owl. He had looked
down upon it all, vegetable patches, hens picking on a refuse-heap, a cock standing on one leg, a horse champing
its bit. It had not escaped his notice that one hen mothered three ducklings among her chickens; he had seen at a
glance the black and yellow down on their bodies and their waddling walk. How they must long for water, he had
thought, rising on his toes as if to get a glimpse of something on the distant horizon beyond the roofs, where the
air quivered in the heat as behind a dim veil of glass. Athirst for what he could not see, yearning and disappointed,
the pupils of his eyes expanded, his whole body called for salt after weeks of flavorless bread and water. The air
was suffocating, and what little streamed through the crack in the window-frame seemed insipid, full of whirling
atoms of dust. The sea remained invisible—far away behind the entrenchments and sand dunes.
He saw it in his mind—not a smooth sand for summer visitors at Kuresaare, but the wide lonely sea-flats of the
Kilhelkonna shore. So clearly did it arise before him that he seemed to smell the rotting seaweed cast ashore by
the sea, and to feel the crunching of little rosy sea-shells beneath his boots. He saw himself wading in the water
which slowly deepened—in calm, translucent water, at the bottom of which he could see the seaweed covering the
rocks wave slowly in the current, and a swarm of tiny fish darting away at his approach. The water rose slowly,
penetrated the tops of his high boots, saturating his trousers, rising towards his waist … And then he was on board
his boat anchored at the edge of the shallows. Did he not hear where he stood the restless creak of the rigging, the
ceaseless beat of the waves driven against the stern by a favoring wind? But the boat lay immovable, the anchor
clutched the white sand with its curved flukes, the sails drooped along the masts and the ship’s sides were
mirrored in the water. …
It must be gone—tomorrow—the day after—next week it must be in Memel. … His grim features became
restless, his lips deep hidden in his beard no longer twitch with ready humor. His eyes glare like those of a beast
of prey—behind his brow his wits are at work—he cudgels his brain striving to find a plan. … He must be set free
this time. … That is the haven towards which he must fight his way. He must be as sure, as certain of himself, as
when he steered his smuggler’s craft past hidden rocks and watchful coastguards.
The blind alley in which he is vainly groping becomes unbearable, he turns again to the lads whom chance has
given him for companions, and in their curious eyes he reads the thought that fills his own mind; they are
wondering will he escape imprisonment this time or no?
“Brushwood thieves,” he grinned contemptuously at them, drawing himself up sharply to his full height, so
that his broad shoulders seemed to support his body like a spar on which all else was hung.
“Boys ahoy!—what would you say to my size?” he said.
One of the youths, the one who had spoken earlier, smiled slyly, winking at the speaker.
“Too big to be held by these walls, anyhow.”
“Right,” he thundered in pleasure.
“We were playing Durak for thy luck,” the youth went on, growing bolder.
“I need no luck but my own,” he answered, with head thrown back.
“They sasy the judge is a new one—come lately from the Mainland,” the other lad put in hurriedly, anxious for
a say in the matter.
Parbu-Jaan looked at the last speaker’s long face, at his forehead hidden by the thick hair, at the bony contours
of his nose and jaw.
“Who’s boy art thou?” he asked with an attempt at good humor. “A new judge,” he added thoughtfully, already
forgetting the boy.
“Tare Tiiu’s.”
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“Tiiu’s … tiiu’s,” repeated Parbu-Jaan mechanically.
He began to walk excitedly to and fro. A new judge! What if he should be able to repeat his old trick. … But it
was too well known. … The walls of every tavern in Saaremaa had heard it, the very forests had echoed it. … He
was surprised himself now at his own daring, admiration for himself grew within him as for a stranger. … Then
also he had sat awaiting trial, his feet itching to be off, his vessel eager for departure. It was then that he shut his
lips to a narrow line, took on an expression grave as of one in a church and asked to be allowed to speak to the
judge: “Merciful Judge-Lord, the wife is welcoming a little stranger—ale ought to be brewed, and then the
baptism—couldn’t I go for a couple of weeks?” The judge hesitated—an old rascal, that Parbu-Jaan—but in the
end consented.
“See that you are back here in two weeks’ time.” He had raced to the Kilhelkonna shore, hoisted sail, flown off
to Memel for a load of rum and gunpowder. On the day agreed he had knocked at the prison door.
His thoughts returned to those old days, as if to gather strength from them. And in spite of his present plight
laughter shook his frame, laughter that would free his spirit and restore his pride.
Memories tossed him up and down like a vessel tossed by the waves, tormenting and provoking him to
laughter. This much he knew, that never would he be able to store too many such memories. He felt his craving
for new adventures to string on to the old could never be slaked. He knew that never would he be himself again
until he felt the deck planks away again, beneath his feet with his hand upon the tiller.
An Autumn evening … the land showing as a dark streak, looming up strange and unfriendly even for him, as
he steers towards it. The moon unnaturally large, a rift torn in the sky, gleaming dimly instead of casting light. He
can hardly trust his eyes, the spray clouds his sight as with a curtain of mist; as a rope creaks or taps against the
mast he starts. He feels that the darkness that cloaks the shore is hiding something hostile, a danger of which his
senses do not grasp but only some occult instinct. Suddenly signal lights flare up on the shore … the coast-guards!
With his comrades he begins to throw barrels overboard, grimly watching them as they roll into the water and sink
—everything overboard. Next his eyes take in the shore, marking trees, rocks and sand-flats in the dim darkness,
drawing the place, its distance from the shore more clearly in his memory than ever did surveyor on paper. The
following day they lift the barrels from the bed of the sea with hooks.
Blood mingles I his memories, the sky glows an ominous red, he sees knuckles and nails of iron—a hand
whose owner is nothing to him—a hand rising from the depths to prevent his journey. His anger concentrates on
the hand that dares to delay his boat, to him the hand is a living entity separated from all body. His hatchet swings
through the air and the hand falls into the sea.
From this whirlpool his thoughts turn rapidly. Instead he sees a bright summer day, a smooth sea with flying
gulls gleaming silver in the sunshine. He stands leaning against the mast of this boat, cunning, reserved, following
with his eyes the Customs officials who search his vessel, running around like rats, nosing everywhere from hold
to cabin, from cabin to deck. Without moving a finger he watches them, casting biting remarks at them between
puffs at his pipe, advising them of secret hiding-places unknown to them. One after the other, they crawled on
deck, discomfited as though suddenly drenched with water and he bids a polite good-bye to their chief, offering
him a drink from his flask, bidding him welcome another time. But as the Custom’s boat grates on the sand, he
seizes the coil of rope on which one of the searchers had sat, and between his hands rubs its end, which crumbles
into brown leaves with a familiar smell—a twisted rope of tobacco.
Again he cast a yearning glance through the window. It is the middle of August, at night the sky gleams with
stars, each one a compass. It is his pride to sail to Memel\fn{ Formerly the chief seaport of East Prussia; now part of Russia
after the dividing of East Prussia in 1946 (Poland received the other part) .} or the Swedish coast without a compass, trusting
only to these tiny guides, which through the night vanish, light up, and shift as the yawl sails on.
“Was’t thou who said there is a new judge?” he asked suddenly, turning to the boys.
“It was I,” one of the boys replied, proud of his knowledge.
Parbu-Jaan smiled, his hand stroking meanwhile his beard. In his fancy he heard the sound of words and much
talk, his own voice rising and gaining confidence, some one laughing outright … His hand clenched in a tight grip
… Now he has gotten the idea … Just that … As yet he is not quite certain, the scheme is almost too dare-devil,
but he must close his eyes to the danger. His state of mind is that of a diver in deep water; perhaps he may sink for
ever, more likely he will rise again to the surface.
He looked at the boys and began already to play his new part—his keen, knowing eyes dilated and became
vacant and stupid, his shoulders drooped, his hair fell over his forehead, hiding its strong, intelligent lines, the
firm decision of his mouth is lost in loose, gaping lips.
“Well, whom do I look like now?” he asked, turning to the two youths and pushing his cap to the back of his
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head.
They stared at him startled, something of wild savagery had suddenly come over him, something terrifying and
inexplicable; they looked questioningly at each other, perplexed and open-mouthed.
“Like Mad-Mats,” whispered one into the other’s ear.
“Right, boys. I am not quite right in my head, remember that. All night I have talked gibberish. I can no longer
tell the moon from the sun … If anyone asks, say that.”
The shifty eyes of the elder youth flashed and expanded, gleaming with understanding and admiration. The
other stared, uncomprehendingl.
The elder youth bent suddenly towards Parbu-Jaan.
“What wilt thou give us?” he whispered.
Parbu-Jaan eyed him sternly, and broke into a laugh. He felt as proud of the boy as though he himself trained
him. The lad’s early-developed business sense appealed to his own instincts.
“A gun and powder of the best make.” He threw the words hastily at him as the warder’s step sounded in the
corridor.
The boy threw himself with his whole weight against the door, and beat on it with his fists.
The startled eyes of the warder appeared in the spy-hole, eyes used to darkness which appeared perpetually to
dread any disturbance of the everyday round.
“What has happened here?” he said in a chiding tone.
Parbu-Jaan stood in a corner, muttering to himself. The youths had drawn as far as possible away from him.
“We want to be put in another cell,” cried the elder youth. “We can’t stand him—he isn’t right here, all night
we got no peace listening to him talk, talk, talk as fast as his tongue would let him.”
The warder looked suspiciously at Parbu-Juaan.
“What has happened to him here?” he grumbled. For his own part, he would have been ready to let them all go,
guilty and innocent alike, but being set to guard them, what could he do?
“What has addled his wits now?” he repeated to himself.
“Let us go to the judge,” he said quietly and coaxingly as to a naughty child, laying his hand gently on ParbuJaan’s shoulder and pushing him out of the room.
Parbu-Jaan obeyed without resisting, not for a moment forgetting his part, his lips moving all the while in
babble of meaningless words.
In the court-room the judge, a bespectacled gentleman, waited with his clerk.
“This man has gone mad during the night,” the warder humbly explained as though the misfortune was partly
his fault.
The judge cast a cold eye of Parbu-Jaan, and despite its coldness, Parbu-Jaan felt himself go hot.
“That remains to be seen,” the judge said dryly.
He read the charge in a loud voice, Parbu-Jaan listening with his eyes wandering uneasily round the room.
“Two empty coffee sacks stamped with the Memel seal were found in the attic of Parbu’s house,” the judge
finished his charge.
“Well, look now—don’t lies get found out, gracious Judge-Lord,” said Parbu-Jaan. “Sacks! As though coffee
was ever carried in a sack—why, it would drip out.”
“What nonsense art thou talking?” said the judge.
“No one carries coffee in a sack—coffee’s a drink.”
“Dost thou not know coffee, man?”
“How should I know gentle-folks’ dainties?”
The judge looked at him for a while and then said:
“Come here—is not this thy compass?”
Parbu-Jaan reeled towards the table, purposely dragging his feet. With head on one side, he began to examine
the compass.
“Well now, isn’t that queer? It’s moving—well, by … it’s dancing like anything: what’s the matter with it?”
“Man remember with whom thou speakest. Who am I?”
“Thou art one of God’s errand boys. When God draws up the laws on the tables of stone, thou bringest them
down to us.”
“Man, where wert thou last week?”
“I sat in the threshing-barn as god had created me, the wife washing my only shirt.”
“Confessest thou or not?”
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“Of course I confess whatever the Judge-Lord wishes. To everything I say only yea and amen.”
“Thou wert then in Memel?”
“It is hardly twenty years ago.”
“Have a care what you say, man.”
“That is what I’m doing, and a care for myi back too. I am not altogether mad, though not so clever as your
Honor.”
“Pah! I have no time for lunatics.”
Parbu-Jaan’s head drooped lower, and a smile vanished in his bushy beard. He dragged himself after the
warder out of the court, the warder staring at him with respect mingled with fear. In the prison yard he paused—
looked up at a window to where two youthful heads gazed curiously down at him, and waved his hand with a toss
of his skipper’s beard. His nostrils dilated as though the scent of the sea had struck them.
Six hours later he was bound for Memel, in the bright moonshine of an August night—with thousands of tiny,
winking stars for a compass. …
17.117 Zelig\fn{by Benjamin Rosenblatt (1880-1925)} Russia (M) 3
Old Zelig was eyed askance by his brethren. No one deigned to call him “Reb” Zelig, nor to prefix to his name
the American equivalent—“Mr.” “The old one is a barrel with a stave missing,” knowingly declared his
neighbors. “He never spends a cent; and he belongs nowheres.” For “to belong,” on New York’s East Side, is of
no slight importance. It means being a member in one of the numberless congregations. Every decent Jew must
join “A Society for Burying Its Members,” to be provided at least with a narrow cell at the end of the long road.
Zelig was not even a member of one of these. “Alone, like a stone,” his wife often sighed.
In the cloakshop where Zelig worked he stood daily, brandishing his heavy iron on the sizzling cloth, hardly
ever glancing about him. The workmen despised him, for during a strike he returned to work after two days’
absence. He could not be idle, and thought with dread of the Saturday that would bring him no pay envelope.
His very appearance seemed alien to his brethren. His figure was tall, and of cast-iron mold. When he stared
stupidly at something, he looked like a blind Samson. His gray hair was long, and it fell in disheveled curls on
gigantic shoulders somewhat inclined to stoop. His shabby clothes hung loosely on him; and, both summer and
winter, the same old cap covered his massive head.
He had spent most of his life in a sequestered village in Little Russia,\fn{ Now Belarus.} where he tilled the soil
and even wore the national peasant costume. When his son and only child, a poor widower with a boy of twelve
on his hands, emigrated to America, the father’s heart bled. Yet he chose to stay in his native village at all hazards,
and to die there. One day, however, a letter arrived from the son that he was sick; this sad news was followed by
words of a more cheerful nature—“and your grandson Moses goes to public school. He is almost an American;
and he is not forced to forget the God of Israel. He will soon be confirmed. His Bar Mitsva is near.” Zelig’s wife
wept three days and nights upon the receipt of this letter. The old man said little; but he began to sell his few
possessions.
To face the world outside his village spelled agony to the poor rustic. Still he thought he would get used to the
new home which his son had chosen. But the strange journey with locomotive and steamship bewildered him
dreadfully; and the clamor of the metropolis, into which he was flung pell-mell, altogether stupefied him. With a
vacant air he regarded the Pandemonium, and a petrifaction of his inner being seemed to take place. He became
“a barrel with a stave missing.” No spark of animation visited his eye Only one thought survived in his brain, and
one desire pulsed in his heart: to save money enough for himself and family to hurry back to his native village.
Blind and dead to everything, he moved about with a dumb, lacerating pain in his heart—he longed for home.
Before he found steady employment, he walked daily with titanic strides through the entire length of Manhattan,
while children and even adults often slunk into byways to let him pass. Like a huge monster he seemed, with an
arrow in his vitals.
In the shop where he found a job at last, the workmen feared him at first; but, ultimately finding him a
harmless giant, they more than once hurled their sarcasms at his head. Of the many men and women employed
there, only one person had the distinction of getting fellowship from Old Zelig. That person was the Gentile
watchman or janitor of the shop, a little blond Pole with an open mouth and frightened eyes. And many were the
witticisms aimed at this uncouth pair. “The big one looks like an elephant,” the joker of the shop would say; “only
he likes to be fed on pennies instead of peanuts.”
“Oi, oi, his nose would betray him,” the “philosopher” of the shop chimed in; and during the dinner hour he
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would expatiate thus: “You see, money is his blood. He starves himself to have enough dollars to go back to his
home : the Pole told me all about it. And why should he stay here? Freedom of religion means nothing to him, he
never goes to synagogue; and freedom of the press? Bah—he never even reads the conservative Tageblatt!”
Old Zelig met such gibes with stoicism. Only rarely would he turn up the whites of his eyes, as if in the act of
ejaculation; but he would soon contract his heavy brows into a scowl and emphasize the last with a heavy thump
of his sizzling iron.
When the frightful cry of the massacred Jews in Russia rang across the Atlantic, and. the Ghetto of Manhattan
paraded one day through the narrow streets draped in black, through the erstwhile clamorous thoroughfares
steeped in silence, stores and shops bolted, a wail of anguish issuing from every door and window—the only one
remaining in his shop that day was Old Zelig. His fellow-workmen did not call upon him to join the procession.
They felt the incongruity of “this brute” in line with mourners in muffled tread. And the Gentile watchman
reported the next day that the moment the funeral dirge of the music echoed from a distant street, Zelig snatched
off the greasy cap he always wore, and in confusion instantly put it on again. “All the rest of the day,” the Pole
related with awe, “he looked wilder than ever, and so thumped with his iron on the cloth that I feared the building
would come down.”
But Zelig paid little heed to what was said about him. He dedicated his existence to the saving of his earnings,
and only feared that he might be compelled to spend some of them. More than once his wife would be appalled in
the dark of night by the silhouette of old Zelig in nightdress, sitting up in bed and counting a bundle of bank notes
which he always replaced under his pillow. She frequently upbraided him for his niggardly nature, for his warding
off all requests outside the pittance for household expense. She pleaded, exhorted, wailed. He invariably
answered: “I haven't a cent by my soul.” She pointed to the bare walls, the broken furniture, their beggarly attire.
“Our son is ill,” she moaned. “He needs special food and rest; and our grandson is no more a baby; he’ll soon.
need money for his studies. Dark is my world; you are killing both of them.”
Zelig’s color vanished; his old hands shook with emotion. The poor woman thought herself successful, but the
next moment he would gasp: “Not a cent by my soul.”
One day Old Zelig was called from his shop, because his son had a sudden severe attack; and, as he ascended
the stairs of his home, a neighbor shouted: “Run for a doctor; the patient cannot be revived.” A voice as if from a
tomb suddenly sounded in reply, “I haven’t a cent by my soul.”
The hallway was crowded with the ragged tenants of the house, mostly women and children; from far off were
heard the rhythmic cries of the mother. The old man stood for a moment as if chilled from the roots of his hair to
the tips of his fingers. Then the neighbors heard his sepulchral mumble: “I’ll have to borrow somewheres, beg
some one,” as he retreated down the stairs. He brought a physician; and when the grandson asked for money to go
for the medicine, Zelig snatched the prescription and hurried away, still murmuring: “I’ll have to borrow, I’ll have
to beg.”
Late that night, the neighbors heard a wail issuing from old Zelig’s apartment; and they understood that the son
was no more.
Zelig’s purse was considerably thinned. He drew from it with palsied fingers for all burial expenses, looking
about him in a dazed way. Mechanically he performed the Hebrew rites for the dead, which his neighbors taught
him. He took a knife and made a deep gash in his shabby coat; then he removed his shoes, seated himself on the
floor, and bowed his poor old head, tearless, benumbed.
The shop stared when the old man appeared after the prescribed three days’ absence. Even the Pole dared not
come near him. A film seemed to coat his glaring eye; deep wrinkles contracted his features, and his muscular
frame appeared to shrink even as one looked. From that day on, he began to starve himself more than ever. The
passion for sailing back to Russia, “to die at home at last,” lost but little of its original intensity. Yet there was
something now which by a feeble thread bound him to the New World.
In a little mound on the Base Achaim, the “House of Life,” under a tombstone engraved with old Hebrew
script, a part of himself lay buried. But he kept his thoughts away from that mound. How long and untiringly he
kept on saving! Age gained on him with rapid strides. He had little strength left for work, but his dream of home
seemed nearing its realization. Only a few more weeks, a few more months! And the thought sent a glow of
warmth to his frozen frame. He would even condescend now to speak to his wife concerning the plans he had
formed for their future welfare, more especially when she revived her pecuniary complaints.
“See what you have made of us, of the poor child,” she often argued, pointing to the almost grown grandson.
“Since he left school, he works for you, and what will be the end?”
At this, Zelig’s heart would suddenly clutch, as if conscious of some indistinct, remote fear. His answers
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touching the grandson were abrupt, incoherent, as of one who replies to a question unintelligible to him, and is in
constant dread lest his interlocutor should detect it.
Bitter misgivings concerning the boy began to mingle with the reveries of the old man. At first, he hardly gave
a thought to him. The boy grew noiselessly. The ever-surging tide of secular studies that runs so high on the East
Side caught this boy in its wave. He was quietly preparing himself for college. In his eagerness to accumulate the
required sum, Zelig paid little heed to what was going on around him; and now, on the point of victory, he became
aware with growing dread of something brewing out of the common. He sniffed suspiciously; and one evening he
overheard the boy talking to grandma about his hatred of Russian despotism, about his determination to remain in
the States. He ended by entreating her to plead with grandpa to promise him the money necessary for a college
education.
Old Zelig swooped down upon them with wild eyes. “Much you need it, you stupid,” he thundered at the
youngster in unrestrained fury. “You will continue your studies in Russia, durak, stupid.” His timid wife, however,
seemed suddenly to gather courage and she exploded: “Yes, you should give your savings for the child’s
education here. Woe is me, in the Russian universities no Jewish children are taken.”
Old Zelig’s face grew purple. He rose, and abruptly seated himself again. Then he rushed madly, with a raised,
menacing arm, at the boy in whom he saw the formidable foe—the foe he had so long been dreading.
But the old woman was quick to interpose with a piercing shriek: “You madman, look at the sick child; you
forget from what our son died, going out like a flickering candle.”
That night Zelig tossed feverishly on his bed. He could not sleep. For the first time, it dawned upon him what
his wife meant by pointing to the sickly appearance of the child. When the boy’s father died, the physician
declared that the cause was tuberculosis.
He rose to his feet. Beads of cold sweat glistened on his forehead, trickled down his cheeks, his beard. He
stood pale and panting. Like a startling sound, the thought entered his mind—the boy, what should be done with
the boy?
The dim, blue night gleamed in through the windows. All was shrouded in the city silence, which yet has a
peculiar, monotonous ring in it. Somewhere, an infant awoke with a sickly cry which ended in a suffocating
cough. The grizzled old man bestirred himself, and with hasty steps he tiptoed to the place where the boy lay. For
a time he stood gazing on the pinched features, the under-sized body of the lad; then he raised one hand, passed it
lightly over the boy’s hair, stroking his cheeks and chin. The boy opened his eyes, looked for a moment at the
shriveled form bending over him, then he petulantly closed them again.
“You hate to look at grandpa, he is your enemy, eh?” The aged man’s voice shook, and sounded like that of the
child’s awaking in the night. The boy made no answer; but the old man noticed how the frail body shook—how
the tears rolled, washing the sunken cheeks.
For some moments he stood mute, then his form literally shrank to that of a child’s as he bent over the ear of
the boy and whispered hoarsely: “You are weeping, eh? Grandpa is your enemy, you stupid! Tomorrow I will give
you the money for the college. You hate to look at grandpa; he is your enemy, eh?”
86.142 The Ratcatcher\fn{by Alexander Stepanovich Grinevski (1880-1932)} Vyatka, presumably somewhere on the
Vyatka River, Kirov Oblast, Russia (M) 17
There are seven pillars of gothic mold,
In Chillon’s dungeons deep and old.

In the spring of 1920—in March, to be precise, and precisely on the 22 nd day—(let us offer up these sacrificial
exactitudes, to pay our way into the domain of certified documentalists, for if we don’t the inquisitive reader will
be making all sorts of inquiries at the editorial offices)—I set out for the flea market. I set out for the flea market
on the 22nd of March and (I repeat) in the year of 1920. It was the Hay Market. But I can't indicate the corner
where I took my stand—and I don't recall, either, what was in the papers that day. In fact, I didn’t take my stand
on a corner, since I was walking back and forth on the roadway, near the ruined buildings of the market-place. I
was trying to sell a few books—all I had left of my possessions.
The cold and soggy snow swirling in clouds of white sparks over the heads of the crowd gave a repulsive air to
the spectacle. Fatigue and cold were reflected on every face. Things weren’t going my way. After hanging about
for more than two hours, I had come upon only three people who had asked how much I wanted for my books, but
even these had found the price, which was four pounds of bread, inordinately high. By now it was beginning to
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get dark—a circumstance least of all favorable for books. I got up on the sidewalk and leaned against a wall.
Standing to the right of me was an old woman in a cape like a burnoose and an old hat with ornaments of artificial
jet. Her head shook mechanically, while her gnarled fingers held out a couple of children’s caps and a bundle of
yellowed collars. Standing on my left was a young girl with a rather independent air, her free hand clasping a
warm gray kerchief under her chin; she was offering the same wares as I—books. Her small, quite decent shoes,
her skirt (reaching imperturbably to her shoetips, unlike those twirly, wretched skirts snipped off at the knee,
which even old women had taken to wearing at that time), her jacket of broadcloth, her warm gloves (rather worn,
with the tiny cushions of her fingers peeping out of the holes), as well as her manner of looking up at the passersby (without smiling or calling out to them, from time to time lowering her eyelashes looking at her books), and
the way she held those books and sniffed from time to time, with a restrained sigh, if the passer-by, after casting a
glance at her hands and then at her face, should back away as though he had been astonished by something and
pop some pollyseeds into his mouth—all these things were exceedingly to my liking, and it seemed as if the
market-place had, somehow, become warmer.
We show an interest in whoever corresponds to our conception of a person in a certain situation; consequently
I asked the girl how her model business was getting along. She turned her head with a slight cough, took me in
with her attentive, gray-blue eyes, and said:
“Just about the same as yours.” We exchanged remarks about business in general. At first she said no more
than was necessary to make herself understood; only when some man in blue spectacles and riding breeches
bought Don Quixote from her did she become somewhat animated.
“Nobody knows I’m taking books out to sell,” said she, trustingly showing me a counterfeit note that the
circumspect citizen had palmed off on her among the others and waving it absentmindedly. “That is, I’m not
stealing them, but taking them off the shelves when my father’s asleep. When my mother was dying we sold
everything—almost everything. We had no bread or fuel or kerosene. You understand? However, my father would
be angry if he were to find out I make trips down here. But I do make them, now and then, bringing the books
away, little by little. I feel sorry about the books, but what can one do? There are lots of them. And have you a
lot?”
“N-no,” said I, shivering; I had a cold even then and was somewhat hoarse. “I don’t think so. At least, these are
all I have.”
She glanced at me with naïve attentiveness (village kids, packing into a hut, look that way at the traveling
official as he drinks his tea) and, putting out her hand, touched my shirt collar with a bare fingertip. That shirt, as
well as my spring overcoat, had no buttons; I had lost them, without sewing others on in their place, since I had
long since given up caring about myself-had given up the past as well as the future as hopeless.
“You'll catch a cold,” said she, mechanically drawing her kerchief closer—and I understood that her father
loved this girl, that she was pampered and amusing, yet a kind little thing. “You will, because you walk around
with your collar all open. Come here a minute, citizen.”
She tucked her books under her arm and went toward an arched gateway. Here, with a silly grin, I let her fuss
about my throat. The girl was shapely but considerably shorter than I, and so, as she started getting out the
necessary article with that enigmatic, absorbed facial expression women have when they are busy with a pin about
their persons, she put her books on a hydrant, had a brief tussle under her jacket and, standing up on tiptoe, lost in
concentration and breathing hard, fastened my shirt and overcoat at the collar with a white-metal safety-pin.
“What mush!” said a ponderous countrywoman, passing by. “There, now,” the girl surveyed her work
critically, with pursed lips. “That’s all. Run along.” I broke out laughing, and wondered. It was not often that I
encountered such simplicity. We either do not believe in it, or do not perceive it; when we do perceive it, however,
it is, unfortunately, only when we’re in a bad way. I took her hand, thanked her, and asked her name.
“It wouldn’t take long to say it,” she answered, looking at me with pity, “but what would be the use? It isn’t
worth while. However, write down our telephone number; I may ask you to sell some books.”
I wrote the number down, from time to time looking up with a smile at her index finger which (the rest were
closed in a fist) she was waving in the air like a schoolmistress as she uttered figure after figure. Then a crowd,
fleeing a horse-mounted raid, surrounded and separated us. I dropped my books; by the time I had picked them up
the girl had vanished. The alarm did not turn out to be serious enough for me to abandon the market-place, and a
few minutes later my books were purchased by a typical Andreievian old-timer in round spectacles and with a
beard like a goat’s. He did not pay much, but I was glad to get even that little. Only as I was nearing home did it
dawn on me that, with the others, I had sold the book in which I had jotted down the telephone number, and that I
had forgotten it irretrievably.
348

*
At first I regarded this matter only with that slight shock which is caused by any small loss. Back in my tiny
room, with its putrescent, damp-sprinkled window, I thoughtfully cooked some potatoes. I had a small iron stove.
Firewood, too. People used to frequent attics at that time; so did I, roving through the oblique half-murk of the
roofs, feeling like a thief, listening to the wind humming in chimneys and contemplating, through some broken
dormer window, the wan blotch of the sky as it sowed the rubbish with snowflakes. Here I found chips from
chopped-down rafters; old window-frames also, and cornices that had fallen apart; and all this I used to carry off
at night, down to my basement, stopping on the landings to listen for any chance rattle of a door-hook as some
belated visitor was let out.
On the other side of the wall of my room lived a washer-woman, and for hours on end I listened closely to her
hands moving powerfully in the tub, emitting a sound like the measured champing of a horse. There too, often,
late at night, a sewing-machine tick-tocked, like a clock that had gone mad.
A bare bed, a tabouret, a cup (but no saucer), a frying-pan, and the tea-kettle in which I was cooking my
potatoes. Enough of such recollections. The spirit of folkways often turns away from the mirror so zealously held
up to it by impeccably literate people, who can be just as foul in the new orthography as they used to be in the old.
With the coming of night I recalled the flea market and, as I contemplated the safety-pin, I vividly went
through everything again. Carmen had done very little: she had merely tossed a flower at a loafing soldier. No
more than that had been consummated in my case. It had long been my way to ruminate about encounters—the
first glance, the first words. They lodge in the memory, those words, and cut their traces deep— provided there
had been nothing extraneous. There is an impeccable purity in characteristic moments which can, in their entirety,
be transmitted into written or drawn lines: in that, precisely, lies the beginning of art. An authentic incident, forged
within the insouciant simplicity of a naturally true tone, such as we thirst after with all our heart at every turn, is
always fraught with enchantment. So briefly, yet so fully, does the impression sound then.
That was the reason why I reverted more than once to the pin, my memory repeating what the girl and I had
said. Then, wearied, I lay down-only to become wide awake; but, on getting up, I at once slumped down and lost
consciousness. This was typhus setting in, and in the morning I was taken away to a hospital. But I had
remembered and had had sense enough to place the safety-pin in the tin box that served me as a tobacco pouch,
and to hold on to it all the time.
*
Whenever my temperature mounted, my delirium assumed the form of visits. Those who came to see me were
people of whom I had had no tidings for several years. I would talk with them for a long while, and beg all of
them to bring me sour milk. But, as though they had conspired, they all maintained that sour milk was the one
thing forbidden by my doctor. At the same time I secretly anticipated that, among their faces, floating as if in the
steam of a Turkish bath, there would appear the face of a new nurse, who was bound to be none other than the girl
of the safety-pin. From time to time she would pass on the other side of the wall, among tall flowers, wearing a
green wreath, against the background of a golden sky. Her eyes glowed so meekly, so gaily! Even when she did
not appear, the ward, filled with the flickering of subdued light, became suffused with her presence; and I, from
time to time, let my fingers toy with the pin in its tin box.
Toward morning five people passed away and were borne off on stretchers by rosy-cheeked orderlies, but my
thermometer indicated a lower temperature: a sign of recovery.
They released me from the hospital as soon as I could walk, even though my legs pained me. I came out three
months after I had fallen ill-and was left without shelter. An invalid had settled in the room that had been mine,
and I was morally incapable of haunting the various bureaux\fn{Agencies.} to find a room.
For three weeks I spent my nights with acquaintances—and the acquaintances of my acquaintances—passed
along, through compassion, from one to the other. I slept on floors and on divans, on a cooking-range and on
empty crates, on chairs placed together, and, on one occasion, even on an ironing-board: During this period I saw
my fill of interesting things testifying to the glory of life; how men drowned one another and thieved, tenaciously
battling for life, for those near and dear, and for food. I saw a stove being fueled with a side-board, a tea-kettle
brought to a boil over a lamp, horseflesh fried in coconut oil, and rafters being stolen out of ruined buildings. But
all this—and much that is far greater than this—has been already described by those who have pulverized the
virgin soil with their pens: let’s not lay hands on a pre-empted slice. It is something else that draws me on: the
thing that happened to me.
*
Toward the end of the third week I fell victim to acute insomnia. It’s hard to say how it had begun; all I
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remember is that I found it more and more difficult to fall asleep, and that I awoke earlier and earlier. At this point
a chance meeting led me to a dubious shelter. As I wandered along the Moika Canal and diverted myself by
watching the fishing (a peasant with a net at the end of a long pole was staidly pacing along the granite bank, now
and then lowering his contraption into the water and hauling up a few small fish), I encountered a shopkeeper
from whom, a few years back, I used to buy groceries on credit. This man turned out to be doing some work or
other for the government; he had entry into many houses on matters having to do with government property. I had
not recognized him at first: the apron, the calico shirt with an arabesque design, the beard and mustaches were all
missing; the shopkeeper was now wearing clothes of a severe military cut (and make), was clean-shaven, and
reminded one of an Englishman—with, however, a Yugoslav shading. Although he was carrying a bulging
portfolio, he hadn’t the authority to install me wherever he liked; he therefore suggested to me the vacant
premises of the Central Bank, whose two hundred and sixty office-rooms, quiet and empty, were stagnating like
water in a pond.
“It’s the Vatican!” said I, a slight shudder running through me. at the thought of having such quarters. “But,
why not, if there’s nobody living there? Or, perhaps some people do go there—and, if that’s the case, won’t the
caretaker haul me off to the police station?’
“Huh!” was all the ex-shopkeeper said. “This building isn’t: so far off; come and have a look.”
He led me into a great courtyard, with archways leading to other courtyards, looked about him and, since we
had not come upon anybody here, strode off with assurance toward a dark corner from which equally dark
backstairs led upward. He stopped on the third landing, before an ordinary door, such as one finds in apartment
houses. Rubbish was sticking out from under it. The landing itself was thickly cluttered with soiled papers. The
silence of an untenanted place seemed to be oozing in volumes of emptiness through the keyhole.
At this point the ex-shopkeeper explained to me how to open a door without a key: pulling at the doorknob you
give it a shake and press upward. This he did—whereupon both halves of the door parted, since there were no
bolts.
“There is a key,” said he. “but it’s not in my possession. Whoever knows the trick can come in very freely.
However, don’t let anyone in on the secret; as for locking the door, either from inside or out—all you have to do is
to slam it. If you find it necessary to go out, look about you on the staircase first. There’s a little window for that
(there actually was one, at eye-level, a sort of ventilator in the wall, next to the door). I'm not going in with you.
You’re an intelligent fellow, and you’ll see how you can best make yourself at home. All you have to know is that
you could hide a company of soldiers in this place. Sleep here for three days. As soon as I find snug quarters for
you I’ll let you know without delay. And now—pardon the ticklish nature of the matter, but we all have to eat and
drink— I hope you’ll condescend to accept a loan until things get better.”
He flattened out a fat wallet, thrust several banknotes into my tacitly lowered hand, repeated his instructions
and left, while I, after closing the door, perched on a box. Meanwhile, that silence which we are forever hearing
within ourselves was already enticing me, like a forest. It was lurking behind the half-closed door of an adjoining
room. I got up and began exploring. In and out, through doorway after doorway, I traversed the lofty, vast rooms,
with the sensation of walking over newly formed ice All around me were space and reverberations. Hardly had I
left one doorway before I could see ahead and on either side others, leading into the murky light of perspectives,
showing still vaster entrances. Paper littered the parquet, like soiled snow on spring roads. This plethora of paper
reminded one of snowdrifts before a snowplow. In certain chambers one was forced, on the very threshold, to
wade knee-high through the quaggy litter.
Here paper of all sorts, for all purposes and of every hue, spread its omnipresent confusion with a truly
elemental sweep. It rose up in drifts near the walls; it trickled down from the windowsills; it rolled in white, lazy
swells from one stretch of parquet to another; out of gaping closets it streamed, to eddy in the corners; in places it
formed dams and spongy fens. Pads, blanks, ledgers, labels, sheets covered with figures, ruled sheets,
communications (printed and handwritten); the contents of thousands of closets were here loosed before one's
eyes; the gaze wandered, overwhelmed by the vastness of the impression. All the rustlings, the reverberations of
my steps, and even my own breathing, sounded at my very ears, so great, so all-embracingly edgy was the silence.
I was constantly haunted by the depressing odor of dust—windows had double frames. I glanced through their
panes, tinted—with evening; I saw, by turns, the trees lining the canal, courtyard roofs, the faades of the Nevski
Prospect. This meant that the place took in all of a square block; but its proportions, thanks to the frequently
recurring and oppressive tangibility of its expanse, partitioned by incessant walls and doorways, made it seem as
if it would take days of traveling to explore it; the feeling it evoked was the opposite of that with which we say: a
small street, a small square. Having barely begun my tour of inspection, I had already likened this place to a
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labyrinth. Monotony reigned everywhere: over the mounds of rubbish, over the void both near and far off, defined
by windows or a doorway, and over the expectation of still other, unthronged doorways. Thus a man would (if he
only could) move within the reflections of a mirror, when two mirrors repeat, to stupefaction, the space they take
in, and the only thing lacking was to see one’s own face peering out of some doorway, as if out of a frame.
I had passed through no more than twenty chambers, yet I had already become bewildered, and had begun to
take certain bearings, so as not to become lost: a layer of fallen plaster on the floor; a smashed desk with many
drawers over there; the leaf of a door, wrenched off and left leaning against a wall; a window-sill cluttered with
lilac-hued inkwells; a wire basket; heaps of used blotters; a fireplace; a closet here and there, or a broken chair.
But even these bearings began to recur; looking about me, I would notice with astonishment that now and then I
came to places where I had already been, discovering my having strayed only through a succession of other
objects. Now and then I came upon a steel money-cabinet with its small but heavy door wrenched off, like that of
an empty stove; a portable ladder; a telephone that, in the devastation, looked like a mailbox or like one of those
fungi which grow on the trunks of birches. I even found a black hat-block which, no one knows when or how, had
managed to insinuate itself among the bank’s assets.
Dusk had already touched the remoteness of the halls, whitened with the paper strewn along their vistas; the
connecting passages and corridors had blended with the murk, but the walls next to the windows still gleamed
here and there with the diluted glow of the sunset. The recollection of what, in my progress, I was leaving behind
me, curdled like milk, as soon as new passages rose before my eyes, and basically I remembered and knew only
that I was passing through a file of walls, over rubbish and paper. In one place I had to clamber upon and knead
piles of manila folders that slithered under foot; they crackled as if I were forcing my way through bushes. As I
strode along I looked about me with trepidation; so tenacious, so inseparable did I find in this silence the least of
noises that I seemed to be dragging upon my feet bundles of crisp besoms,\fn{ Brooms.} pricking up my ears to
discover if my walking were not audible to the hearing of someone else. At first I had been treading upon the
nerve tissues of the bank, trampling the black seed of numerals with a sensation of disrupting the harmony of
orchestral notes that could be heard from Alaska to Niagara. I was not seeking any comparisons; they, evoked by
this unforgettable spectacle, appeared and vanished of themselves, like a chain of smoky images. I was, it seemed
to me, walking along the bottom of an aquarium whose water had been drained off, or among ice-floes, or (most
vivid and somber of all) wandering through centuries of the past that had turned into the present day.
I had traversed an inner corridor, so sinuously long that one could have raced through it on a bicycle. At the
end was a staircase; I went up to the next floor, and then down another staircase, by-passing a hall of medium
size, the floor of which was cluttered with armatures. Here one could glimpse globes of frosted glass, lampshades
shaped like tulips and bells, ophiform lusters of bronze, rolls of wire, mounds of porcelain and copper fixtures.
The next involved trek brought me into the room where bank-records were stored. To try to wade through its
cluttered darkness, with the space all cut up by the parallel lines of shelves, rising from the very floor right up to
the ceiling, was out of the question. The mass of bound, hectographed\fn{ The hectograph was a device for manipulating a
writing or drawing by transferring it to an inked gelatin slab containing a large concentration of dye treated with a glycerin or alcohol
solution, and then taking transcripts from the gelatin .} duplicate letters swirled breast-high, and higher; such was the

confusion that I could not even look about me clearly.
Having passed through a side door, I went on through the half-murk, keeping close to the dim whiteness of the
walls, until I saw a great arc which joined the lobbies to the square of the central hall with its double row of black
columns. The railings of the alabaster balconies, near the tops of these columns, formed an enormous rectangle;
one could barely make out the ceiling. A man afflicted with agoraphobia would have drawn back and covered his
face—so far would he have had to walk to reach the other end of this tabernacle of throngs; the doorway there
seemed no bigger than a playing-card. A thousand people could have danced here. In the center was a fountain,
and the grotesque masks on it, with their mouths mockingly or tragically gaping, looked like a mound of heads.
Hugging the columns, and rolling back like an arena, was the unbroken barrier of a counter, topped with a screen
of frosted glass, lettered in gold with Teller, Bookkeeper, and so forth. Broken partitions, caved-in cubicles, tables
moved up against walls, were hardly noticeable here because of the size of the hall. With some difficulty the eye
picked out objects that were in keeping with all the rest of the lifeless devastation. I stood motionless, looking
about me. I was beginning to get into the spirit of this spectacle, to acquire an inkling of its style. The heightened
emotion of a spectator at a great fire became once more understandable. The seductiveness of destruction was
taking on the inspired notes of poetry; a singular landscape, or locale, or even domain, was unrolling before me.
Its coloring, naturally, conveyed the impression of a suggestion, something like the suggestion of an original
motif. It was hard to imagine that once a crowd of men whose briefcases and heads were stuffed with thousands of
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business schemes had bustled here. The stamp of decay and silence lay upon everything. A breath of incredible
audacity was wafted in, from one doorway to another, the audacity of an elemental, insuperable debacle that had
come about as easily as an eggshell crushes flat underfoot.
These impressions sowed a peculiar itch in the mind, drawing one to thoughts of catastrophe with those same
magnets that urge one to peer into an abyss. A single, echo-like thought seemed to envelop in itself all the forms
here, and was followed by another, like a ringing in the ears, recalling the device:
The deed is done—and all is silent.
*
I became fatigued at last. By now it was difficult to make out the passages and staircases. I was hungry. I had
lost hope of finding an exit, so that I might get something to eat at one of the corner eating places. In one of the
rooms, which must have been used as a kitchenette, I turned on a faucet and slaked my thirst. To my astonishment
the water began to flow (even though feebly), and this unassuming living sound braced me up, in its way. After
this I began picking out a room for myself. This, too, took a few minutes more, until I stumbled upon a private
office, with a single door, a fireplace, and a telephone. The absence of furniture was almost complete: the only
thing one could lie or sit on was a divan, scalped and legless; tatters where the legs had been cut off, springs, and
tufts of horsehair stuck out of it everywhere. A tall walnut closet was placed in a wall-niche; it was locked. I
smoked a cigarette, then another, until I brought myself to a comparatively balanced state, and then busied myself
with arrangements for the night.
It was long since I had known the happiness of fatigue, of sound, calm sleep. As long as it was daylight I
thought of the coming of night with the wariness of a man who is carrying a vessel filled with water, trying not to
get on edge, almost certain that this time exhaustion would vanquish the oppressive vigilance of consciousness.
But barely had evening arrived when the fear of not being able to fall asleep would take possession of me with the
force of a nagging, obsessive thought, and I languished, calling on night to come, so that I might find out whether
or not I would at last fall asleep. However, the nearer it drew to midnight, the more palpably my sensations
convinced me of their unnatural exacerbation. A disquieting animation, like the spluttering flashing of magnesium
amid darkness, twisted my nervous force into a tautened string that vibrated to the least impression, and I awoke,
as it were, from the day to the night, with its long traversal of a restless heart. The fatigue dissipated; my eyes
smarted, as if from sand; the beginning of any thought whatever unwound itself immediately in all the complexity
of its refractions, and the long, inactive hours, filled with recollections, as they stretched ahead evoked, by now,
an impotent indignation, like forced and fruitless labor that cannot be avoided. In every way I could I called upon
sleep to come to me. Toward morning, my body feeling as if it were bloated with hot water, I sucked in the
simulacrum\fn{Semblance.} of sleep by yawning artificially, but no sooner would I shut my eyes than I experienced
the same thing as when we needlessly shut our eyes in the daytime: an awareness of the futility of the thing. I had
tried all the expedients: gazing fixedly at certain areas of the wall, counting, immobility, the repetition of some
single phrase—all to no avail.
I possessed a candle-end—an utter necessity at that time, when no staircase was ever lighted. I lit up with it, even
though feebly, the chilling height of the place, after which, having packed the pits in the divan with paper, I piled
up a sort of head-rest out of record-books. My overcoat served me as a blanket. It occurred to me to start a fire in
the fireplace, so that I might watch the flames; besides that, even though it was summertime, the place was
anything but warm enough, At any rate, I had struck on something that would occupy me, and rejoiced. Bundles
of accounts and record-books were shortly ablaze in this great fireplace, the ashes tumbling into the grate. The
flames stirred up the murk in the open door-ways, retreating into the distance, making it ebb in a still, flickering
pool.
But it was in fruitless furtiveness that this fire burned. It did not light up accustomed objects, the contemplation
of which by the fantastic reflection of red and golden embers brings us to the inner warmth and light of the soul. It
was as lacking in comfort as the steppe-fire of a thief. I simply lay there without the least inclination to doze off,
my head propped up by an arm that had grown benumbed. All my striving for sleep was no more than the
simulation of an actor who, yawning, gets into bed before the eyes of an audience. Besides that, I wanted to eat
and, in order to stifle my hunger, was smoking at frequent intervals.
I lay there, lazily contemplating the fire and the closet. It was at this point the thought came to me that there
must have been some reason for locking the closet. But what could be hidden there except some more heaps of
defunct business records? What else could there be that wouldn’t have been dragged away? My sad experience
with some burned-out electric bulbs that I had found in just such another closet made me suspect now that this
one had been locked without any particular purpose—that probably the key had been automatically turned by
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some proprietorial hand. Yet, with food in mind, I nevertheless kept eyeing the massive panels of the closet,
panels as solid as the front-entrance doors. I had no very great hope of finding anything edible within, but my
stomach was nudging me on blindly, that stomach which always compels us to think those stereotyped thoughts
which are so very much its own—in the same way that it makes the mouth water at the sight of food. To distract
myself I went through several of the nearest rooms but, rummaging there by the light of my candle-end, I found
not even so much as a shard of bread-crust, and on my return was drawn more than ever to the closet. The ashes
were dismally smoldering out in the fire-place. My conjectures had to do with just such other nomads as myself.
Mightn’t\fn{Might not.} some one of them have locked up in this closet a loaf of bread and perhaps even tea and
sugar? Obviously, under the circumstances, gems and gold would have been hidden elsewhere. Although, of
course, I would not have touched any other thing under lock and key here, I did consider myself entitled to open
this closet, for no matter what the letter of the law said: now, now I had the right to anything edible.
Still, as I lit up the place with my candle-end, I was in no hurry to submit this reasoning to criticism, for fear
that chance might deprive me of this point of moral support. Therefore, picking up a steel ruler, I inserted one end
of it in the crack next the lock and, exerting pressure upon it, tugged at the door. The bolt sprang back with a ring;
the closet door, creaking hard, opened, and I faced an extraordinary sight. Tossing the ruler away with an abrupt
motion, I shuddered—and, if I did not cry out, it was only because I lacked the strength to do so. I felt as if I had
been overwhelmed by water bursting out of a barrel.
The first tremor at my discovery was at the same time the shudder of a momentary yell; most horrible
uncertainty. However, this was no deception of the senses. I saw a treasure-trove of precious provisions, six
shelves of them, six shelves going deep into the interior of the closet and heavily loaded. The treasure consisted of
things that had become rarities—choice products for the tables of the well-to-do, the taste and odor of which had
long since become a mere memory.
Dragging up a table I began an inspection. First of all I closed the door of the room, feeling constrained by the
empty spaces as if they were suspicious eyes; I even stepped out to listen closely whether someone might not be
walking about, even as I was, within these walls. The silence served as a signal. I began my inspection at the top.
The top—the sixth shelf and the fifth—was taken up by four great hampers out of which, upon my barely moving
them, an enormous rust-colored rat leaped to the floor, its squeal arousing nausea. I convulsively jerked my hand
away and froze in revulsion. My next move stirred to flight two more of the verminous creatures, who darted
between my legs like two big lizards. Then I shook the hampers and pounded the closet, stepping aside in case
there should follow a shower of these sinuous, somber, small bodies with flitting tails. But the rats, if there had
been a number of them there, must have fled through some passages in the back of the closet and into the cracks
in the wall; nothing more stirred in the closet.
Naturally, I wondered at this way of keeping a cache of food in a place where mice ( Muridae) and rats (Mus
decumanus)
were bound to feel themselves at home. But my delight headed off all reflections; they barely seeped through this
apocalyptic whirlwind, as water might seep through a dam. Let no one tell me that the emotions bound up with
eating are base, that appetite makes man one with the amphibian. During moments such as those I then lived
through, all one’s being becomes endowed with wings, and one’s joy is no less radiant; than that at watching a
sunrise from mountain heights. The soul moves to the strains of a march. I was already intoxicated with the sight
of these treasures, all the more so since each hamper offered an assortment of homogeneous, yet on the whole
diversified, charms. One hamper contained cheeses—a collection ranging from the dry green to Rochester and
Brie. A second, no less weighty, smelt like a sausage-shop; its hams, sausages, smoked tongues, and stuffed
turkeys crowded another hamper alongside, stocked with the shrapnel of canned delicacies. A fourth was bulging
with a mountain of eggs. I got down on my knees, since now I had to inspect the lower shelves. Here I discovered
eight loaves of sugar, a box of tea, a small cask filled with coffee, hampers with pastry, cakes, and zwieback.\fn{ A
kind of biscuit or rusk baked in a loaf and cut and toasted; also called Brussels biscuit.} The two bottom shelves reminded one of
a bar, since their treasure consisted exclusively of bottles of wine, stacked as compactly as cordwood. Their labels
proclaimed all tastes, all brands, all the glories and cunning devices of the vintners.
It was advisable at least to begin eating, if not to hurry, since naturally such treasure-trove, having the fresh
appearance of a deliberate cache, could not have been merely abandoned by someone out of a whim to give the
thrill of an enormous windfall to a chance visitor. It might happen by day or night, but someone might appear,
shouting and brandishing his arm—if not something worse, such as a knife. Everything spoke of the dark
poignancy of chance. There were many things I must be wary of in this vast building, since I had drawn near to
the unknown.
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Meanwhile hunger had begun to talk in its own language, and, after having shut the closet, I perched on the
carcass of the divan, surrounding myself with morsels which I had placed on large sheets of paper instead of
plates. I made my meal of the most essential things—zwieback, ham, eggs, and cheese, with pastry for dessert and
wine for drink, with a feeling of a miracle being consummated at every mouthful. At first I could not get the better
of a nervous chill and a harassing laughter, but when I had calmed down a little, had become more used to the
possession of these savory things, which no more than fifteen minutes ago had been as remote as if they were
soaring in the clouds, I gained mastery of my movements and thoughts. I was soon satiated, considerably more
quickly than I had anticipated when I began to eat, owing to an agitation that fatigued even the appetite. However,
I was far too worn out to go on reasoning. My satiation had proven delectable, without that soporific, stupefying
effect which accompanies the eating of copious dinners day after day. Having eaten all I had taken, and then
painstakingly got rid of the debris of the feast, I felt that the evening had been a good one.
All this time, no matter how I exerted myself to conjectures, they naturally just scratched the surface of the
event like so many dull knives, leaving its inner meaning hidden from the uninitiated eye. During my
perambulations through the sleeping enormities of the bank, I probably came quite close to grasping the ties that
bound my ex-shopkeeper with this wastepaper Klondike: out of here one could mine and haul away hundreds of
truckfuls of wrapping paper that; would be highly valued by traders with an eye to adding to the weight of what
they sold; besides that, the electric cords, the armatures, would go to make up more than one packet of banknotes
—it was not without reason that the cords and switches had been ripped out wherever I had inspected the walls.
Because of this I did not consider him the proprietor of the hoard of provisions: he probably had access to food
elsewhere. But I had not gone a step beyond that; all my further considerations were impersonal, as is usual with
any find. The fact that no one had touched it for some time was proven by the traces of the rats: their teeth had left
extensive pits in the hams and cheeses.
My hunger having satisfied myself, I got down to a thorough investigation of the closet, noticing much that I
had missed during the first flush of discovery. Lying between the hampers were boxes of knives, forks, and
napkins; hidden behind the loaves of sugar was a silver samovar. In a box, jostling one another and tinkling, was a
great host of goblets, wine-glasses, and ornate tumblers. This was evidently a gathering place for some association
that was pursuing either convivial or conspiratorial ends, and had to take seclusion and secrecy into consideration;
some mighty organization, perhaps, conducted with the knowledge and complicity of the housing committees. In
that case I must be on the alert.
I tidied up the closet as best I could, confident that the insignificant amount I had consumed for supper would
hardly be missed. However (and I did not consider myself culpable in doing so) I did take a few things, together
with a bottle of wine, wrapped everything up in a neat package, and hid it under a heap of papers at a turn of the
corridor.
Needless to say, during these moments I had been in no mood to sleep, or even to lie down. I lit a glorious
cigarette of long-cut tobacco with a long mouthpiece: these wondrous cigarettes had been the only find to which I
had rendered full honor, stuffing all my pockets with them. I was in a state of
intoxicating, harmonious disquiet; I thought of myself as a man for whom a concatenation of explosive
improbabilities was in store. In this brilliant confusion I happened to think of the girl in the gray kerchief, who
had fastened my collar with a safety-pin. Could I forget that impulse of hers?
She was the only person of whom I thought in beautiful and touching terms—useless to cite since, through
bare utterance, they at once lose their captivating bouquet. This girl, whose very name I did not know, had, in
vanishing, left a trace like a streak of glittering water running toward a sunset. Such was the benign effect she had
created with a common safety-pin and the sound of concentrated breathing when she had stood up on tiptoe. And
that, truly, is the most authentic white magic. Since the girl was poor, even as 1 was, I yearned passionately to let
her indulge also in my refulgent discovery. But I did not know where she was; I could not ring her up. Even if
memory were to be kind enough to shout the telephone number I had forgotten, it would not have helped here, in
spite of the multiplicity of telephones, toward one of which my eyes involuntarily turned: the instruments were
not in working order—they could not be, for obvious reasons. However, I kept staring at the instrument nearest
me with a certain searching doubt, in which reasoned thought had no part. I was drawn to it by a gambler’s fever.
The desire to indulge in folly would not leave me and, like all nocturnal nonsense, had put on the trappings of all
the ephemera of sleepless fantasy. I had instilled into myself the notion that I was bound to recall the number once
I assumed the physical posture of talking at a telephone. Besides that I had long been eyeing these enigmatic wallfungi, each with its hard-rubber mouth-piece and metallic ear, like things that had never been fully explained—in
a sort of superstitious mood inspired by The Atmosphere of Flammarion,\fn{Camille Flammarion (1842-1925), French
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Astronomer.}

with his stories about lightning. (I advise everybody very strongly to reread this book, and to ponder
the peculiarities of electric storms—especially the actions of ball-lightning which, for example, will hang a
frying-pan or a shoe upon a knife which it has itself driven into a wall, or which re-lays a tiled roof in such a way
that the tiles arrange themselves in reverse order with all the precision called for by a blueprint, to say nothing of
the photographs upon the flesh of those who have been killed by lightning: photographs of the setting in which the
unfortunate event had taken place. They are always of a bluish tinge, these photographs, like that of old-fashioned
daguerreotypes. Kilowatts and amperes convey but little to me.) My case with the telephone apparatus was not
free of a certain premonition, of that strange lassitude, a veiling-over of the conscious, all of which accompany the
greater number of absurdities we ourselves create. This is how I explain the matter now; at that time, however, I
was merely like iron filings before a magnet.
I took down a receiver. It seemed to me chillier than it really was, mute against the apathy of the wall. I
brought the receiver up to my ear with no greater expectation than I would have had from a broken watch, and
pressed the button. It may have been no more than a ringing in my head, or an auditory recollection—nevertheless
I heard a buzzing, as if of a fly: that humming of the wires which, under the present circumstances, seemed to be
that very absurdity toward which I was straining.
An effort to comprehend anything gnaws at one, even as a worm will gnaw at sculptured marble; such an effort
robs of their force all impressions emanating from a secret source. Striving to comprehend the incomprehensible
was not one of my virtues. But I checked up on myself. Taking the transmitter away, I recreated this characteristic
noise in my imagination; it was duplicated only when I put the receiver back to my ear. The noise was not
intermittent, it did not break off, it neither weakened nor became intensified; unseen space hummed in the
transmitter properly, awaiting the connection. Dim visions took possession of me, as strange as was this humming
of wires, still active in a building that was dead. I saw the ganglia of tangled wires, torn apart as if by squalls, yet
forming contacts at certain imperceptible points in their chaos; I saw sheaves of electric sparks flying out of the
humped backs of cats scampering upon roofs; magnetic flare-ups of trolleys; the web and core of matter, forming
themselves into futuristic designs. Such thought-visions lasted no longer than a single beat of the heart that had
reared up like a stallion and that was tapping out in an untranslatable language the sensations caused by nocturnal
forces.
Then, from beyond the walls, there arose, as clear as the new moon, the image of that girl. Could I have
thought that the impression would prove so vivid and tenacious? A hundred human forces were weaving and
humming within me as, with my gaze fixed on the obliterated number of the apparatus, I led my memory through
a blizzard of figures, vainly striving to determine what combination of them would restore the telephone number I
had lost. Crafty, perfidious memory! It vows never to forget numbers, or days, or details, or a dear face, and
answers doubt with an air of innocence. But some occasion arises, and the gullible victim perceives that he has
made a deal with a shameless ape which has given away a diamond ring for a handful of nuts. Incomplete, vague
are the features of the face that is being recalled; figures drop out of a series; circumstances become confused, and
in vain does the victim clutch his head, tormented by elusive recollections. But then, if we remembered, if we
could recollect, everything, what reason would be able to sustain with impunity a whole life within a single
moment—especially the recollections of the emotions?
I senselessly kept repeating figures, my lips moving, as if to sense their authenticity. Finally a succession of
figures bearing some relation to the forgotten number flitted by: 107-21.
“One, nought, seven, twenty-one,” I uttered, and listened closely, but still was uncertain that I was not falling
into error again. Sudden doubt blinded me as I pressed the button for the second time, but it was too late: the
buzzing flowed into a rumble; something clinked and changed in the telephonic vista, and a tired contralto spoke
dryly at my very cheek. “Operator, operator!” it kept repeating impatiently, but even then I did not speak at once
—such was the chill that had contracted my throat, because deep in my heart I was still merely pretending.
Be that as it may, once I had adjured and evoked the jinns (whether they belonged to— The Atmosphere or to
kilowatts), I spoke, and was answered. The wheels of the damaged clock had engaged the pinion and had begun to
turn it. Steel bullets whizzed by like arrows past my ear. No matter who or what had nudged the pendulum, the
mechanism had begun to tick-tock evenly.
“One, nought, seven, twenty-one,” said I in a muffled voice, my eyes fixed on the candle-end guttering in the
rubbish.
“The exchange is A,” came a disgruntled answer, and the rumbling was cut off by the motion of a distant, tired
hand.
I felt mentally flushed during these moments. It had been precisely the A button that I had been pressing;
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consequently not only was the telephone functioning, but was also proving
that amazing reality by the wires being crossed—a detail most remarkable to an impatient soul. I pressed B, as an
attempt to get A. Thereupon there burst into the rumbling hum of the loosed current, as if out of a suddenly
opened door, strident voices recalling the blare of a loud-speaker, and others, shouting within my hand as it
clutched the receiver. They cut in on one another, with the haste and irritation of people in a rush to get out into
the street. The babel of phrases reminded one of rooks cawing concertedly. A-la-la-la-la, some unknown being
was wailing against the background of someone else’s sententiously slow speech, marked off by pauses and
punctuation marks of mellifluous expressiveness.
“Can’t let you have it—” “If you see that—” “Some time or other—” “What I say is—” “Are you listening?”
“It measures about thirty-five by—” “The automobile was sent—” “Can’t understand a thing—” “Hang up!” Into
this market-place atmosphere there crept, faint as the song of a mosquito, moans, distant weeping, peals of
laughter, sobs, violin chords, the beat of unhurried footsteps, rustling and whispering. Where, in what streets, were
these business-harried words uttered, these shouted reproaches, these admonitions and complaints? Finally there
was a click as the connection was made, the voices and sounds vanishing, and the same voice as before cut into
the hum.
“Exchange B,” It said. “I want A!” I replied. “Let me have A. The wires are crossed.”
The silence, during which the hum died away twice, was finally broken by the voice announcing canorously:
“Exchange A.”
“One, nought seven, twenty-one,” I articulated as distinctly as I could.
“One, nought eight, nought one,” the operator repeated in an impersonal, polite tone—and I barely kept back
the correction that, had it escaped me, would have proven fatal.
This error undoubtedly constituted the correct number. No sooner did I hear it than I recognized it, recalled it,
as we recall some face we have come across.
“Yes, yes!” said I, in extreme agitation, feeling as if I were running on some height, along the edge of a
vertiginous precipice. “Yes, that’s it, precisely-one, nought eight, nought one.”
At this moment everything stopped still within me and all around me. The sound of the transmission wires made
the heart contract, as at the shock of a cold wave; I did not hear even the usual “I’m ringing them,” or “Here’s
your party—I don’t remember anything the operator said. I heard birds pouring out irresistible trills. I leaned
against the wall, languishing. Then, after a pause just long enough to infuriate one, a pleasant, common-sense
voice, as refreshing as fresh air, spoke cautiously:
“I’m just taking a chance, speaking into a dead telephone. Because you heard it ring, didn’t you? Who is this?”
said she, evidently without expecting any answer, just so, in a tone of lighthearted severity.
“I am the man who spoke to you in the flea-market and walked off with your safety-pin,” I all but shouted. “I
sold my books. Try to remember, I beg you. I don’t know your name—tell me if you are the right person.”
“Miracles will never cease,” the voice answered thoughtfully, after a cough. “Hold on—don’t hang up. I’m
trying to figure things out. Did you ever see anything like this, old man?”
The last remark was evidently not addressed to me. A masculine voice answered her indistinctly—apparently
from another room. “I recall the incident,” she spoke into my ear again. “But I don’t remember what safety-pin
you’re talking about. Oh, yes! I had no idea you had such a retentive memory. But it’s so odd for me to be talking
with you—our telephone is disconnected. What’s happened, then? Where are you speaking from?”
“Can you hear me well?” I evaded mentioning the place I was in, as though I had not heard her question and,
having been assured that she could hear me, went on: “I don’t know whether our talk will last long. There are
reasons for my not dwelling on this. There are many things I don’t know about, even as you. So let me have your
address without delay—I don’t know it.”
For a while the current buzzed evenly, as though my words had broken off the transmission. Again a vista like
a blind wall spread before me; a loathsome feeling of vexation and shamefacedness all but threw me into
confusion of involved and inappropriate thoughts concerning the nature of telephone conversations, which do not
permit a free expression of nuances of the most natural, simple feelings. In certain circumstances the face and the
words are inseparable. Perhaps she, too, was pondering the same thing during the silence, after which I heard her
say:
“What for? Oh, very well. Write it down, then.” It was not without slyness that she said this last phrase. “Write
down my address: Fifth Line, number ninety-seven, apartment eleven. The only thing is, why … why have you
felt any need for my address? I'll be frank with you—I don’t understand it. I’m at home evenings. …”
Though her voice went on unhurriedly, it suddenly began to sound low and stifled, as if she were speaking into
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a box. I heard her talking, as if she were telling a story, but could not distinguish her words. Ever more remotely,
more indistinctly her speech flowed, until it was like the sporadic patter of rain; finally the barely audible ticking
of the current gave me to understand that actual contact was over. The connection was broken; the apparatus was
stolidly silent. There was a wall before me, a box, and a transmitter. Night rain was tapping on the window-panes.
I pressed a button: there was a click, and then silence again. The transmitter was dead. The spell was broken.
But I had heard, I had spoken: that which had happened could not but have happened. The impressions of those
moments had gone off and away in a whirlwind; I was still filled with their echoes, and I sat down, suddenly tired,
as if I had climbed a steep staircase.
Yet I was still only at the beginning of events. Their development began with the tapping of distant footsteps.
*
The unknown footsteps were still very far away from me—at the very beginning of the way I had traversed,
perhaps?—coming in a direction at a considerable distance from where I had first caught their sound. As far as
one could tell they were those of someone walking alone, stepping nimbly along a familiar way in the darkness—
and, possibly, lighting his way with a hand-lantern or a candle. However, in my mind’s eye I saw him hastening
carefully through the darkness; as he walked he was looking about him and listening closely. Why I had come to
imagine this I don’t know. I sat there in a trance, confused, as though I had been grasped from far off by the
tips of enormous pincers. I became so swollen with expectancy that my temples ached; I was in a state of alarm
which deprived me of any possibility of taking countermeasures. I would have been calm—at least, I would have
begun to calm down—if the steps had been receding, but I heard them more and more clearly, drawing nearer and
nearer to me; I was lost in conjectures about the purpose of this ear-torturing traversal through the deserted
building.
A premonition that I would not succeed in avoiding a meeting had already repulsively impinged on my
consciousness; I stood up, then sat down again, not knowing what to do. My pulse seemed to be following each
fall and cæsura of the steps; but, having at last overcome the dismal stolidity of the body, the heart started
pounding with a full beat, so that I was conscious of my state at every thump. My intentions became confused; I
vacillated as to whether I ought to put the candle out or to let it burn, during which a happily-conceived means of
avoiding the dangerous encounter seemed to me to lie not in any sensible motivations but in a general possibility
of taking some action or other. I did not doubt that this meeting would be alarming, even dangerous. I had
gropingly touched tranquillity inside these uninhabited walls, and I yearned to retain this nocturnal illusion. At
one point I stepped through the door, trying to walk noiselessly, my purpose being to see in what adjoining room I
might hide, as though the one in which I had been sitting, with the candle-end screened by my back, had already
been marked down for a visit, and someone knew that I was there. I abandoned my purpose, realizing that, in
performing such sorties, I would be in the position of the roulette player who, having changed his first choice of a
number, sees with vexation that he has lost merely because he had not kept to the abandoned number. The most
prudent thing of all would be to sit and wait, after extinguishing the light. This was precisely what I did, and
began my wait in the darkness.
By that time, there was no longer any doubt that the distance between the unknown newcomer and myself was
diminishing with every pulse-beat. He was now walking no more than five or six rooms away from me, hastening
from door to door with the calm quickness of a light body. I shrank into myself, riveted by his steps to the
moment—now rushing upon me like an automobile—when our eyes would meet; and I prayed God that his might
not be all pupils, with the whites mere insane streaks around their inner glitter. Now I was not awaiting him—1
knew that I would see him; instinct, having during these moments supplanted reason, was speaking truthfully,
thrusting its blind face against the sharp point of fear. Phantoms entered the darkness. I saw the shaggy creature
that haunts the dark corner of every nursery, and another phantom, a crepuscular one, and, most horrible of all, I
anticipated that the footsteps would fall silent at the very door, that there would prove to be nothing there, and that
this absence of anyone at all would brush my face with an ethereal blow. But as for imagining another man of the
same sort as myself—there was no longer any time for that. The encounter was coming with a rush; I could not
hide myself anywhere.
Suddenly the footsteps were silent; they halted so near my door, and I did not hear anything for so long a time
(except for the fuss the mice made as they scurried among the mounds of litter), that now I could barely keep
myself from shrieking. Someone, crouching (it seemed to me), was stealing soundlessly through the door, with the
intention of seizing me. The daze caused by my own insane outcry threw me forward like a whirlwind, with my
arms outstretched; then I staggered back, burying my face in my hands. Light glowed everywhere, showing up all
that the eye could take in. It was as light as day. I had undergone something like a nervous shock but, barely
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hesitating, I immediately passed through the door and went on. Then, on the other side of the nearest wall, a
feminine voice spoke: “Come this way—“ which was followed by the sound of soft, intriguing laughter.
My amazement could hardly have been greater; I had never expected such an ending to the trial I had endured
for an hour (or so it seemed).
“Who’s calling me?” I asked softly, cautiously approaching the door behind which an unknown woman had
revealed her presence in so beautiful and tender a voice. Listening closely, I pictured her appearance as
corresponding to the pleasure the ear had derived, and walked on trustfully, listening to the repetition of her
words:
“Come—come this way!” But, when I came to the other side of the wall, I saw no one. The frosted globes and
the lustres gleamed near the ceiling, throwing a nocturnal day across the black windows. Thus, putting my question and invariably receiving from the other side of the wall of some adjoining compartment the
same answer:
“Come, oh come more quickly!”
I inspected five or six rooms, noticing myself in a mirror in one of them, intently shifting my gaze from
emptiness to emptiness. It seemed to me, then, that the shadows of the mirrored depth were filled with crouching
women, stealing one after the other in mantillas or veils, which they were holding close to their faces, concealing
their features and showing only their gleaming and elusively flitting eyes, with a smile hovering between the
slyly-contracted brows. But I was mistaken, since I had turned around with a rapidity that would not have
permitted the most nimble creatures in this building to run away unseen.
Becoming tired, and fearing, in that apprehension which filled me to overflowing, something actually sinister
in the silently lighted emptiness, I at last spoke sharply:
“Show yourself, or I won’t go a step farther. Who are you, and why do you call me?”
Before anyone could answer me the echo crumpled my cry into an indistinct and stifled reverberation. A
concerned alarm sounded in the words of the mysterious woman as she uneasily called back to me from some
unseen corner:
“Hurry—don’t stop. Come, come—and don’t argue.” These words seemed to have been uttered beside me,
quick as plashing water, and ringing in their half-whisper, as if they had been spoken at my very ear. But in vain,
urged by an impatient impulse, I hastened in at one door and out of another, door after door, flinging them wide
open, or skirting some intricate passage, in order to catch a glimpse somewhere, unaware, of the slippery progress
of the woman-everywhere I came only upon emptiness, doors, and light.
Thus it went on, reminding one of a game of hide-and-seek, and I had already sighed several times in vexation,
not knowing whether I should go on—or stop—stop decisively, until I saw whom I was talking to, so vainly and
at such a distance. Whenever I happened to fall silent, her voice was groping for me; it sounded each time more
soulful and uneasy, indicating the direction without any delay, and calling out softly, ahead, beyond some new
wall:
“This way-hasten! Come to me!” Despite all my sensitiveness to the nuances of voices in general and, in
particular, to those heard under greatest tension, I could not detect in these calls, the insistent summons of the
inaudibly fleeing woman, either mockery or simulation; even though her conduct was more than amazing, 1 had
as yet no reasons to think of anything ominous, or anything generally evil, since I did not know the circumstances
that had provoked her behavior. Rather, one might have suspected an urgent wish to communicate something, or
to show something in haste, as if time were exceedingly precious. Whenever I strayed, striking some room other
than the one from which the next musical call sped toward me, together with rustling and quick breathing, I would
be guided, the way would be indicated to me, by an insinuating, soft: “This way!”
I had gone much too far by now to turn back. I was uneasily drawn by the unknown, straining ahead, almost at
a run, across the vast expanses of parquet, with eyes fixed in the direction of the voice.
“I am here,” said her voice at last, in the tone of one bringing a matter to a close.
This was at an intersection of a corridor and a very short flight of steps that led to another corridor, somewhat
higher.
“Very well, but this is the last time,” I warned. She was waiting for me at the beginning of the corridor, to the
right, where the light glowed less brightly. I heard her breathing; having mounted the steps. I peered into the halfdarkness. She had, of course, deceived me once more. Both walls of the corridor were clogged with heaps of
ledgers, leaving only a narrow passage. By the light of a single bulb that lit up only the steps and the beginning of
the passage, it was possible for me to overlook someone at a distance.
“But where are you?” I began, peering ahead.
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“Stop—you are in such a hurry. Come over here.”
“I can’t,” answered the voice quietly. “Really, now, can’t you see me? I am right here. I am tired, and have sat
down. Come nearer to me.”
Truly, she did sound nearer. I had to turn a corner. Darkness lay beyond it, marked off at the end by the light
blotch of a doorway. Stumbling against some books, I slipped, swayed, and, in falling, overturned a shaky pile of
ledgers. It tumbled
down—deep down. My hands, as I fell, clutched at a perpendicular void, the rest of my body saved by the
narrowest margin from swinging over the edge of the chasm from which, in answer to my involuntary cry, there
issued the rumble of the avalanche of ledgers. I had saved myself merely because I had chanced to fall before
reaching the edge. If the astonishment of fright repelled surmise at that moment, the laugh—the gay, chill little
laugh—on the other side of the pitfall immediately made clear my role. The laugh receded, growing fainter, with a
cruel intonation, and I heard it no more.
I did not leap away, did not crawl off, so as not to make any more noise than would have been caused by my
supposed fall; I did not even stir, so as to let the impressions of the others settle upon the significance they
desired. However, I had to have a look at the resting place that had been prepared for me. As yet there were no
signs whatever of my being under observation and I, having lit a match with great caution, saw a square opening,
hacked right through the floor. The match did not light up the depth but, recalling the interval between the jolting
of the ledgers and their echo as they struck the bottom, I arrived at a guess of twelve yards as the height from
which they had fallen. Evidently, the floor of the story below had been hacked through to correspond with the
opening above, forming a double passage.
I stood in somebody’s way. I could grasp that much, since I had weighty proofs; what I could not grasp was
how the most ethereal woman could have flown across an extensive opening, the sides of which had no margin at
all to permit its crossing: its width came to something like eighteen feet.
Having waited until the event had lost its edge of dangerous novelty, I crawled back to a spot where the light,
coming from far away, permitted the walls to be distinguished, and stood up. I dared not go back to the lighted
areas. But neither was I any longer in a state to abandon the scene on which I had all but played the last act to the
very curtain. I had touched upon things far too grave merely to keep on in my course. Not knowing where to
begin, I started back, walking cautiously, occasionally lurking behind the projections of the walls in order to
check if the place were still unpeopled.
In one such projection there was a sink; the water was dripping from the faucet; here, too, hung a towel with
damp marks of freshly wiped hands. The towel was still swinging. Someone, probably no more than ten paces
away, had gone off without being noticed, even as I had been unnoticed by him, through the operation of pure
chance. It was not fitting to tempt fortune in these places any longer. Rooted to the spot by the tension aroused at
the sight of a towel that had been touched, practically before my eyes, I finally stepped back, holding my breath,
arid saw with relief a narrow side-door in the shadow of an abutment, almost blocked with paper refuse. However,
one could squeeze through, though not without difficulty. I went into this gap, as if through a wall, and found
myself in a lighted, silent, deserted passageway, exceedingly narrow, with a turn not far off—into which I did not
risk looking—and got up on my feet, leaning against a wall in a niche formed) by a nailed-up door.
No sound of any sort, no sort of phenomenon accessible to the senses, would have eluded me during those
moments, since I was so much on edge, tautened inwardly, all concentrated into hearing and breathing. Life, it
seemed, had died out upon earth—such was the stillness staring into the eyes through the unwavering light of that
white, dead-end cranny. Everything living had, apparently, gone from here, or else was lurking in ambush. I began
to grow weary, to be drawn with the impatience of despair to any noise whatever, as long as I could escape from
this cataleptic light. Suddenly sounds came into being, something more than enough to give reassurance—if one
may give that word the Lermontovian meaning of “repose mid tempests;” steps, as if of a multitude, sounded on
the other side of the wall, deep below. I made out voices, exclamations. To these sounds of nascent, unknown
animation was joined the strum of musical instruments tuning up: a violin scraped sharply; a violoncello, a flute,
and a double-bass droned out a few beats, without harmonizing with one another, and were drowned out by the
noise of furniture being shifted about.
In the night (I had no idea of the time), this manifestation of life at the very bottom of the three floors, after
what I had already experienced hanging over the floor-trap, had for me the sound of a new threat. Probably, after
tireless exploration, I would have struck upon a way out of this labyrinthine building; but this was not the time for
that, when I did not know what might be lying in wait for me behind the nearest door. I could know the situation I
was in only after determining what was going on below. By listening carefully I estimated the distance between
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the sounds and myself. They were sufficiently far below, and were coming through the wall I was facing I stood a
long while in my door-niche until at last I felt bold enough to look around, on the chance of undertaking some
action. Walking ahead, I noticed, in the wall to my right, a glazed opening, its size no greater than that of a
ventilator. It was not so high above my head that I could not reach it with my hand. Standing a little farther off
was a portable ladder, such as painters use in whitewashing ceilings. Having shifted this ladder cautiously,
keeping it away from the walls to avoid any sound, I put it up to the opening. No matter how dusty the glass was
on both sides, after I had rubbed it with my palm as best I could, I was able to see through it, but still as if through
smoke. My guess, arising from auditory orientation, was confirmed: I was looking into that same central hall of
the bank where I had been last evening, but could not see down into it—this little window gave out on the
balconies. The vast expanse of the sculptured ceiling was quite near; the balustrade, appearing at this spot right
before my eyes, hid the depth of the hall; only less than half the height of the remote columns on the opposite side
could be seen, but below, making one edgy by its invisibility, was the flow of gay animation. I heard laughter,
exclamations, the shifting of chairs, indistinguishable snatches of conversations, the unruffled reverberations of
doors below. China clattering with assurance; coughing; blowing of noses; a concatenation of footsteps, light and
heavy, and melodic, sly intonations—yes, this was a banquet, a ball, an assembly, a gathering of guests, a jubilee
—anything you like, save the former chill and enormous emptiness, with the echo stagnating in the dust. The
lusters sent down a cascade of light glittering in a fiery design and, although it was light in my torture-chamber as
well, the brighter light of the hall fell upon my hand.
Almost certain that no one would come here, into this nook belonging to the attic region rather than to the
main passages below, I ventured to remove the glass. Its frame, held in place by two bent nails, was weak and
loose. I twisted the nails aside and took out the obstruction. Now the noise became distinct, coming up like wind
blowing in one’s face. While I was getting accustomed to its character the music struck up a cabaret tune, but so
quietly as to sound fantastic, either unable or unwilling to let itself go. The orchestra, as if following orders, was
playing mutedly. However, the voices it had been drowning out began to sound more loudly, in a natural effort to
overcome the music, and were floating up to my haven still swathed in the cocoon of their meaning. As far as I
could gather, the main interest of the various groups in the hall revolved about dubious deals, even though their
connection would have been no more exact to me had each conversation been held close at hand. Certain phrases
reminded one of neighing, others of harsh squealing; the ponderous laugh—of a man of affairs was intermingled
with someone’s sibilation. The voices of the women had a grave and strained timbre, passing now and then into
seductive playfulness, with intonations as fraught with depravity as camellias. Occasionally someone’s pompous
remark would shift the talk to quotations on gold and the prices of precious stones; certain words compelled one
to shudder, hinting at murder or other crimes of hardly lesser proportions. The jargon of prisons, the
shamelessness of streets in the dead of night, an outward gloss of hazardous intrigue, and the animated volubility
as of a soul that was nervously looking all about it, mingled with the strains of another orchestra, to which the
first was sending high-pitched, playful responses.
A pause followed, several doors opened deep within the distant lower quarters, and, apparently, new persons
entered. This was shortly confirmed by jubilant cries. After some indistinct parleys, fanfares thundered forth, and
there were calls for attention; almost simultaneously there came the soft flow of a speech, progressing in
subversive periods, like a beetle making its way through the pine-needles of a forest.
“Hail to the Deliverer!” a chorused roar proclaimed. “Death to the Ratcatcher!”
“Death!” feminine voices rang out somberly. The echoes swept by in a long-drawn howl and died away. I do
not know why I turned around, even though I was gripped by intensified fear over what I had heard, yet turn
around I did instantaneously, as if there were staring eyes behind me; however, I merely heaved a deep sigh: there
was no one standing there. I still had time enough to plan how I might conceal myself: two persons had turned the
corner of the passageway in plain sight, yet without having suspected my presence. Their light shadows had fallen
across this cubbyhole but, as I watched those shadows closely, all I could make out was a blotch. They had begun
speaking with the assurance of those who felt themselves alone. Their conversation was evidently a continuation
of a previous one; its course, as these strangers had been on their way here, had been arrested upon a question
unknown to me, yet which now was receiving its answer. I have remembered every word of this vague and harsh
pledge:
“He will die,” said one of the unknown men, “but not at once. Here is his address: Ninety-seven, Fifth Line,
apartment eleven. His daughter is with him. It will be the Deliverer’s great deed. The Deliverer is here—he has
come from far away. His journey is an exhausting one, and his coming is awaited in a great many cities. Tonight
everything must be brought to an end. Go and inspect the way. If nothing threatens the Deliverer, the Ratcatcher is
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dead, and we shall look on his empty eyes!”
*
Even as I was paying close attention to the vindictive tirade, my foot was touching the floor—since, as soon as
I had caught the exact repetition of the address of the girl whose name I had not managed to learn today, I was
blindly drawn downward, to flee, to hide, and to fly as a bearer of this news to the address on the Fifth Line.
There had not been the least reasonable doubt; the house number and the street could not, of course, tell me if
there might not be an additional family there, but it sufficed that I was thinking of her—and that she was there.
My haste was so terrifically intensified, so excruciating that I miscalculated my last downward step—the ladder
moved with a clatter, my presence was revealed, and at first I froze on the spot, as motionless as a fallen sack. The
lights instantaneously went out, the music was instantaneously stilled, and a roar of fury impelled me to blind
flight; my chest hit the door as, beside myself, I plunged for the narrow space through which I had entered this
cubbyhole. With inexplicable strength, at one effort, I moved aside the rubbish blocking the way and ran out into
the memorable corridor of the pitfall.
Salvation! Dawn was breaking, and its first dull light showed a distant door and an expanse along which I
could race until I was out of breath. But, instinctively, I sought not the ways leading down but upward, taking
short flights of steps at one leap and darting down deserted passageways. At times I would dart this way and that,
circling in one spot, taking doors I had left behind in favor of others, or running into some cut-dc-sac. This was
dreadful, like a nightmare, all the more so since there was now a pursuit—I heard hurried runnings behind me and
ahead, that physically overtaking noise, from which I could not hide. It resounded with the broken tempo of street
traffic, at times so close that I would leap back behind a door, or else it kept following me at an even pace off to
one side, threatening to fall upon me and cut off my escape at any moment.
I was growing weaker, I had become dazed from fright and the ceaseless rumble of the echoing floors. But
now I was already dashing along the mansards. The last flight of stairs I caught sight of ran right up to a square
opening in the ceiling. I leaped rather than ran up the steps, with the feeling of a blow about to fall on my back—
such was their speed as they pursued me on all sides. I found myself in the stifling darkness of a garret, and
immediately began throwing across the opening the things that were lying dimly white along its edges. These
proved to be piles of window-frames, which only the strength of despair could have moved so impetuously. They
fell every way across the opening, forming an impassable thicket. This done, I ran toward a distant dormer
window, with kegs and boards silhouetted against its blotch of grayness. The way to it was cluttered: I had to leap
over beams, boxes, brick copings, dodging depressions and flues, as if in a forest. At last I was at the window. The
fresh air of unconfined space, still sleep-laden, breathed upon me. A dim, roseate shadow was lying beyond a
distant roof; no smoke rose as yet from the chimneys; I could hear no passers-by. I crawled out and made my way
to the head of a rain-pipe; it was loose, its fastenings creaked as I began my descent; halfway down, its metal
proved to be covered with dew and I slipped down convulsively, barely stopping myself at one of its bends. At
last I felt the pavement under my feet.
I hurried toward the river, fearing to find the drawbridge up; consequently, as soon as I had caught my breath, I
started off at a run.
*
Hardly had I turned a corner when I was forced to stop by the sight of a beautiful little boy of seven, weeping,
his face pale from his tears; he was despondently rubbing his eyes with his tiny fists and sniffling. With a pity
natural to anyone at such an encounter I bent over him, asking:
“Where are you from, boy? Has someone abandoned you? How did you get here?”
He kept silent, still sniffling and looking at me from under his brows. I found his situation horrifying.
Everything around us was deserted. His gaunt little body was shivering; his small feet were bare and muddy. For
all my eagerness to get to the house that was endangered, I could not leave the child in this state, all the more
since, either from fright or weariness, he was meekly silent, shuddering and shrinking at every question as if at a
threat. I stroked his hair and peered into his tear-filled eyes but did not make any headway. All he could do was to
keep his head low and weep.
“My little friend,” said I, having decided to knock at some door and have the child taken in, “you sit here—I’ll
be back soon, and we'll find your worthless mother.”
But, to my astonishment, he clutched my hand fast and would not let go. There was about this attempt of his
something both puny and savage. He even slid along the pavement, his eyes shut tight, when I with sudden
suspicion jerked my hand away. His beautiful little face was contracted, constricted by his concentration.
“Hey, there!” I shouted, trying to free my hand. “Let go of me—” and I pushed him away. No longer crying
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and still as speechless as before, he fixed his enormous dark eyes upon me in a stare; then he got up and, smiling
slightly, went off with a rapidity that left me shuddering and bewildered.
“Who are you?” I called out threateningly. He snickered and, hastening his steps, disappeared around a corner,
but for some time I kept staring after him, with the sensation of having been bitten; then I came to my senses and
ran off as fast as if I were trying to catch a tram. I was all winded.
I had already reached Horseguards Boulevard when I was overtaken by a girl; she threw a fleeting glance at
me, with the expression of one straining her memory. She was about to hurry on, but I instantly recognized her,
with a shock so severe that it amounted to the rapture of salvation. The call I sent after her and her light
exclamation sounded simultaneously, after which she stopped with a hint of charming exaction.
“Why, it’s you!” said she. “How is it I didn't recognize you? I might have gone right by you, if I hadn’t felt
how startled you were. How exhausted you look-how pale!”
Great embarrassment, yet also the greatest calm, came over me. I gazed, with faith in the complex significance
of this chance meeting, with a radiant and poignant confusion, upon this face that had been lost to me. Inwardly I
was utterly overwhelmed, utterly spellbound by her, by my yearning for none other than her, as if I had already
reached my journey’s end; yet, under the inspiration of imagination, which always gets ahead of us, I experienced
a sensation like that of a fall: it would have been more after my heart to have come to her, to have come there.
“Look,” I said, unable to take my gaze off her trusting eyes, “’'m in a hurry to get to your house. It’s not too
late yet—”
“I’s too early now—or too late, whichever you prefer. It’s getting lighter—but it’s still night. You’ll come to
me in the evening—you hear? And I’ll tell you everything. I’ve thought a great deal about our relationship—I
want you to know this: I love you.”
What followed was something like the stoppage of a clock’s ticking. My soul ceased to live with her at that
moment. She could not, she should not have spoken like that. With a sigh I released my hand from the small, soft
one that was clutching it and stepped back. She was looking at me with a face that was on the verge of twitching
from impatience. This expression distorted her features—tenderness had been replaced by stolidity, her eyes were
darting keenly—and, with a laugh that I myself found frightful, I shook my finger at her.
“No, you won’t deceive me,” said I. “She’s there. Away, you vermin, whatever you may be!”
The sweep of a shawl quickly flung up before her face was the last thing I saw clearly, no more than two paces
away from me. Then the narrow interstices between trees began to flit by, now reminding one of something like a
feminine figure running among them, now indicating that I myself was running with all my strength. By now the
clock on the square was in sight. The barriers were up on the bridge. Far off, on the opposite side of the quay, a
black tug was belching smoke, the hawser of a barge taut behind it. I leapt over the barrier and managed to get up
on the drawbridge at the last moment, just as it was going up and already showing a crack between the ends of the
tram-rails. My flying leap was greeted by the watchmen with desperately shouted curses. But, merely throwing a
fleeting glance at the water glistening in the gap, I left them far behind me; I ran on until I reached the gateway of
the house I was seeking.
*
Then (or rather after a lapse of some time) I was able to establish, partially in reverse order, the elapsed and
dimmed action.
First of all I beheld the girl, standing at the door, listening, with her hand held up to me, the way people do when
requesting or silently bidding one to sit quietly. She was wearing a light coat; her face had a sad, alarmed look.
She had been asleep before my arrival. This much I knew, but the circumstances of my arrival had seeped away,
like water from a clenched hand, as soon as I had made the least effort to connect all the various factors.
Submitting to her gesture, so filled with disquiet, I sat on without stirring, waiting to see how this listening of hers
would end. I made every effort to grasp its meaning, but in vain. A little more and, having made a determined
effort to overcome my extreme weakness, I would have asked her what was happening in this big room, when, as
if guessing my intentions, the girl turned her head, frowning, and shook her finger. Now I recalled that her name
was Suzi, that someone who had walked out of here had called her that, after having said: “There must be
absolute silence.”
Had I slept, or had I merely been woolgathering? Trying to solve this question, I mechanically lowered my
gaze, and saw that the hem of my overcoat was torn. Yet it had been whole when I was hastening here. I was
passing from perplexity to bewilderment. Suddenly everything began to quake and rushed outward, as it were; the
blood rushed to my head; a deafening crash resounded, like a shot at one’s very ear, followed by a shout.
“Stop!” someone shouted on the other side of the door. A man in a gray bathrobe entered through that door,
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holding out to the girl, who had stepped back, a small board from which, clamped down by a wire arch, there
hung an enormous black rat, its backbone broken in two. Its teeth were bared; its tail hung limp.
Then, snatched by this shock and the cry out of its truly frightful state, my memory spanned the dark chasm. I
immediately grasped and retained a great deal. My emotions began to speak within me. The inner vision, after a
series of efforts, reverted to the beginning of the scene. I recalled how I had crawled over the gate, afraid to knock
for fear of bringing down a new danger; how cautiously I had gone through the door and tugged at the bell on the
third floor. But the discussion carried on through the door, a discussion protracted and uneasy, during which a
feminine voice and a masculine one argued as to whether to let me in or not—all this I had forgotten irretrievably.
It was reconstructed subsequently.
All these details, as yet not fully dovetailing, sprang up in as brief a space as it would take to glance through a
window. The old man who had carried in the rat-trap had thick white hair, cut circularly and looking like a cap—it
reminded one of an acorn-cap. He was clean-shaven, had a pointed nose, thin lips with a complex, stubborn
expression, vivid colorless eyes, and tufts of side-whiskers on a face terminating in a jutting chin that was buried
in a blue scarf—a face to excite the interest of a portrait painter, a lover of characteristic lineaments.
“What you see,” said he, “is the so-called black Guinea rat. Its bite is most dangerous; it induces slow
putrefaction in the living flesh, transforming the person bitten into a mass of swellings and suppurating sores. This
species of rodent is rare in Europe; it is occasionally carried in by steamers. The free access of which you heard
last night is an artificial rat-hole which I made near the kitchen for experiments with traps of various makes.
During the last two days this passageway actually was freely accessible, since I was absorbed in reading The
Treasure House of the King of the Rats, by Ert Ertrus, a book that is a decided rarity. It was issued in Germany
four hundred years ago. The author was burned at the stake in Bremen, as a heretic. Your story—”
In that case, then, I must have already told everything that I had come here to tell. But I still had certain doubts.
“Have you taken proper precautions?” I asked. “Do you know the precise nature of this danger, since I do not
altogether understand it?”
“Precautions?” asked Suzi. “What precautions are you talking about?”
“The danger—“ the old man began but stopped, after a glance at his daughter. “I don’t understand.”
There was a slight misunderstanding. All three of us exchanged expectant glances.
“I maintain,” I began hesitatingly, “that you ought to be on your guard. I’ve already said this, I think, but—if
you will forgive me—I do not remember exactly what I said, It seems to me that I was in a deep coma, as it
were.”
The girl looked at her father, then at me, and smiled in perplexity, as if to, say: “How could that be?”
“He’s tired out, Suzi,” said the old man, “I know what insomnia is. You have told me everything. And
precautions have been taken, if I give this rat the name of—” he lowered the rat-trap at my feet with the satisfied
air of a hunter—“of the Liberator or Deliverer you will already know a thing or two.”
“That is a jest,” I retorted, “and, of course, a jest in keeping with the occupation of the Ratcatcher.”
As I spoke thus, I recalled a small sign I had seen at the entrance, with the bell hanging over it. Written upon it
was:
RATCATCHER
*
Rats And Mice
Exterminated
*
O. JENSEN
Tel: 1-08-01

“You’re joking, since I think this Liberator has not caused you very much trouble.”
“He isn’t joking,” said Suzi, “He knows.”
I compared their glances, to which I responded with a smile of vain surmises: the glance of youth, filled with
uncounterfeited conviction, and the glance of old yet clear eyes, expressing hesitation as to whether to go on with
the conversation in the way in which it had begun, or to desist.
“I’ll let Ert Ertus tell you something of all this for me.”
The Ratcatcher walked out and came back with an old book, leather-bound and with red edges.
“Here is a passage over which you can either laugh or ponder, as you will, ‘This jesuitical and dark creature is
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master of all the powers of the human mind. It also possesseth the secrets of subterrains; wherein it hides. It lies
within its power to change its appearance, showing itself as a man, with hands and feet, fully appareled, having a
face and eyes and being in its motions like unto humans, and in no wise inferior to man in man’s full image, even
though it be not a real one. Rats can also bring on sundry diseases, availing themselves of means toward that end
which are at their disposal only. They are favored by pestilence, famine, inundation, war, and invasion. At such
times they gather under the sign of their mysterious metamorphoses, acting even as men act, and thou canst have
speech with them, never knowing them for what they truly be. They steal and trade at a profit that would amaze
the honest toiler, and cozen men with the sheen of their raiment and the softness of their speech. They slay and set
fires, they gull and they lurk in ambush, they eat and drink their fill, and have plenty and to spare of all things.
Gold and silver be their best liked loot, as well as precious stones, for which they set aside treasure-houses under
the earth. …’ However, enough of reading,” said the Ratcatcher, “and, of course, you can guess why I have
translated precisely this passage. You were surrounded by rats.”
But I had already understood. In certain cases we prefer to be silent, so that our impression, wavering and torn
by other conjectures, may find a true haven. Meanwhile, the dust-covers on the furniture had taken on a sheen
from the light growing stronger in the window, and the first voices of the street sounded, as clearly as if they were
in the room. I plunged again into non-being. The faces of the girl and of her father were receding, having become
dim apparitions veiled over by a transparent haze.
“What’s the matter with him?” I heard her loud question. The girl approached, since she was somewhere near me,
but just where I did not see, since I was unable to turn my head. Suddenly my head felt warm, because a feminine
hand was touching it, and at the same time all the surroundings, having distorted and confused their lines,
disappeared in a chaotic, psychic debacle.
An unbridled, impenetrable sleep was bearing me off somewhere.
I heard her voice: “He is asleep”—words at which I awakened after thirty hours had dropped out of my
existence.
I had been carried over to an adjoining room, into a real bed; I learned afterward that “for a man” I was very
light. They took pity upon me: a room in an adjoining apartment proved to be at my full disposal the same day.
What followed is no part of this story. But it depends on me whether or not it develops along the lines of that
moment when I sensed a warm hand on my head. I must win her trust.
But—not a word more of that.
275.84. 1. We Await His Return 2. A Lumninous Fairy Tale 3. The Bush: Three Short Stories\fn{by Boris
Nikolaevich Bugaev aka Andrei Bely (1880-1934)} Moscow, Russia (M) 11
1
It was summer.
The necklaces of days were breaking. Day after day—golden, dewy, turquoise, pearly—they fell into the cup of
hard times. The days flew by like this.
But the days grew dim. There was a drought. A crop failure threatened Russia. The sun seemed like a ruby under
a veil—the forests were burning.
We were so exhausted. Our loneliness was perceptible. We hadn't seen any of our near or dear ones for a long
time. We anticipated his arrival with impatience. We frequently walked to the station. Strolled along the platform,
waited for news. There was no news.
And then we received his letter. He promised to come. We could hear his kind voice. More than once it was like
this; before a rendezvous a strange heaviness usually swept by, like a giant, gray bird with smoky wings. And the
forests burned. And the smell of burning spread. I even liked this haze, which embodied in its surroundings the
pain of the soul!
I remember the day of his arrival.
It had been raining since morning. In the afternoon it was steamy. The pine trees didn’t sway. Our galoshes
spread out in the soft clay when we went to meet him.
We arrived at the platform the moment the train pulled in. We searched diligently for a broadbrimmed,
brown hat and a similar winged cloak. We saw him. He ran by us to get a porter. He had a hat on, and
although it was broadbrimmed, it was a straw hat. He carried his dark blue overcoat in his hands. His gray
hair had whitened a little. He stooped a little more.
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We called to him, he didn’t hear us. A minute later, he was shaking hands with us. Having taken off his hat and
thrown back locks of hair from his forehead, he laughed.
It seemed that he noticed something questioning, something searching in our happiness. He was embarrassed,
squinting his light blue, weak eyes and wiping his pince-nez.
There was a lot that both he and I had experienced, but we couldn't communicate it to each other. This created
an atmosphere of estrangement in the joy of the meeting.
On the way back, he let us know about his work, The Aims and Methods of Synthetic Philosophy, and about his
trips to the north, but we looked lovingly at his near-sighted face and noticed the wrinkles on it with a secret
sadness. We listened eagerly to his words but didn’t pester him with questions. The strength of our friendship was
revealed in the timid bashfulness. We knew that he would tell us everything himself at sunset.
He went to rest. And we parted as well—my sister and I. It was awkward for us to remain alone, it was
awkward to look each other in the eye. We were afraid to talk about him in his absence.
The surge of happiness—quiet, drunken, slightly melancholic—carried my heart away as it had before.
Involuntarily, I sang the familiar words—
Shine, show the way,
Lead he who has not known hope
To inaccessible happiness …
And his heart will be lost in rapture
At the sight of … you.

My sister came in. I felt ashamed. At dinner he discussed current events:
“Society’s attitude towards Marxism amazes me! …”
But it didn't escape me that his coat was too shabby. With a bitter reproach he leaned back in his chair, as though he
were guilty of piercing me to the heart with his poverty. But he didn’t notice my agitation. Neither did my sister.
The white day flew away with the breeze. The red evening swam up. A comfortable proximity, which he
brought with his appearance, without which we languished, arose among us—a coziness which caressed us.
His eyes shone like stars. His long hands played with useless objects, and he made declarations about the
synthetic character of Russian philosophy and many other things …
I decline to reproduce the sense of his words. It’s impossible to give a memorable impression of all the
lightning. He banged a knife on the table, ruining the tablecloth … It was the first link in a chain of
revelations which he had grasped.
The red cocks of evening were already crowing. The white day fell into the abyss of night. From
everywhere, shadows rushed around, calmed down—fell on everything. Superstitiously, we drew near to our
dear, old friend.
He was silent now … A bird whistled and it seemed to be complaining about something …
Suddenly my sister said hastily and sadly that she was tired and that it was good to be with him. And
then he’d go away. Life would gush forth in the old way again. Dull horror would fall on her heart like a
stone. She said this and tears flashed momentarily.
But he was silent, looking at us good-naturedly and, as it seemed to me, playfully. All of a sudden, joy
gushed forth. I wanted to whisper his secret to him. He sat silently, surrounded by happiness. One of his
hands rested on the railing of the terrace. And my sister took his broad hand. Took it and kissed it with the
words:
“Let my heart be lost in rapture at the sight of you.”
And he didn’t object. Totally withdrawn in silence, it seemed that he wasn’t even listening to my sister.
The familiar waves carried me away again. Again after a long separation, I wanted to speak about the
unspeakable but thought:
“He knows everything.”
But he was silent.
A sparkling meteor sped along quietly above us. And melted away. Everything remained the same as before.
Only a deep melancholy blurred the old man’s eyes. With candles in our hands, we parted.
In the dead of the night, I went for a walk. It seemed that everything around me smiled with the moon, but the
lindens, casting their shadows, stretched out too far. In the dead of the night, the clouds, like events, swam up
from everywhere. The candle in my sister’s room hadn’t been put out. So my sister wasn’t asleep either. We were
sweetly tormented by the unspeakable.
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In the dead of night, I went up to his door more than once to put my eye to the keyhole. All I could see was a
stooped back, bent over the desk; his head, pressed down towards the manuscripts, could not be seen; he was
writing about the aims and methods of synthetic philosophy or about many other things.
In the morning the tomtits were singing. It was cold and foggy. A red rooster hopped around on the other side of
the river; there someone had lit a bonfire, and now the flame licked at the dark blue haze.
We met awkwardly, as if we were ashamed of each other, for tea on the terrace. He wore his dark blue
overcoat. He seemed pale and sad; he said that he was leaving. I noticed a patch on his boot. An aching pain rose
up in my chest. I didn’t detain him.
We shook hands firmly at the station.
“We’ll meet again soon,”—these were the last words of farewell that we recall so often now, during these winter
evenings when the blizzard wails above our old house.
Soon he was running after a porter into a car on the train for Moscow. His figure flashed for the last time in the
window of the car. He put his little suitcase up above his head. My sister nodded to him. He didn’t notice us.
His unfinished work, The Aims and Methods of Synthetic Philosophy, appeared in print recently...
I was at his grave recently. The snow whirled at my feet, and I stood looking at the flickering, small light of the
icon-lamp.
Now in these winter days, my sister and I often talk about what took place between the three of us. But we dwell
more on him than on the words he directed to us. We are afraid of trying to understand them. We have now forgotten
about the future; after all, he was everything—our future, but he has withdrawn into the past.
The past again overshadows everything. We forget much and turn our attention to the ordinary. None of our near
and dear ones are with us any longer.
Dayafter day—golden, turquoise, stormy—they fall quietly into the cup of hard times …
2
The minutes race by. Images flash. Everything rushes about. Life’s flight is great. The constellations turn—
they revolve endlessly. And they fly, they fly.
These are—tears of fire—the Eternal One cried once. Sprays of tears, which blazed up in boundlessness, burn,
cooling. And the chords of the constellations awaken the forgotten music of weeping in the soul.
These are—stars—fiery sparks of an eternal rocket that has swept by. They burn, cooling. Through the chaos of
space, they send each other golden sheaves, fiery banners of a homeland that has swept by.
And now, dying down, they toss golden-airy lights through the abyss. The cooled surfaces clasp the snowyquivering caresses of warmth and white gold to their bosoms. And from the white-golden, satin-airy, hot langours,
beings, woven from the rays, arise on the surfaces of the cooling stars.
The children of the Sun sing about the Suns; they search in each other’s eyes for sunny signs of timeless ness
and call these searches for light—life.
But the golden-airy streams fly and fly to them, caressing and tenderly kissing them, through the chaos of
centuries, through the abyss of flowing spaces. Images flash amid the minutes, and everything rushes about in
life’s flight. The children of the Sun want to dash towards the Sun through the bottomless darkness.
Like velvet bees, collecting the honey gold, they cherish supplies of sunny brilliances in their hearts. There is a
noontime rapture in their hearts: they will broaden, like a cup, because their souls must become huge mirrors,
reflecting the sun’s lightning. They give birth to grandchildren of the Sun in order to pass on the secret of light—
bright signs—to them. These signs reveal sunlight.
And then a long line of generations learns to recall the unseen and call these desired recollections a science. They
gather the sun. They accumulate lights—golden and airy-white—the grandchildren of the Sun accumulate lights.
There will be a day when their hearts will contain all the fiery tears—the tears of the world rocket, which blazed
up before the time of times.
*
I was born. My childhood was shrouded in darkness. Two black wings fluttered above the child. The black
jaws of night hung and breathed cold.
The first thing I remember is being by a window. The frozen panes burned with sparks. I wanted my nan ny to
gather these sparks into a wooden cup.
Someone gray and sorrowful sat at the table, his gray eyes fixed on one spot. He rubbed his knees with his
hands and blew his nose from time to time. Two candles shone on him funereally, and the broad, black strap of his
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pince-nez flowed endlessly down from his sorrowful face. He sat against a background of gaping darkness,
inexorably breathing into the lighted space. The jaws with their teeth bared threatened to swallow us. But the
sorrowful old man stood up and closed the door. The jaws closed.
But he continued to sit, calming down, his eyes fixed on one spot. He seemed like a stranger to me, but a
hardened finger stretched above me, and my nanny’s voice sounded above me:
“Here’s papa … He’s with us …”
I began to recognize him. A stern song rang out beyond the wall. My sorrowful father came up to me. He
tickled me with his finger and said:
“It’s the winter wind.”
In the window the black jaws gaped and breathed cold. They told me that the sky was out there. They carried
me to sleep.
*
I loved the sunbeams racing along the walls. It was so strange that I shouted:
“What is it, what is it?”
But everyone laughed. I laughed too, but wings fluttered in my breast.
I loved the golden-airy streams of lights and the caresses of white gold. In the spring we moved to the dacha,
and I ran along the paths of the garden to look for other children. They were all blue-eyed boys and girls. We
played “children of the Sun.” After the rain, the puddles shone like gold coins.
I suggested that we gather handfuls of golden water and carry it home. But the gold escaped, and, when we
brought the sunniness home, it turned out to be cloudy mud, and they scolded us for this. Sometimes we jumped
in the puddles, in our dark blue sailor suits with the red anchors, clapped our hands and sang like a choir:
“Sunny time—sunshine.”
Blinding sprays flew in all directions, but when we got home, the grownups said that we were covered with
mud. We understood vaguely that all this was more intricate than it seemed.
But the golden-airy streams flew through the chaos of centuries and wove a midday of white gold around us.
We seemed to be radiant, and a gray dacha resident always accompanied us with his senile muttering:
“Innocent angels …”
The children of the Sun dreamed about the Sun. Like bees, we gathered the honeyed yellowness of the beams.
I don’t know what we wanted, but once I asked my father for some golden wine, thinking that it was a drink of the
sun. They told me that children were too young to drink wine.
Once the children of the Sun gathered by an old elder tree. It was our flying ship. We sat on its branches,
swimming towards the sun. I was in command of the sailing. Music rose up in my breast: the rustle of lightning
streams resounded. But the tree raged, and its branches bent down. They rocked the children of light as they bent
down, carrying them to the sun. The streams of white gold pierced through the green, warmed us, and rolled on
the dry sand like radiant apples.
*
Once in the evening ringing sounds resounded. As if someone were stretching golden honey, thick like glue, to
make golden, radiant threads out of honey. At times it seemed that it was—splashing streams of liquid sun. But it
wasn't the sun: on the little balcony of the neighboring dacha, a lame student in a red shirt sat, shook his curls, and
guided his bow across his violin.
And it squeaked gold, stretching it into threads, and someone, laughing, wound these threads into golden balls
and tossed the balls like radiant sunbeams. For a long time I listened to the lame student and said:
“It sounds like the sun … it sounds like gold not all that glitters is gold …”
*
The days flashed by. I conducted experiments. I rustled the golden leaves of fall.
I painted little pictures with golden colors. Poured dry, yellow, rustling oats through my fingers.
Once the moon lit up my room. I hopped off the bed and ran up to the mirror. From the mirror’s depths a frisky
boy rushed towards me, his little eyes shining. Sunny sounds from the neighboring dacha floated over. They were
winding the radiant balls of thread. It must have been the student playing his violin.
I caught a moonbeam with the mirror. I tipped the mirror onto the floor and imagined that I was standing over
a pond. The golden, brilliant surface shone, quivering, and I wanted to swim in its depths. I jumped into the
mirror. A crash was heard, and something bit my leg.
They ran in because of the noise. They saw me by the broken mirror. Then a family council convened, and they
decided to hire a tutor for me. Uncles and aunts vied with each other to explain:
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“The impressionable boy is seeking food for his curiosity. It is more rational to satisfy his curiosity with solid food
than to feed it on fantasies.”
Only my old father was dolefully silent. He used to look at me. But the broad strap of his pince-nez flowed endlessly
down from his face. He understood me. But he was silent.
From that time, the lame student with the long hair began to visit me often. I waited for him to bring his violin
with him, but in vain. He brought me some radiant bugs and dried grasses, saying that these were the products of
the sun’s energy. Later I learned that he became a spiritualist.
Years passed.
*
I finished the Gymnasium. Sometimes the lame student visited me. His shrill voice rang out:
“The minutes fly by. Images flash. Everything rushes about. Life’s flight is great. The memory is a sensitized
plate. Everything is imprinted on it. The reciprocal image flies. It is imprinted a second time. Details are erased.
General contours remain. Concepts are formed.”
He drummed his fingers in time with his speech, taught me the music of words. His habit of coming to me to
develop my thoughts, to erase details, to form concepts, remained.
Concepts were interwoven. Their relationships were diverse. A fabric was woven. Links of conclusions, like
spidery flocks, signaled us from afar. A strengthened thought flapped its wings. My enthusiastic tutor struck the
table with his hands and the floor with his foot, and his thin, blond beard shook with rapture. He shouted:
“Thought grows. It carries everything away. Everything is borne on the wings of thought. But thought itself
bends, it bends—like a strap. It directs everything towards itself. Its circle is closed. Scattered links of conclusions
merge into one spidery-misty ring. The wind turns this whitish wheel of mist.”
And we formed circles of thought and turned this whitish wheel of mist—my lame tutor and I. And our words
cut through the air, like diamond rockets. We sprinkled each other with a rain of fiery tears from the pyrotechnic
depths.
*
I investigated spectrums. Worlds arose in flasks and retorts in my room. My professor of astronomy repeatedly
pushed me under the telescope. Finally I passed the exam and inaugurated a course:
“On the Tails of Comets.”
*
All the sunniness, of which I was capable, all the honeyed gold of my days as a child, uniting, pierced the cold
horror of life when I saw Her. And my fiery heart rushed like a rocket through the chaos of non-existence to the Sun,
to the distant homeland. The fiery dot in the darkness began to draw the luminous rings of a spiral. Finally, it
withdrew. The fiery-spiral rings melted without a sound.
Her eyes—two azure apertures in the sky—were surrounded by the sunniness of curls and the matte radiance
of dawns, which lit up her cheeks. Fiery purple burned on her thin lips, under which a pearl necklace shone.
We were two sparks, torn away from the same homeland—two sparks of a burned-out rocket. When we looked
into each other’s eyes we recognized the homeland.
*
I wrote her:
“The soul flared up like a flickering light—a radiant point. And the light of the world began to shine. And the
light of the world was not extinguished by darkness.
“The shining point was carried to the waterfall of time. It penetrated the ages. In the blackness, it began to
draw the fiery rings of a spiral. It was possible to see a fiery spiral, which sped away through time.
“Its essence drilled through the darkness.
“And the light of the world, which had begun to shine in the darkness, was carried peacefully to the distant
homeland.
“The ages roared. Old fate—black terror—threatened. The heart, palpitating, stopped beating. Emptiness gaped
in all directions—both in the ages and in the planetary systems. Tears gushed forth—these eternal cloudbursts.
Deluges flew down. They extinguished the flaming path.
“Henceforth, the fire-breathing rapture could not be smothered.
“And everyone saw the flight of the inflamed soul, which left the fiery rings of a spiral behind it. It had to
touch the soul but once. And the soul was ablaze—a radiant point. It sped away through time. It seemed that a
snake, breathing fiery whiteness, had crawled across the world’s emptiness, deafened by the fatal clamor of the
centuries. What was set on fire was carried on through time. But time hurried into timelessness. And the light of
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the world, which had begun to shine in the darkness, was carried peacefully to the distant homeland.”
That’s how I wrote. After this letter, I met her, but she turned away. It was in the winter, when we were iceskating. She glided along the transparent ice, arm in arm with an officer, leaving first circles, then spirals, behind.
It seemed that they were carried through time.
*
I wanted to surprise her and show her the eternal. For this, I secretly gave orders to set off rockets on the mown
meadow in front of the dacha. I wanted to arrange some unexpected fireworks—to burst thousands of suns above
the damp night beams. I knew that she would be there because her husband—my friend—wouldn’t want to
deprive me of the pleasure, and she wouldn’t deprive him either. I wanted to hint to her about the flights and
raptures of our souls with these rockets.
We merrily drank golden wine, assuming that it was a drink of the sun. The black night covered us with a
misty cold. Ardent breasts breathed more often and more superstitiously. For some reason, she hurled surprised
looks at me furtively, but I pretended that I saw nothing.
We drank golden and crimson wine. I signaled to the lame medium, my old tutor, and he disappeared into the
darkness of night. Something sadly-soft, anxiously alluring, rested on her stiffened face. I invited everyone onto the
terrace.
The black jaws of night hung over us. Hung and breathed cold.
On the horizon, a golden stream of sparks went off. Something throwing sparks was revealed. Golden sparks,
which died out quickly, floated on the wind. Again. And again. And there were sparkling displays everywhere.
From the nearest hill, a stream of radiant sparks broke loose, filling the neighborhood with an even, golden
trembling. illuminated by the golden light, the lame medium shouted such strange-sounding words:
“Not everything has perished. The soul has stopped flying to the distant homeland, but the homeland itself has begun
to long for the lost ones—and now the ancient homeland is flying to meet them.”
Above the horizon, burning larks swept past—like red comets, and everyone heard the wings of the homeland, arriving
swiftly, fluttering over our heads. But the lame medium, no longer illuminated by the extinguished waterfall, continued
to shout in the darkness:
“And now, like a rocket, the fiery word has soared up. On the horizon a golden stream of sparks has burst. On the
horizon, a device for throwing sparks has been revealed. Quickly dying, golden sparks floated by on the wind. Again.
And again. And spark throwers went off everywhere.”
But everything around already whistled and hissed. Fiery wheels buzzed; here and there strange, purple Bengal
lights blazed up.
Someone heard a quiet step—a velvet, soft step in the silence. The step of a cat. It was happiness, sneaking up in
the night. This was it. They didn’t understand what had risen up in their hearts when the dying spark throwers—
golden fountains of inspiration—burst in the sky. They didn’t understand that it had torn sighs of sadness, of the
light of the world, from an ardent breast.
She stood close to me, close. Something alluring, sadly-stiff, rested on her, and, understanding me, she laughed
in affectionate tranquility. Then I said to the guests:
“Eternity has arranged a torchlight festival. It means that giants have run over the face of the earth. Only they
could inundate the abyss with the breath of fire.”
*
Everything went out. We were silent. The minutes rushed by, and we looked at the constellations—these tears of
fire. The Eternal One cried once: sprays of tears, which blazed up in boundlessness, burned above us. Through the
chaos of space, they sent golden sheaves to each other. And the chords of the constellations awoke the forgotten music
of weeping in the soul. I heard barely audible sounds of sobbing and laughter. As if someone were dropping pearls.
It was her laughing, blissfully. She wept bitterly. She said quietly that the night was becoming light blue, and the
empyrean was filled with light blue waves.
We heard the sound of the heavens—the blue waves’ breakers. We said to each other:
“She’s hvsterical …”
Little, white clouds began to sparkle like foamy-greasy gold. The horizon became amber.
We said good-bye.
*
I remained in the light blue, affectionate silence. I was silent. I had atteined my object. All that remained for
me was to die from happiness.
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Hey, Ivan Ivanovich, where are you going?
But it was only Ivanushka the fool. The burdock jumped under the passing breeze; his white robe flew up, fluffy,
it fell humbly; and then, through the edges of his robe, which were raised in the air like hands, spread and raised in
supplication, the sky smiled with a passing cloud. On one of the runner’s feet, an old shoe flapped with dampness.
Both feet sank in the sand, which was as red as a flame; here the wind taught the waving grass how to jump; the
camomille tossed from side to side, violet clusters of bluebells bent down, the pinks’ burning purple scattered in his
eyes when the drunken pinks staggered about. And over the flaming, zealous mass, he swept past, at an irrepressible
gallop, turning pale and clutching at his heart, his tired heart.
He was the one who resurrected dead people in the cities with the music of the heart, dragged corpses out to
the accompaniment of a stormy stream of air. They couldn’t bear the stream of air, and the corpses ran away again
to their graves. And he abandoned the city and headed for the fields, into the fields.
He was tired of filling words with dynamite, his mouth stopped flinging explosive shells. He talked, and then
he fell silent! He was silent, and then he ran! The wind’s transparent petals fluttered over him tenderly,
luxuriantly, like white roses—now, when he was running.
Ivanushka thought.
About how his admirers used to steal his eloquence—they robbed him, about how his enemies used to stuff his
pockets secretly with all kinds of rubbish, so that later he would pull the rubbish out of his pockets and people would
laugh at him.
The fool thought.
He hopped over the hummocks and ruts, wearing his cap, and with the wind over his head like a broken stick.
He thought.
Ah, then, he climbed into a black dress coat—climbed up onto the rostrum; got up and tossed them flowers
from his heart—flowers that have no name; then, he had climbed up to the rostrum—now, he climbed onto a
flowery, earthen hump.
Attaboy, Ivanushka!
His scholarly pursuits ended in public abuse; he scorned the square at that time, beat the policemen, singing on
a pedestal:
“Let us Renounce the Old World.”
And they renounced it. And the four walls seemed like a new world to him, where clouds ran past, where birds,
nights, and days flew by in the light blue, affectionate spot, which always looked in the window. But when the door
was flung open, a beam of light wounded his heart. With a pierced heart, with a shrill cry, he flew along the flaming
sandstone. His cap, rotten and crushed long ago, stolen by an airy stream, stupidly hopped far away from its master
and rolled irresponsibly into a hole.
Ivanushka saw a bush, which was dancing in the wind from a distant wasteland. Its leafy ear and dry, dry, reddish
face, covered with bark—tanned by the sun—moved delicately. First its leafy crown rose with silent sorrow above
the expanse of red sandstone with its neck straight up into the sky; then, stung by a craving for reverence, it stretched
out and drooped down to the fields with involuntary sighs, passionately kissing the earth; its left hand, lying on the
hummocks, scratched and tore at the earth avidly, until the foliage between its thick-skinned fingers hissed angrily.
Then a pale body collapsed, head first, hollowly, onto the sand—it collapsed in front of the green bush, as if
before the sovereign of this desolate place, where the rocks, cutting vindictively into the earth with their sharp ribs,
turned it crimson with spilled sandstone.
The bush rose up right beside a stone. It was the sovereign’s throne, placed on its right. And when he fell
before the monarch, the burdocks growing on its left sobbed in a descant:
“Do not reveal thy face …”
The bush proudly raised its green crown over the unfortunate one to accustom him to a hermit’s life, as if performing, splendidly and regally, the rite of anointment with the wind. It poured out the wind’s holy oil, poured out its
leafy, sweet song about the sunset. The wind splashed, and the burdocks, like a swarm of young singers, frightened,
whistled vociferously:
“Hallelujah, glory to Thee! …”
A sheet of golden dust, flamingly wafted up, fell obediently onto the fool’s tired body; then the bush, breathing
quietly, swaddled him in its black shadow; a confessor, his sins absolved, is covered like this with a peaceful stole,
and under it someone’s weak soul repents. Then the bush took up an invisible censer by its silvery threads of
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wind; its leafy hands raised up and lowered over the surroundings, and, ringing melodiously on the wind, the
censer smoked with a dewy dampness. And from the dewy dampness, the bush itself grew up like a marvelous
scarecrow; all the while passers-by filed past far away, everyone sighed, everyone crossed himself:
“Hey, over there, what a freak! … Hey, let’s pray!”
Space began to blossom with light. The day poured forth like a heavy seed from a golden car. The fugitive combed
his dusty hair with sharp gravel in the morning, looking around at the cold wasteland. Everything seemed simple,
unregal to him now. The crowned bush sat over a ravine and knitted a sock of mist with its twigs. But he threw the
misty sock into the ravine when he saw that the guest had awakened. He chatted good-naturedly with the guest. The
bush hadn’t fled from the fields, neither had it fled from the town; it had grown up loyally in the wasteland, warmed
by the sunset. He stretched out a branch over some young brushwood and boasted:
“I seeded everything around here by myself. I’m the master here.” It picked up a green, snaggy bucket, ran to the
brook, brought back some silver:
“Wash yourself, rest—live here by me, but when the sun sets, just don’t try to spy on us.”
It rubbed its branches over some fallen twigs and sprinkled sparks; a red rooster grew up and began to peck at
the twigs.
Day after day flowed like the wasteland, like the poured intoxication of freedom. Like a dipsomaniac, he drank
silence—and infusions of bright stars, of vivid grass, and of air. His heart turned into a vessel of silence, and his
thought turned into a swarm of buzzing bees. They stored up packs and multiplied the heart’s honey-bearing combs.
The fool conversed with the sand and the burdock, and fragrant honey flowed from his mouth into the flowers. The
birds felt comfortable with him. They pulled his hair, filling their nests with it. And he roved along the gardens at
the edge of town to steal carrots and cabbage; if he happened to meet any gardeners, they would throw rocks at
him as they would at your dog.
Hey, the gardener’s daughter—a swan—saw him more than once—more than once, as she was swimming by in
the evening with a yoke to fetch water—a white swan, marvelous, like a terrible fascination, bright like lightning.
From under her sarafan, her little feet shook aphids from the lady’s tears. Flowery myrrh dripped onto her feet. Her
white, white sarafan with purple patches squeezed her chest, snuggled close; her young bosom breathed eagerly. Her
red lips weren’t closed, her passionate lips, scarcely shaded by peach fuzz, eternally whispering her bewitching
appeals and declarations into the transparent, light blue sky, into the starry sky. Her sable eyebrows, amber face, the
color of her cheeks, like whitish-pink apple blossoms, and her star-eyes agitated one’s soul with such velvety,
ingratiating, langorous, tender expectation—ooh, breathing such a fragrance—the green gold of her water nymph
tresses was intoxicating! And her eyes? A wounded heart would not be able to bear her ineffable, her dark blue, even
if only fleeting, eyes beneath her dark lashes, heavy as lead, when she roasted you like an almond with a smile that
knows temptations, with her oblong eyes. And if a sharp, wild swallow would cut the air, scorching the soul with a
shreik—no, you would fall to the ground at her feet, you would kiss her feet, cooled by the dew. She would elicit
torrid sobbing from your breast because her heart too would be consumed by these cries. And she would fall to the
soft grass, in order to efface the marble languor from your heart with a tender touch, like the breeze of her light
hands. Then, singing to herself, she would go away with her light yoke, bathed in the streams of the tender night’s
turquoise.
That’s what the gardener's daughter was like! …
*
The slowly growing ravine, like a crayfish whose claws have eroded the soil, crawled with the years up to the
bush. The bush was a hospitable master. It meticulously gave all the white marble eggs that the birds laid on its
branches to the guest, if only to make him lie down in the ravine at sunset. It didn’t want to show its dusky bonds to
the guest, or the guest to the sunset. Having hidden him in the ravine, how often it stood on the horizon like a leafy
fortuneteller; it stretched its black shadow out along the broad wasteland; it bent down to the valleys; it licked the
sweet grass with its shadow.
But Ivanushka wanted both the dusk and the dawn, and the ravine urged him not to obey the mon arch of the
wasteland because the ravine itself had undermined the bush for years. Once Ivanushka lay down at the ravine’s
edge, an accessory to curiosity, to look out through the burdock and rocks at the bush’s humble worship of the
sunset. And the bush, devoutly calming down, guided its knotted hand through the air, into the sky; it called to
the sunset, to its splendor, for a long time.
The bush, sprinkled by a purple censer, began to shine, but how its hands, cutting the air futilely,
drafted incantations! How the grassy bristles bent down before the fortune-teller, how the frightened
burdocks whispered:
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“It’s calling, it’s calling the sunset! …”
Raised up a little on the ravine’s edge, he saw how the bush cut the clear sunset with its dry hand. It wasn’t the
distant sunset—it was a beautiful maiden. The maiden had come from the fields, and the streams of her hair,
which flowed down to her shoulder, were yellow honey; her red lips weren’t closed, uttering her follies, heard
evenly in the light blue sky, to the first evening star. And her eyes? He couldn’t bear her ineffable, her dark blue
eyes, beneath the dark eyelashes, the shape of her eyes, like oblong almonds, which sparkled at him with
bewitching temptations.
He couldn’t bear it, threw up his hands, fell back into the ravine, and wept for a long time over the senselessly
lost dream. A wild swallow cut the air sharply by his ears, scorching his memory of the past with a shriek. He
understood that the bush summoned someone’s soul—its lover—not the sunset, with its sorcery. And the soul was
his imprisoned soul, his soul, taken prisoner by the monster; his quiet heart had blossomed for it in the towns, and
he had preached about it in the houses and in the squares. His soul, his soul—his imprisoned soul! Why did she
try to attract him to herself, didn’t she love the leafy caresses of the monster that had imprisoned her? Yes, she
loved them!
She loved them, loved them; powerless, she dropped her white hands onto its misshapen shoulders, and
squeezed in a leafy embrace, she tossed her head back, pouring her honey-tresses onto the ground. The excited
bush pressed its rough lips to the swanlike neck; no one heard what she said, smiling with a bewitching charm,
what she loved, who she sighed about, was sad about; and the bush, kissing, kissing, didn’t listen.
And she fell, and the monarch—the ruler of this desolate place—straightened up over her; it stretched out its
powerful hands luxuriantly, squeezing a bird’s nest like a scepter, and she, now bowed down before it, kissed its
green hands eagerly:
“Dearest …”
*
“Ivanushka! …”
It was the bush calling to him the next morning. The fool turned his back to the bush—what more could he say
to a sorcerer? The bush dragged itself on its snags to exchange a few affectionate words with him. It extended its
green hand to him; leafy, it sobbed on Ivanushka’s shoulder; dewy, it drenched him with rapid drops and sprayed
him. It seemed that the bush was about to cry; it looked so searchingly and pitifully into the fool’s eyes.
“Ay, Ivanushka—you’ve seen the sunset—your soul, which is so dear to me, the monarch of this place.”
“No, give me back my soul; she’s everybody’s, everybody’s, everybody’s tender sunset—and sister.”
And while Ivanushka was talking, a pearly space in the sky, begging for freedom, smiled at him. And the bush
dispersed its crown in chagrin, fell to the fool’s feet to babble:
“Go away now, before it’s too late, I humbly beseech you.” Ivanushka turned his back to the bush—he didn’t
want to hobnob with a swindler and a thief.
And the bush spent the whole day frowning about the future; it splashed its greenery, rewarding the earth with
rapid, dewy, fine drops. These drops fed and watered the earth. In the evening, it hopped under a little cloud,
grovelling even more persistently.
“Oh, cloudy shrew, thunderous and leaden, you are great; fall on the fool and cut him to pieces with hail, and
deafen him with a roar, run him through with a golden, fused lance.”
But the little cloud, thunderous, leaden, passed by.
*
The perennial tall weeds are dry and thorny; don’t hug them: they’ll stick a dozen thorns into your body,
and you’ll scream from the pain. The tall weeds are dry and thorny!
But the tall weeds are still frightful when the moon goes out into the sky, like a fat crimson toad, from behind the
tall weeds. Really, haven’t you seen their snaggy sticks? You mean you don’t know that wild whispers rush around
in a frenzy over the tall weeds? But, pressing shamelessly and pricking Ivanushka’s chest, oh why, why did the
forbidden tall weeds eavesdrop on his thoughts and disperse them in the windy wind? The winds blew his cherished
thoughts around; the clouds cried teary tears over him, about the silent, inevitable bonds, which imprison us
according to the age-old word of the strange monster, the master of that place. The unfortunate ones, impoverished
in their souls, cannot find their souls, cannot resuscitate themselves. Now the cold wasteland calls us, invites us to
duel with the Monster. Eh, we enter the struggle with a breast torn by weeping.
So what if there’s no return from that forbidden path; there is none and can be none. So what! (But hey, heart,
slow down a little; I’m speaking to you!) Ah, what should I say, and—ah!—why delay if our imprisoned souls and
the Monster which has put a spell on us appear on the path of freedom, so what if it’s in love unnaturally—tell
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me, so what! It is sweet to struggle for your soul, sweet to tear your soul away—to tear your immortality away
from death!
My God, there, over the sandy ravine, where everything laughs loudly and distinctly, where the country is laid
bare by a steady horror, Ivanushka wanted to wail a teary lament. A little burdock swept out from behind a rock
with a hiss. It swayed alone gray-thorny, painfully spilled in silver. And it didn’t know why these bitter tears were
being shed—it swayed and bent down over the slope, which ran steeply down to the brook.
At that time, gossip and whispers began to rush around in the tall weeds. Ivanushka, don’t hug the perennial
grass. It will painfully pierce your body with splinters because the tall weeds are dry and disloyal.
He had often seen a whole lot: the bush’s leafy, vile caresses of the sunset. And the sarafans that she wore
were rich—the vermilion, smoky, or yellow, canary-yellow sunsets. Every day the evening put on a new sunset.
She came at the invocatory sweeps of its branches. And didn’t the bush’s root-like crevices for eyes torment her,
the pretty maiden, with the anguish of love in the damp night? And didn’t its mouth —a rotted hollow—broaden
beneath its nose-like knob for her, the rosy one? And if she would stroll back and forth, and along the wasteland,
a knotty hand, voluptuously stretched out over the hummocks, would pinch her with a green thorn.
She tore roots out of the wet nurse, earth, washed them very white, wiped them very dry, pulverized them,
and having pulverized them, she offered them to the bush. She dropped the root flour into a honeyed cup.
Sometimes, she dipped water out of a silvery stream with a bucket, which was rusting on a sandstone; the bush
wrenched a little samovar out from under a rock. In the spring it caroused, drinking tea with the sunset all night
long.
In the fall she came rarely and only for a short time. In the winter she sobbed about freedom on the bush’s
bare branches to the angry bellowing of its knocking snags.
Once, while Ivanushka was thinking his thoughts, a little, gray, flower-eating horse, surrounded by flies,
toddled up It put its warm nostril up to Ivanushka, and its hobbled legs toddled away from him. It low ered its
head, calling the fool over to it because it—an animal imprisoned by sorcery—wanted a loving soul from his
tears. Ivanushka walked and walked behind the wise beast where the gardener’s roof was visible; it used to be that
you could look here, and the sunset would get dim and go out. The rooks, stuck all over to the dryish hands of a
willow, flew upwards like a black stream.
The gardener’s daughter met him. She was walking, nearing her house; her golden head in the white violets,
stupefied by their scent, rose up and looked at Ivanushka from under her eyebrows, glanced at him powerlessly,
and so tenderly tormented him with that modest gaze. She chewed ingratiatingly on an ear of grain with her sharp
teeth; she blindingly excited his desire with her concealed grin. Languorous, she grinned, although the sable bows
of her eyebrows came together cruelly and sharply over her eyes, her violets; her cruel witchery fell imperiously
on his blinded heart like harsh wine, and tormented by her charms, he jumped frenziedly to the ground to burn her
white foot with a kiss, with cool dew, to throw his arms around her resilient knees, covered with purple. Heh!
You, hero,—may you perish!
He shook his curls—his light brown curls, and with his head tipped back he fixed his gaze on her bashful face,
flushed with crimson. Suddenly, ineffably, her face burst into flame; it began to breathe with a transparent
languor, as if it puffed the intoxication of passion at him, and her dark blue coal-eyes burned—they broadened
brightly. And above the dark blue her black brows frowned a little. With the ear of grain, which she flourished at
him, she dropped her face into her hands, and between her white fingers crystal tears began to shine. Her broad
shoulders began to move interruptedly because of her involuntary sobbing. All of her blossomed with a pitiful
weeping.
“My soul—my imprisoned soul. My heart aches, pines for you, my soul; it will truly bleed to death in a stream
of dark blood, poor me, I will lie at your feet with a broken heart, my darling. You would be with me, my soul, if
my age-old enemy had not parted us for a long time. It, it, the odious bush, has divided my body and soul, cruelly
playing with my fate, and since that time my soul has played the role of the incorporeal sunset. Ah, an etched
stone has pressed my heart down!
“Really, my soul, didn’t you know this—did you forget? I don’t believe it, no, I don’t believe it! Remember
me, oh, remember me. It’s me, I’m the one who found you!”
The gardener’s daughter bent down compassionately, and breathing eagerly, embraced his white, valiant body,
like a small child’s, with her lily-white hands, looked into Ivanushka’s soul, like a sister with her teary eyes
shining, and it wasn’t the wind blowing—a delicate sigh fluttered from her bosom:
“I remember you, my dear!”
There was now a fatal secret between them.
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The sun set. Steam rose over the little swamp, a little gray duck quacked pitifully, and a branched shadow,
falling on them, licked them with darkness. The pretty maiden suddenly turned her face toward the wasteland.
The green-noisy monarch, furious, rose up jealously over the surroundings to capture her, to call her again with
stormy-tender songs. Every little leaf on its inflated crown moved with an ancient charm:
“Won’t I overwhelm you with a branch; won’t I splash some sandstone on you?
“Aren’t my clothes woven with emeralds, don’t I, a bush, have a regal, branched crown, and isn’t my bed
really covered with the vermilion velvet of sandstone? Why have you forgotten me? Why have you stopped
loving me?”
She straightened up, powerless, coldly threw a quick look at Ivanushka, pushed him away fiercely:
“I’m not your soul, but his, the bush’s sunset!”
A distant rage was impressed on her child-like face like the torment of the cross and fear. And the monarch
charmed her with the songs that he always sang:
“Won’t your virgin heart grieve the cloud’s cruel grief? There’s room on my branches to hang yourself, room
to sway. I’ll overwhelm you—lash your white neck with a long branch; ah, wine—dark red blood—will
intoxicate, befog your head! …
“Why have you forgotten me, why have you stopped loving me?”
“Don’t leave, don’t fall under its spell.”
Ivanushka seized her madly, rushed away from the bush-sorcerer with his precious burden. The bush became
furious; it attacked everything around with whirlwinds. With a greenish face, she struggled in Ivanushka’s arms
like a trapped duck.
She reached out. Suddenly, she wrung her hands. She bent down; she flashed as the sunset. Only a passing
wind whistled in the fool’s arms.
It was empty in the fields where Ivanushka sprawled, washing the sand with his tears. He saw the noisy,
dancing bush from the distant wasteland at dusk.
No!
It wasn’t the sunset! No, the maiden pressed bitterly to white-hot stone under the bush. How dared the
powerful monarch! Who allowed it to raise its dry hand over her, the sunset?
She grieved bitterly.
But the beautiful soul smiled at Ivanushka, and not without reason. He raised his white, white, stony
face, moved thunderously towards the bushy bush. His strength burst forth now; it begged forcefully and
frenziedly to be released from his breast. His heart poured sharp swords now, which shone like poured
power, like a wild stream out of an illuminated cup. And you can neither see with your eyes nor hear with
your ears that stream from his heart, from the hand of the bogatyr, as if given off by a mirror into space.
Like a caustic force entering into a person, like fever from the bogatyr’s hand directed at that person, like an
exhausted bird, crashing into a stone with its breast, this strength tears all the leaves off a tree. But a man? A
man’s consumed breast burst with acid; trying in vain to put out the fire in his breast, a man breaks into a run and
is destroyed. That is the kind of bogatyr’s strength that Ivanushka had in his breast.
But she grieved bitterly.
The bush spotted him, moved sideways away from the prostrate beauty! It ran towards the bold fool. Its left
hand, which boiled like a green-furious waterfall, lashed out with fervor along the hummocks, fervently sprayed
the hummocks. A cloud of greenery sprinkled over her like the cold whistle of a bogatyr; its face was sprayed
with green when its wild left hand fell onto the bold fool’s broken shoulder like an infer nal pain. He caught it
right by his throat.
Like a halo giving off green light, with its nose thrown back rebelliously, with its hollow for a mouth torn
powerfully by a storm, a half-witted, crazy face rose up; devilish, it swayed pensively over the fallen Ivanushka.
The monarch-bush reveled prayerfully in the combat.
“Against the tsar? How could you, a slave, dare to rebel against the tsar? Aah …”
And the green, shaggy bush began to squeal feebly. It fell back from the warrior, when the one who was
enchanted by the stream defended himself with his palm. The dark clouds, filled with moisture, went over to
Ivanushka’s side, and cut the air over him with a lance—lightning. He caught the golden lance in the air, and how he
would sting the smoke-screened face with a crash. Then its tip—a spark—snapped off; it stuck in the sorcerer’s cheek
like a splinter.
The bush didn’t stop here. With its right hand extended freakishly upwards, it drew invocatory incan tations, at
the same time as its left hand pitifully pressed close to its pierced cheek, which dripped rotten dust instead of
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blood.
In the distance dust foamed, and a thieves’ storm with its brave retinue hurried to the aid of the tsar. It was as if
an invisible cavalry shook everything around. Hey, brave knight, don’t miss!
A little stramonium blossom wound around, curled under Ivanushka’s feet; it charmed him with its poisonous
aroma. It seemed to the fool that the beautiful maiden ingratiatingly raised her face from the hot stone towards
him, and it breathed desire. Her black eyelashes lay under her closed eyes, and from under those silky, moistened
eyelashes, her dark blue coals flared up.
“Remember me, remember! It’s me, me! …”
Be careful, brave knight! …
Beginning to squeal, the bush flew upwards, torn away by the storm. It lashed vindictively along the sand with
a long, long branch. It whipped dry sand into his eyes. A dark night fell on the warrior’s eyes; it spread out over
everything.
Someone’s poor consciousness struggled only at night, persistently, for its immortality.
*
The wall’s here; where’re you going, Ivan Ivanovich?
Oh, he’s lost in his reveries. A minute ago he was examining a spot on the greenish-orange wallpaper. And
the spot seemed like a bush to him. It means that he is really seriously ill. It means that he’s not here by
mistake, in the safe refuge. It means that everything that they whispered about him is true; and they whisper
about a lot of things. Rumor has it that they picked him up, all bloody, under a bush, where he had run
straight from the transfer prison. Here he was quiet and resigned. Here he no longer excited anyone, didn’t
try to arrange to have things signed, didn’t attend meetings; he only boycotted his doctor. But tell me, who
believes doctors here.
Sometimes he fell into a reverie and kept whispering about the dawn of freedom. For a long time he’d sit
under the window in his white dressing gown and feebly point out the sunset to his friend, a melancholic:
“I knew her well, but she slipped away. Understand me, that’s why I’m—red!”
Once a handsome man with the lilac spot of a burn on his cheek visited the hospital. For a long time he asked
all about Ivan Ivanovich’s health and yet refused to see him in person:
“I knew him under different circumstances. It would be painful for us to meet here.”
Nevertheless, he crossed the threshold of the quiet cell in order to extend his hand to the sick man, but Ivan
Ivanovich resolutely refused to shake his extended hand. Always quiet, he now said severely:
“Just remember that I’ve forgotten nothing. I’ll come to you yet. I’ll get mine yet. Leave me now.”
Then the visitor consulted with the doctors for a long time in the ante-room.
A city square spread before his window. Not long ago a crowd of protestors had passed by here. The square was
covered with thousands of black heads, and a man with a red banner got up onto a pedestal. He pointed precisely to
the sunset. It was impossible to make out his words at a distance. Only one phrase reached him:
“We are leading you to eternal happiness, to eternal freedom.” Finishing the speech, he asked the crowd to honor
those who had fallen in the struggle for freedom. And the crowd, their heads bared, sang:
“You were a victim in the fatal struggle.”
Then a man in a white dressing gown came out onto the balcony of a two-story building because they had
forgotten to lock the door. Now, with his arms crossed, he gave himself up to the music and suddenly bowed very
low. He thought that the demonstration was for him.
It was Ivan Ivanovich. No one in the crowd noticed him.
Today, Ivan Ivanovich was lost more frequently in his reveries. Now, becoming more conscious, he thought
that he had not lived his life in vain, an unswerving struggle for freedom, because its sunset was near.
And sweet, sweet tears rolled down his thin cheeks.
But only for a moment. His gaze fell upon the orange wallpaper with the green spots that stuck out. The
wallpaper didn’t seem like wallpaper to him but like deposits of red sandstone. The Korney. Son of the Oppressor
Hospital was only a dream, into which Ivan Ivanovich fell sometimes.
And the walls parted once again. Wait, Ivan Ivanovich, where are you going?
But, under a passing wind, the burdock jumped by his feet, and all around, fields and more fields were
scattered. the wind taught the waving grass how to jump here, and the flower-eating butterflies with patches of
vermilion velvet fluttered above the grass.
He saw the bush, which was dancing in the wind from the distant wasteland. Its leafy ear and dry, dry reddish
face moved perceptibly; first its leafy crown rose up with silent grief over an area of sandstone with its brown, dry
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hand, which seemed to have been thrown from its neck into the sky. Then, wounded by a hunger for bowed heads, it
stretched out and drooped toward the fields with involuntary sighs; it poured forth its sweet, leafy song about the
sunset.
And there … in the evening, with a yoke on her shoulders, the gardener’s daughter swam by to fetch some
water in the same way, to shake aphids from the lady’s tears.
There was a flowery zeal all around. The camomile tossed about, the violet bunches of bluebells bent down,
the reddish-purple of the pinks spilled hotly into his eyes.
196.140 Eight Speeches Or Orders By Kerensky\fn{by Aleksandr Fedorovich Kerenski (1881-1970)} Simbirsk
(renamed Ulyanovsk), Ulyanovsk Oblast, Russia (M) 3
1
Comrades, do you believe me? Do you have faith in me?
I speak, comrades, from the very depoths of my heart. I am ready to die should it become necessary.
Comrades, in view of the organization of the new government\fn{ I.e., the Provisional Government, just after the
overthrow of Nicholas II} I felt it my duty immediately, without awaiting your formal sanction, to reply to the
invitation extended me to assume the responsibilities as Minister of Justice. … I received the invitation and
became a member of the Provisional Government as Minister of Justice.
My first step was the issuing of an order calling for the immediate liberation of all political prisoners, without
any exception; also that our comrades, the deputies of the social democratic faction,\fn{ The reference to the the
Bolshiveks} now in Siberia, be escorted here with honors.
In view of the fact that I have assumed the responsibilities of the Minister of Justice prior to receiving your
formal sanction, I now resign as vice-chairman of the Council of Soldiers and Workmen;\frn{ The Petrograd Soviet of
Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies} but I stand ready to again assume that title should you find it necessary. … Every
minute is dear. I call you to organization, discipline; I ask you to extend help to us, your representatives who are
ready to die for the people.
2
Comrades, soldiers and citizens, I am the member of the Duma, Alexander Kerensky, Minister of Justice. I
declare in the presence of all of you here that the new Provisional Government has assumed its responsibilities
and duties in agreement with the Council of Soldiers and Deputies.\fn{ The Petrograd Soviet} The agreement between
the Executive Committee of the Duma and the Executive Committee of the organization of Soldier Deputies has
been approved by the Council of Workmen and Soldier Deputies with a majority of several hundred against
fifteen.
The first step of the new government is the immediate publication of the act of full amnesty. Our comrades of
the second and fourth Duma, who were illegally sent to the wilderness of Siberia, will be immediately liberated
and brought here with honors.
Comrades, in my power are now all the representatives of the ex-Council of Ministers and all the ministers of
the old order. They will answer, comrades, for all crimes committed by them, before the people, in accordance
with the law.
Comrades, free Russia will not stoop to those humiliating means of struggle which characterized the acts of the
old regime. No one will be punished without trial; all will be judged in an open peoples’ court.
Comrades, soldiers and citizens, every step taken by the new government will be public. Soldiers, I beg of you
to cooperate. Free Russia has become one, and no one will succeed in tearing freedom from the peoples’ grasp.
Do not mind the exhortations coming from the agents of the old order. Pay attention to your officers. Long live
free Russia!!
3
Citizens! So far every order coming from the Provisional Government, and having in view the complete defeat
of the old regime and the establishment of the new order has been executed by the people without bloodshed.
The honor of the nation demands that the first radiant days of liberty be not befogged by thoughtless and
intolerable acts of violence; such acts must be avoided in spite of the natural unrest of citizens.
Conscious of the greatness of the moment, all citizens must voluntarily take all the necessary steps tending to
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preserve the liberty of every individual without the slightest exception. Be it known to all that the guilty will be
put to just trial, which will result in punishing all according to their deserts.
4
Nicholas II is resigned to his fate and has asked the help of the Provisional Government. I, as Minister of
Justice, am holding his fate, as well as that of his dynasty, in my hands; but our marvelous revolution was almost
bloodless, and I do not want to be the Marat of the Russian revolution. There should be no place for vengeance.
5
I have heard there are rumors afloat among you to the effect that my attitude toward the old authorities and the
Imperial family is gradually weakening. I have heard that there appear among you people who dare to express a
lack of confidence in me. I warn all who speak thus that I will not permit a disbelief in me, and through me insult
Russian democracy.
I ask of you to either exclude me from your midst or to give me your full confidence. You accuse the
Provisional Government and myself of being too indulgent with members of the Imperial family; you say that we
leave them free and treat them with consideration.
I was at Tsarskoye Selo, where I met the officer in command there and spoke with the soldiers. The
commandant of the Tsarskoye Selo Palace is a good friend of mine, in whom I have absolute confidence. The
garrison promised me to obey all my commands.
You doubt because there are several members of the Tsar family who are still at liberty, but at liberty are those
only who in common with you have protested against the old regime and the rascalities of Tsarism. Dmitry
Pavlovich is free because he, too, struggled with the old order up to the very last. He worked out a plan to kill
Rasputin, and therefore he has a full right to remain an officer of the Russian army in Persia.
Comrades, soldiers and officers, remember that the work of the Provisional Government is one of enormous
responsibilities. The Provisional Government stands for liberty, right, and Russian independence, and it will stand
there up to the very last. The equal responsibility for the fate of our country rests on us, on your Provisional
Government. In the name of your debt to the country, we must all work together in full unity. I became a member
of the Provisional Government as your representative and I endeavored to the utmost of my power to champion
your interests and opinions.
I worked for your good, and I will continue doing so as long as you believe in me and as long as you are frank
with me; but there appear people who want to create enmity between us. Remember that it is the duty of all of you
to continue your good work, and if you will I shall work with you; if this be not your wish, I shall step aside. I
want to know. Do you believe me or do you not?
6
Having assumed the military powers of the country, I declare:
First. The country is in danger, and a duty devolves upon every one to extricate her from it, regardless of
difficulties. I will therefore refuse to accept resignations prompted by a desire to avoid responsibilities in this
grave hour.
Second. Those who have voluntarily left their military and fleet units (deserters) must return at the appointed
tittle (the 28th of May).
Third. Those guilty of violation of this order will be punished under the full severity of the law.
To read this order to all companies, squads, batteries, and crews on the battleships.
7
Warriors, officers, soldiers and sailors!
In this great and sad hour in the life of our country, I am commanded by the will of the people to take my place
at the head of the Russian armed forces. Infinitely heavy is my new burden; but as an old soldier of the revolution,
submitting to the severe discipline of duty, I have assumed before the people and the revolution the responsibility
of the army and fleet.
All of you warriors of free Russia, from soldier to general, are fulfilling a glorious debt, the debt of defending
revolutionary Russia. By defending Russia you are at the same time battling for the triumph of the great ideals of
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revolution—for liberty, equality, and fraternity. Not a drop of our blood will be spilled in the name of untruth.
You will march forward where your leaders and the government will direct you, not for the purpose of
conquest and violence, but in order to save free Russia. It is impossible to drive away the enemy while standing in
one place.
On the tips of your bayonets you will bear peace, right, justice, and fair play. In straight ranks, strengthened by
discipline of duty and undying love to the revolution and country, we will go forward, free sons of Russia.
Without discipline there is no unity of action; without discipline there can be no salvation. The fate of our liberty
depends on whether the army and fleet will fulfill their duty to their country up to the very last. By vanquishing
Tsarism the army has performed a great deal, having shown how one must love and battle for liberty. But I believe
that the army will perform still greater deeds; they will show how to understand liberty, cherish her, and die for
her.
Let the freest army and fleet in the world prove that in liberty there is strength and not weakness; let them
forge a new and iron discipline of duty, and let them raise the battle strength of the land; let them add to the will
of the people that grandeur of might which will hasten the hour of the realization of the people’s hopes.
Forward to liberty, land, and freedom!! …
Brothers, I greet you in the name of the Russian revolution; I bow before you in the name of the great Russian
people!
To read the order to all companies, squads, batteries, and to all the crews on all men-of-war.
8
Russia, liberated from the chains of slavery, is firmly resolved to protect, at all cost, the rights of honor and
liberty. Having had faith in the fraternal feelings of nations, the Russian democracy has called the warring
countries with an ardent appeal to cease the carnage and to conclude an honorable peace, securing tranquillity for
all nations; but, in response to this fraternal appeal, the enemy has proposed to us treason.
The Austro-Germans have offered to Russia a separate peace and tried to blind our vigilance by fraternization,
hurling themselves at the same time against our allies with the hope of crushing us after their defeat. Being now
convinced that Russia will not allow herself to be tricked, the enemy is threatening us and concentrating troops on
our front.
Warriors, our motherland is in danger. Freedom and revolution are in peril. The time has come when our army
must accomplish its duty. Your commanding general, beloved through victory, proclaims that each day lost adds
new strength to our enemy, and that only an immediate decisive blow can disrupt the plans of the foe.
Therefore, being fully conscious of the great responsibility of the country, in the name of the free Russian
people and its Provisional Government, I call upon the armies, strengthened with vigor by the revolutionary
genius, to start the offensive. The enemy must wait before celebrating victory. All nations must know that it was
not through weakness that we talked peace. Let them know that liberty augments our forces. Officers and soldiers,
you must realize that all Russia is blessing your acts on the field of honor. In the name of liberty, future prosperity,
and in the name of a lasting and honorable peace, I command you, Forward!
86.159 Vasily Suchkov\fn{by Alexey Nikolevich Tolstoy (1882-1945)} Nikloaevski, Samara Oblast, Russia(M) 6
“I’ll put it this way: If only our children had some understanding, like we old people have—even that would be
something to praise the Lord for.”
“Mustn’t praise the Lord nowadays, Timofey Ivanovich.”
“Well, then, praise labor … Don’t pick holes\fn{ I.e., don’t nit-pick.}—I am an old man … Look here—we did
fight, didn’t we?”
“We did, Timofey Ivanovich. Strictly speaking, mine is a quiet occupation, I didn’t fight, but you fought, that’s
a fact.”
“I like your way of answering, Ivan Ivanovich, you are a straight-forward person. The kind of person we need.
… Waiter, another couple of bottles and two salmon sandwiches. … Well, then, we suffered, didn’t we Ivan
Ivanovich?”
“No question about that.”
“When the Putilovsky works produced nothing but cigarette-lighters, do you realize what it was for us, old
skilled men, to look on. Who is to answer? Go on, blame the White Guards, the Allies … Quite, they’ll say, quite
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… But who started? Did we overthrow everything just to see the biggest works in the Union grind cigarettelighters? It is all right now they are building timber-carriers in the wharves. All the shops working to full capacity.
But in those days one lost hope. Felt like lying down in the midst of all that destruction and giving up the ghost.
Isn’t that suffering? And who set the works running again? See these hands? Even the bones are saturated with
machine oil—see how black the fingers are. It means that I’ve got the right to speak. And I say this: our children
are no damn good. Did they fight? No. did they suffer? No. They gather in the fruits. And we are an out-of-date
lot for them.
“My Mishka is a ‘Young Communist.’ All right. Mustn’t touch him. Say a word to him—you’ll get back ten.
All right, all right. Let him learn, let him try to get into the front ranks, follow the great humanitarian ideal.
Though, it would be best to give him an occasional shaking, but he’ll straighten out. Barking impertinently at
every word you say doesn’t yet mean his father is a fool. All right, I say, all right. Mishka is an honest lad.
“But as for my Kolka … Well as for him … That’s where I draw the line. He wears loose bags and a hunting
knife. Works one day and spends the next by the sea with the girls. And mark you, Ivan Ivanovich, I mustn’t touch
him with a stick, or take him by the hair. What’s the matter with his hair? Is it sacred? But he straightway goes off
to complain about me, and at the very best I get a reprimand for torturing the child. And all the while Koka’s
future is obvious—ten years, with solitary confinement. Do you know what he answers me? ‘You’ve got to prove
to me, old cock, why I should work when I want to go out? In what book is it written, cock, that I should neglect
my pleasures?’ And that scamp, Kolka, says it all so confidently as if he’s the ruling class. ‘And if you hit me,’ he
says, ‘I’ll cut you a hole through the stomach.’ And plays with his knife, his eyes burning.”
“Desperate position you are in, Timofey Ivanovich.”
“All right, I won’t live to see the final triumph. I am an old man. But I want my children, my grandchildren to
speak three languages, Ivan Ivanovich. I want them to fly about the earth in airships, as simple as sitting at home.
I want their hands to know fine and brainy work. I weep, Ivan Ivanovich, because my mother gave me life at the
wrong moment. I was born for knocking brick walls down with my head. We are the heroic generation, Ivan
Ivanovich. Our children and grandchildren come after us. We have done the dirty work. But what are they like?
That’s the tormenting question.
“For instance: down our way, outside the Narva Gate, there are new blocks being built for working men—
houses on foreign lines, with balconies and baths. Meaning that there is a hint that the workman won’t have to live
like a pig now. I come home from the wharf, I wash and sit down to dinner very orderly. My family is well
groomed. We eat in a clean room and our conversation is about lofty matters, about human progress. That’s right,
isn’t it? And now—what are the facts? This spring I move into a new house. Good. And here I am going home
from the wharf; and before I get home—my overcoat is robbed off my shoulders in an alley, for one thing. I am
rushed by people with hunting knives and my belly is cut open for a bit of sport, for another thing. And, if I
escape these two accidents and come home safe and sound, my neat dining-table is already occupied by Kolka.
His ugly dial just about reeking with obscenity. No, Ivan Ivanovich, we have expected many misfortunes, but this
misfortune is unexpected.”
Timofey Ivanovich pushed the beer bottles to one side, leant over the little table close to Ivan Ivanovich’s face
and raised his finger.
“A secret. Haven’t told anyone yet. Even my relations don’t know. I am beginning to fear my son-in-law,
Varvara’s husband, Vasily Alekseyevich Suchkov. I don’t trust him. He is a suspicious man.”
“Chuck it, Timofey Ivanvoch! Really you are beginning to see things.”
“True. No foundation at all. But I get a bitter taste in my mouth whenever I think of him.”
This conversation took place in June, in a beer-shop on the Peterburgsky Side. Two old friends chatted
together: one was Zhavlin, Timofey Ivanovich, a workman on the Putilovsky wharf and the other Ivan Ivanovich
Farafono, employed by the River Conservancy as keeper of the shallow riverbank by the Petrovsky Island.
It was a windless, sunny day: a Sunday. The beer-shop was almost empty and filled with a sour smell and stray
whiffs of crayfish. The droning of flies against a plate glass window, which displayed the words “Stenka Razin
Beer” written backwards, suggested a midday languidness.
The friends finished up their beer. Smoked for a while. Paid the bill and went out. The blue sky with its
summer stillness was spread above the miserable streets of the Peterburgsky Side.
“And yet,” said Timofey Ivanovich, “and yet, my son-in-law is an inscrutable person.”
After that they walked side by side along the broken pavement strewn with the pods of sunflower-seeds. An
airplane floated in the sky above. So did the clouds, white as the snow. Silence, the monotony of a Sunday.
Flower-pots in the windows. Some children were playing ball on a vacant site among ruins of brick, and the
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smallest of them sat amongst pigweeds, weeping.
A girl in a light summer frock walked toward the two friends. Her youthful neck, her shoulders and her slender
hands showed a golden sunburn. Fair, curly hair covered her pretty head like a cap.
Wider and wider grinned the friends as they looked at the approaching girl. The day was fair, the drink had
warmed their hearts, and it was a pleasure to look at Youth browned by the sun.
“Your daughter is first class; meets my approval,” said Timofey Ivanovich.
“Nastya, dear, where are you off to?” asked Ivan Ivanovich, pleased.
She raised her blue eyes and her face became sweeter still. She stopped, sighed slightly.
“I promised to call on Varvara Timofeyevna today.”
“I have been over at the daughter’s today”—Timofey Ivanovich, with a sudden frown, began to look down
under his feet—“I have been there and could not stand it for an hour. I shan’t go again for six months. You’ve got
no business there, either, Nastya. To listen to the discourses of citizen Suchkov? No point. Yes. …”
Nastya raised a narrow eyebrow, shrugged a pretty shoulder. She could not see why Timofey Ivanovich had
become angry. The three stood silent for a moment. Then Nastya smiled at her father and went her way, so upright
that one could see at a glance there was nothing wrong with her.
“A clean girl she is,” said Ivan Ivanovich looking after her. “That’s just it … she’d better not visit Varvara; no
good will come of it.”
A Sunday afternoon is tedious enough on Peterburgsky Side, in streets where no occasional tram ever appears
It is deserted and miserable. And it seems as though behind the dusty little windows, behind the dilapidated
gateways, in little wooden houses build round courtyards overgrown with weeds, in little houses that through a
single attic window look through ruined buildings, “The Side” would like to slumber forever—leave it alone—
that’s all.
Here’s a pink house with three stories. It has just been painted; the drain pipes have been repaired; the long
blots of plaster have not yet been washed off the windows; it has a blue sign
PETERBURGSKY DISTRICT WORKMEN’S CO-OPERATIVE SOCIETY
And then right down to the river—weather-beaten walls, fences, ruins; a tobacco stall by the war-cripple who is
bored to slumber; a woman with penny sweets; and sunflower seeds by the side of the drain pipe … Seeds, seeds
… Surely the earth and the sun have not given rise to men just in order that he might crack those damned seed,
while shuffling without thought, without passion, along the dreary pavement.
Here’s a fence made of rusty corrugated iron. Behind it, on a vacant site, there are a few beds with potatoes,
and around them heaps of broken stone overgrown with stinging-nettle. A goat wanders about. A woman sits on a
stone, with her chin on her fist, a baby on her lap, and stares vacantly.
Here’s another vacant site. By the side of the pavement there are three steps—all that is left of the front
entrance. And it seems as though one can walk up these steps into an unseen house. Its outlines can still be seen.
On the right a triangle on the wall of the neighboring house marks the roof that has disappeared; and lower down
the remains of blue wallpaper with flowers. On the left, a brick arch still exists, and there is a door leading into the
open air.
If you ask the old keeper, who sits by the gateway on the other side of the street, he will tell you that the three
steps did in fact lead to a two-stories house. It was a good wooden house. Some of the tenants have disappeared,
some have died, others live on the Vasilevsky. And the owner of the unseen house is the old man himself, now the
keeper.
Thus he sits all day under the gateway opposite, looking back into the past. Higher up a close-cropped girl is
reading a book, and sitting on the sill of an open window with her bony knees raised. A citizen in brown knitted
trousers crosses the road with a teapot in his hand and leers at the maid in the window. At the sight of Nastya he
turns toward her.
“Begging your pardon … why are you walking alone?”
Least of all your concern,” retorts Nastya as she passes with a haughty look at the knitted trousers.
“All matters of skirt asre my concern. What’s the hurry? You’ll come to the same thing in the end, so why not
take the bird-in-hand?”
Nastya rounds the corner and enters the courtyard of Varvara Timofeyevna’s house. In one of the open
windows of her flat, on the second floor, she could see Suchkov’s strong back clad in a gray shirt with a cycling
belt. He was playing a guitar and the strong nape of his neck reflected the strain.
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Varvara met Vasily Suchkov last year at the “Leshy” cinema. He struck her as an interesting man. He was very
polite, cold, neatly dressed. Narrow, clean-shaven face, small eyes, a scar on one cheek, near the mouth. During
the interval he fixed his eyes on Varvara (she was dark, round-faced, and somewhat stout) moved to the seat next
to her and lent her the program. Then he said that he did not smoke from hygienic considerations and offered her
some fruit drops. Varvara crushed the fruit drops with her ivory teeth and probably a merry, eager smile never left
her face—Suchkov looked at her mouth with a cool avidity.
She liked the way he made haste to define his social position: he was an instructor in a school of surveying.
His conversational approach indicated the seriousness of his intentions. Varvara told him that she worked as a
packer in a chocolate factory; this seemed to please him—it was clean work, and it followed that the girl must
also be clean. During the rest of the performance they exchanged impressions—the film shown was The Bandits
of Paris. Suchkov saw Varvara as far as the tram, and next Sunday they again met in a cinema on the
Nevsky.\fn{The Nevsky Prospect, St. Petersburg (Lenningrad) .} After the performance he suggested going to a Caucasian
restaurant. Varvara blushed and declined. She yielded to him only after the third visit to a cinema, being under the
disturbing influence of the adventures of Mary Pickford.\fn{ American actress and film star (1893-1979); acclaimed in her day
as a sex goddess.}
Suchkov himself offered to have their union legalized at the Registry Office (he insisted on orderliness before
everything else in life)—and Varvara moved to his house on the Peterburgsky Side. A year has passed since that
time. Varvara told her relations that she lived well and could not wish for anything better. But people began to
notice that she was getting thinner, facing, losing her happy disposition. It turns out that she was fiercely jealous
because during the year she had lived with him she had not come to know him any better than during the first
evening’s acquaintance.
*
The table was laid. Through the open door one could see Varvara in the smoke of the kitchen, busy round a
petrol-cooker. Suchkov was half-heartedly playing a guitar. Looking diligent, Andrey Matti, a Finnish subject, fair
and well groomed, with bovine eyelashes, sat near him. He was dressed in a new gray suit and wore a pink tie.
His straight thin mouth smiled good naturedly. He could sit like this for any length of time—discreetly silent.
Varvara cast piercing glances at her husband and Matti, as she hovered about the kitchen. What are they
keeping silent about, I ask you, now? Matti wouldn’t having about the house just for a how-d’you-do, if it wasn’t
with an object; Suchkov wouldn’t be playing him the guitar with a smile. That’s the umpteenth Sunday the Finn
has turned up with a flower or a packet of chocolate for Varvara, and Suchkov has immediately assumed this
strange wry smile (it would be good to chuck this saucepan with hot cabbage-soup at his ugly face). Varvara’s
raging heart knew that they were conspiring, that the Finn was urging her husband, enticing him, leading him
away and the husband is willing. No mistake. Would he smile like this otherwise?
Playing a polka with scoundrelly variations, the scoundrel. He’s trimmed his nails this morning, so that they
should not catch against the strings. Oh, dear, there’s no doubt about it; the Finn has found a girl for him.
“I say, Varya,” quietly called Suchkov, “how are you getting on with the rissoles, or else we’d better sit down
to some vodka?”
Vavara thunderously rattled the saucepans, choking with anger. But that was inopportune, because Matti took
advantage of the nose in the kitchen to say weightily:
“It is a big inconvenience to be without a cook. Such a decent house should, of course, have a servant. A man
with your tastes must have money.”
*
Varvara lay in bed with the bedclothes pulled over her head. Suchkov undressed without hurrying, lay down on
his back by her side and began to smoke cigarettes. The light of a Northern summer night crept through the dirty
glass of the lime-splashed window. Varvara lay as still as a corpse The clock was ticking on the chest of drawers.
Something inside it tripped, groaned, as if existence had become unbearable in this silent bedroom filled with
Suchkov’s thoughts. It groaned, then recovered and again began to slice off life’s seconds, sweeping away their
little corpses into the unknown.
Suchkov hopped out of bed, went to the dining-room, angrily treading on the loose strings of his underwear.
He produced out of a drawer in the writing desk a school copybook with the motto “Grind the granite rock of
learning,” and sat down near the window to make an entry:
17th June:
Left the Office this morning, under the pretext of an unendurable toothache. Went to Petrovsky Park. Bathed. Met.
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N. Her constitution comes up to expectations. Spoke to her, very successfully prepared the ground for the next morning.
In the evening made final arrangements with M., though I don’t yet know what the work will turn out to be like. But I
already feel I am spreading my wings. By the way, M. has proposed getting rid of Varvara. Nothing very definite.
Perhaps she will understand herself that she should go. …

Having locked the copybook in the drawer and hidden the key in his purse, Suchkov returned to his bedroom.
Looking at the pendulum of the clock, he said:
“I am sleepless. Perhaps you will put the kettle on the oil cooker for me?”
The Varvara tore off the sheet. She sat up in bed in an unbuttoned frock, disheveled, her stocking dropping
down. She did not care—let him look at her swollen, tear-stained face. …
“You didn’t know I was on the lake today, did you? … You rotter,” she nodded emphatically, “rotter …”
“Don’t get abusive,” he said icily. “For your language, the way you have hit me in the face, and for the word
‘rotter’ you have just hurled at me, you might find yourself before the Magistrate in no time. Besides, I made no
promises that I would limit my requirements to one woman.”
“I know … I know. But there’s one thing that’s unfortunate for you—the fact that I’ve got you summed up,
Alekesyevich. My eyes are open once and for all. You are a beast. You clean-shaven brute …”
“For the last time: stop it.”
“I shan’t stop it, even if you threaten to kill me. Do you think I’ve a pennyworth of fear for you? You are
unclean. Why don’t you keep a she-goat instead of a woman? Or this same Nastya under whom you dived this
morning? I haven’t heard a human word from you during the whole year. You couldn’t speak one, my dear, if you
tried. Curse these damn rags, your presents”—she tore open her dress down to the hem—“I had known men
before you. Three men. From our factory. Didn’t you know that? Well then, I did. They called me darling,
sweetheart … dearest comrade. I grave up the third one just before you. He is still pining for me …”
“Full stop,” said Suchkov disdainfully—“the details do not interest me.”
Varvara lowered her head and kept silent for a moment. When she looked at her husband again, her face
quivered violently.
“If you need more women than one, you’ll have to use a different receptacle, my friend. Take care, of course,
not to catch any disease. But I must tell you about two secrets”—Suchkov threw a rapid sidelong glance at her.
She noticed it and smiled—“I am pregnant, Vasily Alekseyevich, the third month … I won’t kill the child, I shall
bring him into the world and you will pay maintenance.”
“Oh,” Suchkov pulled a wry face and began to pace the room. “As to that, we shall wait and see. If you really
are pregnant it does not follow yet that I am the father. The identity of the father is still an open question.”
He succeeded at last in stepping on the strings, frenziedly jerked his leg, broke them, and shouted: “And I
won’t be blackmailed! Don’t rely too much on the maintenance.”
Then Varvara pulled the torn dress over her breast, covered herself up to the neck, gathered in her bare legs.
She seemed now afraid to look at her husband, running about the bedroom in his underwear: she gazed at the
window. Wetting her lips she said:
“Now—for the second secret, Vasily Alekseyevich. Since this is the way you look at things … I will tell you
also. I didn’t want to … No, no, no … After all, you have been my husband … but, Vasily Alekseyevich, I am
going to denounce you.”
Suchkov stopped dead. His long face, with the newly appearing shadows of unshaven cheeks, seemed deathly
greenish through the sleeplessness of the twilight summer night. Quietly, sorrowfully Varvara said:
“Vasily Alekseyevich, you are a spy.
There the conversation ended. Varvara lay down again and covered her head. Suichkov went into the diningroom. Then he made tea for himself. Toward seven o’clock he went into the bathroom for his clothes. He went out
soon afterwards
18th June
One o’clock at night. Been on the lake. N. has not come to the rendezvous. Waited in vain until seven o’clock. Walked
around the bungalow and saw a lock on the door. If that is a challenge on N.’s part, I am not one to give up before the
aim is attained. Spoke with M. in the evening and frankly expressed my fears concerning Varya. M. insists. I promised
to be a good comrade. Worked out the plan together. Yes, M. is right in saying that one must be modern; see the aim
clearly and destroy everything that stands in the way.

That night Suchkov slept in the dining-room under an old military great-coat. He did not hear how Varvara
came quietly near the door and looked at him for a long time. In the black narrow opening of the door her face
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seemed deathly pale.
On the 20th June, Suchkov returned home from work earlier than usual and grilled the pork chops himself.
Varya usually came in from the chocolate factory at half-past five. He opened the front door for her and said with
a pleasant smile:
“We must end our rowing, Varya. You have misunderstood me, I have misunderstood you. You have thrown an
accusation at me and it has wounded me deeply. But now I understand that we are both guiltless. We must talk it
over seriously. Once and for all.”
Varvara repeated, looking into the darkness of the passage: “Once and for all.” Then Suchkov brought the
chops from the kitchen and called out:
“Come and feed! I am the chef today.”
He drank several glasses of vodka, groaning good-naturedly. Even told a funny story about a mother-in-law
and an inspector of taxes from “The Rhinoceros.” Varvara sat at the table somewhat on her guard. At last, rolling
little balls of bread, he turned to the main theme.
“You have overheard my conversation with Matti. A cinema-like situation develops; the wife finds out that her
husband is a spy. Ha, ha, ha! … I can understand your feelings … But, Varya, my dear—the real explanation is
much simpler. Matti is the representative of a certain big firm. And, you see, they tread very warily. They are just
collecting preliminary information—to get their bearings, estimates, and so forth … But for the present, it is a
strict secret … That’s the sort of spy I am. … Ha, ha! … Yesterday I at last softened Matti’s heart and he has
allowed me to tell you everything, and put your fears at rest”—he rubbed Varvara’s hand—“and as for that girl,
Nastya, be reasonable, Varya. It is not even a fleeting attraction … just playing with a kitten. I don’t like the
innocent.”
Varvara had suffered so much during these last days that she was glad to believe anything, and even against her
will she believed her husband. What if it really was just her imagination? With the palm of her hand over her eyes,
she said:
“But didn’t you say yourself that you never promised me you would limit your requirements to one woman?”
“Chuck it, Varya … worse things than that are said in anger.”
“I shall never forget that talk last Sunday at table … especially Nastya being there and that friend of yours.
And it was clear to everybody you were tired of me, ready to throw yourself at the first woman that came your
way.”
“Nerves, Varya, nerves … feminine imagination. I was speaking theoretically, to keep up an interesting
conversation at table. But you are a fine one as well, aren’t you? Slapping me in the face …”
Varvara sighed deeply with her last breath of bitterness. She could not bear to suffer any longer. Leaving the
chop unfinished she went into the bedroom. Put a touch of owder, got her hair in order, thought awhile, then
changed her dress. And suddenly a great weight seemed to be removed. No sooner had she left the room that
Suchkov seemed to crumple up, lowered his head and began to beat out a tune on the oilcloth. Then he drank
three glasses of vodka, one after the other without a snack. Turned round on his chair and stared at the wall behind
which Varvara could be heard walking about.
“Varya,” he called faintly and hoarsely; cleared his throat and then loudly: “Varya, you know, I’ve got an idea.”
She returned to the dining-room. “Let’s go out into the air. We haven’t had a walk together for a long time.”
Varvara suddenly smiled trustingly and readily, just as she did a year ago in the cinema. Suchkov glanced at her
and poured out some more vodka … “We’ll have a walk and a talk. A man I know has a boat on the Goloday, not
far from the Smolensky Cemetery. Come on, dress … don’t put a hat on … better take a shawl …”
In the ante-room he began to rub his forehead, waved his hand as though vexed.
“Most vexing, I’ve quite forgotten. You go on to where No. 6 stops, in the Bolshoy, and wait for me; I’ll just
call in at the house-committee offices.”
Varvara went away. Suchkov listened at the half-open door as she walked downstairs. It seemed that she had
not met or spoken to anyone.
Then he took a long time over putting his cap on in front of a mirror, looked round to see that he had taken
everything—cigarettes, matches. On tip-toe, not knowing it—he went out of the flat, noiselessly closing the door
behind him. Creeping, he came down to the house-office, and there said to the official very loudly:
“The wife’s gone out somewhere, and didn’t take the front door key. Please give her the key when she comes
back. I am off to work overtime; won’t be back until late probably.”
*
Behind the Smolensky Cemetery, to the west of it, lay a deserted, barren, low-lying ground, called New
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Petersburg. Here it was once planned to build a town as beautiful as a dream, all in marble and granite, a new
Palmyra of the northern Seas. But all they had time to build was a small number of five-story buildings, with their
windows looking gloomily at the sea, at the muddy shores with here and there a boat pulled aground, at the
abandoned villa of Gregory Gregorevich Ge (who had one night got the fright of his life sitting on the roof during
a flood), at the dykes, the piles of broken stone and iron scattered about the island, at the remains of the fountain
showing through the grass. The lonely houses are inhabited, but there are few people about, especially in the
southwestern part of the island.
That was just where they were going to now: Suchkov, who walked ahead with his hands in his pockets.
Taking long strides, and Varvara who could not quite keep up with him. In the distance, low over the mirror-like
sea, hung the clouds, already colored by the setting sun. The red, golden, watery-green light of the sunset spread
peacefully behind the Kronstadt fortification, behind the woody shores of Lakhta, that hung as in a mirage over
the bay.
“Don’t run, Vasya, what’s the hurry?” repeated Varvara, gasping for breath. All the way to the Cemetery,
Suchkov had stood on the platform of the tram. On getting out he offered Varya his arm. He was walking fast,
ever faster. His small eyes jumped about restlessly over the faces of occasional passers-by. Round the corner,
when before them spread a mirror-like sea and above them the evening sky, and Varvara hugged close to her
husband for a caress, he abruptly disengaged his arm and ran ahead. He stopped on the edge of a small cliff.
Below, a thin sheet of water lazily licked the sand, the bits of broken bottles, the stones.
“Curse! There’s noboat,” said Suchkov loking at the sea toward the slumbering sails of the becalmed yachts.
“We’ll have to wait, curse it.”
He jumped down on to the sand, and, without turning: “Come on … jump … let’s sit down.”
Varvara’s heart beat furiously. She jumped, sat down on the sand, threw herself back, and leaning on her hands,
closed her eyes at the sunset. The action jerked her blue striped frock above her knees. She did not pull it down,
left it as it was. She wanted happiness so much this summer evening, that from the moment when she ran off to
the bedroom to powder her face and to the very end, she was deluded, guessed nothing.
Suchkov squatted down and smoked. He kept looking round and repeating: “Presently, presently, wait a
moment …” In the distance, in the Goloday Island stadium, a band began to play, but that was a couple of miles
away; here the shore was deserted.
“Vasya,” said Varvara, with her eyes still screwed up, “I don’t want a lot, you know … I am not like the others,
jealous, tyrannizing. So long as I know you pity me, love me … what else do I want?”
“Shut up, shut up,” said Suchkov through his teeth. Steps creaked on the cliff above, and Matti’s voice said
hastily:
“Hurry up and get it over.”
Varvara straightened out, opened her mouth for some air. Cried out. The most terrifying thing of all was her
husband’s ghastly pale long face. He looked at her with the fierce hatred of the devil incarnate. Varvara tried to
jump up from the sand, but he grasped her leg, threw her down, briskly leapt on to her chest, put his icy fingers
round her throat. He was strangling her, putting the weight of his shoulders into the work. Letting go with one
hand, he picked up a brick from the sand and struck Varvara on the head with it several times—struck her till the
brick broke. Then he got up from Varvara’s chest, glanced back at her blood-covered face and walked away along
the edge of the water. Matti was by that time far away, walking across the waste grounds toward the Cemetery.
1.53 Thing Of Beauty\fn{by Elias Lieberman (1883-1969)} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (M) 3
Simonoff told it to me over the coffee cups. It was the twilight hour on Second Avenue and we were enjoying a
late afternoon chat. The gates of the human dam, shut all day long, had been opened and the rushing, swirling
stream of men and women beat past us relentlessly—past the door of the Café Cosmos open to the sights and
sounds of the street.
Every person in that human torrent seemed eager to reach a haven of rest. Not that their faces looked tired or
haggard. But each gave the impression that something had been worn off in a subtle, persistent process—a certain
newness, freshness, gloss, call it what you will. Shadows of men and women they were in the twilight as they
scurried past. And yet the rhythm of their footsteps beat upon the ear as steadily as the roar of many waters.
“The ghosts are having a holiday,” said Simonoff. His voice was barely audible in the hum of conversation.
Simonoff was one of those rare teachers on the lower East Side who neither taught night school nor practiced law
after his daily duties were over. His passion was to understand his fellow men—to help them, if possible—
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although, for a reformer, he was given entirely too much to dreaming. His café bills for a year, when added
together, made a surprisingly large total. But then Simonoff never bothered with useless mathematics.
A hand organ outside was droning the Miserere. Children of the tenements, like moths drawn to globes of
brilliant light on midsummer nights, hovered about the organ and danced. There was a capricious abandon about
their movements which fascinated Simonoff. He had a way of running his slender fingers through his wavy,
brown hair, when he was emotionally stirred.
“The dancing maidens of Trebizond. were not more graceful than these,” he sighed as his eyes followed the
sinuous movements of two ragged little tots. “They outgrow it after a while.”
“Never,” I protested. “The Grand Street halls—”
“I mean the search for beauty,” drawled Simonoff. “This is the dance of Greek maidens at the sacrificial rites
to Demeter. The Grand street thing is a contortion before the obese complacency of the great god Jazz. And Jazz
has no soul.”
Through the ever-gathering darkness the electric lights began to twinkle like blue-white diamonds against
purple velvet. The lights in the cafe too were turned on by a pottering waiter whose flat-footed shuffle had
become familiar to us through many years of observation.
A bedraggled looking person entered the cafe, clutching awkwardly a dozen or more cut roses. He passed from
table to table and offered them for sale. The price was ridiculously small.
It seemed strange to me that Simonoff’s face should turn so white. His manner suggested great agitation. When
the peddler reached him, Simonoff purchased the entire stock and gave him in payment far in excess of the
amount asked. The happy vender directed one searching glance at him, then went out whistling.
“What will you do with all those roses?” I asked.
“Give them away,” he answered, “to the dirtiest, most woebegone, most forlorn little children I can find. I shall
do this in memory of John Keats.”\fn{English poet (1795-1821).}
I looked my astonishment. “‘A thing of beauty is a joy forever,’” Simonoff intoned dreamily. “But there’s a
story connected with it.”
“I suspected it,” I said quietly. “When a school teacher consents to part with a perfectly good dollar for a dozen
wilted roses, there must be an esoteric reason.”
“Materialist,” he laughed.
The dancing and the scurry of pattering feet had both ceased. The sounds of the night were now more soothing,
more harmoniously blended. The earliest arrivals of the theater crowd were besieging the sidewalk ticket office of
the burlesque house opposite. Simonoff launched into his narrative.
*
I was sitting here one evening all alone. The day had been particularly trying. I had been visited by my district
superintendent, a perfect paragon of stupidity. He had squatted in my class room until I wished him and his bulk
on the other side of the Styx. When it was all over I came here, glad to shake off the chalk dust and the pompous
inconsequence of my official superior. Suddenly I was startled out of my brooding.
“You are unhappy,” I heard a voice murmur ever so softly. It seemed like the sighing of a night wind through
the tree tops.
I looked up. Before me stood a young man with deep blue eyes, blond hair, exquisite daintiness of feature and
unnaturally pale complexion. He was dressed in soft gray tweeds. In the crook of his left elbow he carried roses.
Their fragrance permeated the café and, for once, the odor of stale tobacco was not dominant.
“You are unhappy,” he repeated mildly as if it were the most natural thing in the world for him to say.
“I am,” I answered frankly. “The world is a stupid place to live in.”
“You must not say that,” he reproached quietly. “It is we who are stupid. The world is beautiful. Won’t you
accept a rose?” Like a prince in a fairy story he bowed grandly and offered me an American Beauty\fn{ This rose
was introduced to the world by rose-developers in New Castle, Indiana, in the early part of the 20 th century.} still moist with the
mock dews of the florist.
“But why do you honor me thus?” I asked, taking the flower and inhaling its fragrance.
He looked a bit put out as if I were asking the obvious thing.
“You were sad, of course, and a thing of beauty—”
“—is a joy forever,” I concluded. He flushed with pleasure.
“I am so glad you have read my Endymion,” he exclaimed delightedly.\fn{Endymion was first published in 1818.}
“Suppose we walk out together and preach the gospel of beauty to those who like yourself forget the eternal in the
trivial. I have some powerful sermons here.” He caressed his roses as a mother would stroke the head of a child.
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Along the avenue we were followed by hordes of little girls with starved eyes. My good Samaritan picked the
poorest and the most wistful for his largesse of roses. And to each one as he handed the flower he repeated the
famous line from the work of the great romantic poet.
“‘A thing of beauty is a joy forever.’” Soon there were only two left. These my friend was inclined to withhold
from the clamoring tots who assailed us.
“After all they are young,” he said. “Their sad moments vanish like the mists. But the sorrows of the years of
discretion are not thrown off so easily. They persist like scars long after the original bruise has healed.”
We entered a hallway to escape our little friends. From a door ajar on the first story a man’s voice floated down
to us. It was high pitched and strident, as if a relentless lawyer were arraigning a criminal.
“My friends,” we heard, “how long are you going to remain blind to your condition? The interests of capital
and labor are diametrically opposed to each other. You are the producers of the world’s wealth and yet you submit
to exploitation by the class of parasites who fatten upon. your ignorance and your unwillingness to unite.
Workingmen of the world, you have nothing to lose but your chains.”
“Slavinsky, the great agitator, probably rehearsing his speech for the party rally at Cooper Union tomorrow,” I
explained.
“Agitator?” questioned the apostle of beauty. “He is agitated, indeed, and unhappy. I shall give him a rose.”
Slavinsky sputtered with amazement when the rose was offered to him.
“A joy forever!” he mocked. “It isn’t such a joy to work for starvation wages, to be bled by profiteers, to be
flayed alive by plutes.\fn{Slang for “plutocrats.”} I tell you, Mister—”
“You are addressing Keats, John Keats.”
“I tell you, Mister Keats, there ain’t no beauty when you’re up against it. I tell you—”
“Won’t you accept this rose?”
“I’ll take it,” growled Slavinsky with unnecessary fierceness. “It ain’t Nature’s fault. She don’t go in for
profiteering.” The agitator’s conversational style was more colloquial though no less vehement than his platform
manner.
“Did you note the omission?” Keats inquired when we were again on the avenue.
“It isn’t impoliteness,” I replied. “Men of his class are too stirred by cosmic problems to say ‘Thank you.’”
“It is a beautiful thing to say, nevertheless, and the world needs it.” I thought the eyes of John Keats—a fitting
name for such a fantastic personality—were filling with tears.
My companion held his rose before him as if it were a charm against the sordidness about him. He had a way
of peering at the people we passed as if he were looking for someone he had lost in the crowd. At Sixteenth Street
we turned into the small park at the right of the avenue, which with its neighbor on the left keeps alive the
memory of green and growing things among the dwellers of the tenements.
It was at the fountain that he first saw her. John Keats had an abrupt manner, for all his gentleness, of
proceeding along the path of his desires.
“At last I have found you,” he said to the tall girl who was watching a group of youngsters at play near the
gushing waters. In the darkness I could see only a pair of flashing eyes under a broad-brimmed straw and a cape
of soft blue hanging gracefully from her shoulders.
She scrutinized both of us with the intuitive glance of one who has learned to tread warily amid dangerous
surroundings. Apparently her preliminary examination was satisfactory. She put us into the non-poisonous class.
Keats had flattened the palm of his right hand against his breast and was offering the last rose to her with the
other. His manner was of the stage but not offensively so.
“At last I have found you,” repeated my curious acquaintance. For all your laughter you are unhappy. You are
consumed with yearning, even as I am. Pray accept a rose.”
With a murmured repetition of his formula he gave her his last flower.
His manner was earnest and the girl had immediately rejected the assumption that we were mocking her.
“This is a mistake,” she explained, hesitating about the rose. “I don’t think you know who I am.”
“A lady of high degree, I am sure,” responded Keats gallantly. There was a peculiar quaintness about his
English, which like his name, took me back to the early nineteenth century. The coincidence of his name did not
strike me as unusual, because the telephone directory is full of such parallels.
“No high degree about me,” laughed the girl. “I’m a saleslady at Marmelstein’s, that’s all, What you said about
being unhappy is true sometimes. When you came up I was just thinking.”
Her voice with its overtone of sadness sounded in the semi-darkness like the faint tremolo of mandolins
serenading in the distance.
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“But there need be no unhappiness,” contended Keats, “We must shut out from our sight everything but beauty,
pure beauty. At this moment I am supremely happy.”
He looked at her. There was an unreality about him for which I could not account, Like a mirage of the park he
seemed; in a twinkle of the incandescents, I thought, he might vanish. The girl from Marmelstein’s looked at him
as if fascinated. Romance had come and touched her heart with a magic wand. She sniffed at the rose pensively,
“I couldn’t just tell you why I was feeling queer. Marmelstein’s is a nice place, honest, You see all sorts of
people during the day and it’s interesting to work there. But there’s something missing—I don’t know what.”
“Beauty, my lady, beauty,” declared Keats. Out of the shadows a fourth form had materialized, a thickset man
who approached us with a firm stride, He patted my friend gently on the shoulder.
“You’re a bad boy, John,” he reproached, “giving me the slip that way. I had the time of my life looking for
you. The moment my back was turned you vamoosed from the waiting room, That wasn’t kind. If I hadn’t a
known how fond you wuz of roses, I would a been stumped, stumped for good. I trailed you by them roses.”
The girl sensed that there was something wrong.
“Lady, farewell,” said Keats. With a little moan she saw him being led off.
“What’s wrong?” I asked the intruder.
“Bugs on beauty, that’s all. Thinks he’s a guy named John Keats who wrote poems. Harmless case. Wouldn’t
hurt a fly. I was bringing him over to see his mother when he give me the slip. Gee, but I can breathe easy now.”
“‘A thing of beauty is a joy forever,’” declared the spirit of Keats.
“Sure, sure,” said the attendant, lighting a cigar.
When I turned to leave the park the girl from Marmelstein’s came up to me.
“What happened?” she inquired. Her fists were clenched and she was breathing heavily.
I explained.
“He was such a gentleman,” she sobbed softly.
118.10 Ivan Turtygin and Skipter, the Tsarevna: A Folktale\fn{by Elena Stepanova Simirnova (before 1884(renamed Ulyanovsk), Ulyanovsk Oblast Russia (F) 3

)}

Simbirsk

In a certain tsardom, in a certain land, in this one kingdom, there lived and dwelt a tsar, and this tsar had just a
single daughter. And she had nannies and mummies. Once she asked permission to go into the garden to stroll
with these nannies and mummies. A whirlwind arose and carried off Skipter the Princess. The nannies and the
mummies rushed here and there, and they dashed here and there.
“How are we going to tell the tsar?” So they told the tsar, who was sure he was now utterly ruined.
“What will happen to me? How can we get her back?”
He made a public announcement for someone to search her out. And then there came some kings from another
land, but they could do nothing. So the tsar gathered all the simple folk together. Perhaps someone could search
her out. One person said,
“I can’t.” Another said,
“I can’t, and I don’t know even where to look.”
At the back of all the crowd stood a skilled workman. His name was Ivan Turtygin, and he said,
“If the tsar will give me half his kingdom and his daughter as my wife, I’ll search for her and find her!” The
people heard this, they took him and led him to the tsar.
“Here, your Royal Highness. He promises to do what you ask if you fulfill his conditions.” The tsar said,
“The tsar’s word cannot be altered.” So Ivan Turtygin said,
“All that I need will soon be prepared. I need a big ship, and sailors to serve me as their senior officer.”
The tsar had all that at the ready. So Ivan Turtygin sailed off. They came to the tsardom where that serpent
Zmei Gorynych lives. They docked the ship, and he went off on foot. He came into the tsardom, and there were
some herders herding livestock.
“Well, herders, whose tsardom is this?”
“Ivan Turtygin, it belongs to Zmei Gorynych.”
“And is he married or is he a bachelor?”
“Well, he got married not long ago; he carried away the white tsar’s daughter.”
“And will you let me come in?”
“You can; we have neither sentries nor orderlies.”
So Ivan Turtygin came up to the palace, took Princess Skipter by the hand, and led her away with him. He led
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her onto the boat and ordered his sailors to scatter powder all over the deck and light the fuse. Then they sailed
away.
Suddenly Zmei Gorynich found out, and set out in pursuit. So they burned the powder and Ivan Turtygin
singed Zmei Gorynich’s wings so that he flew off.
“So, then. Now you, Ivan Turtygin, sail a little further and you will come to my sister, the fiercest Liutaia
Zmeitsa. Take my greetings to her.”
“Fine.”
And he sailed to the place where the serpent’s sister was. He left his ship and walked right up to the maiden
Liutaia Zmeitsa.
“Good health,” he said. “Maiden Liutaia Zmeitsa! Zmei Gorynich asks me to convey his humble greetings.”
She said,
“I thank you. Sit down. You shall be my guest. Let’s play a game of checkers.”
“My pleasure.”
So they sat down. They played and they played and Ivan Turtygin saw that she was going to defeat him. He
threw down the checkers and said,
“These checkers are no good. I’ve got real checkers on board my ship. I’ll just go get them.” But she wouldn’t
let him go.
“You are trying to trick me,” she said.
“Here, I’ll leave my senior general here if you don’t believe me, and I’ll be right back.”
So he went onto the ship and ordered that two quarters of powder be strewn over the decks. The maiden
Liutaia Zmeitsa saw that he still hadn’t come back, so she gathered her subjects and set off after him. A host of
them gathered and she flew off. She shouted to them,
“Sink the ship!”
Ivan Turtygin saw this and ordered them to set the powder alight. When they came flying over the ship like
errant stones, the ship began to rock. And when the powder blew up, Ivan Turtygin cast them all into the sea. The
rest flew back to the maiden Liutaia Zmeitsa. Once again she gathered a large force together in order to sink the
ship. Ivan Turtygin strewed even more powder—at least half of his store, if not more. They flew away and they
said to the maiden Liutaia Zmeitsa,
“You can’t get him.” She went out and said,
“You've deceived Zmei Gorynich and you’ve deceived me, the maiden Liutaia Zmeitsa. You’ll soon pass by, so
drop in to see grandfather, old Crooked Warrior. Give him my regards.”
“I’ll drop in and see him.”
So he went to that place, left his boat, and he himself went away to Crooked Warrior. Crooked Warrior was
sitting and dining. There was a roast ox before him and a tank of water.
“Greetings, grandfather Crooked Warrior!”
“Oh, Ivan Turtygin! Where have you come from? How has God brought you here?”
“I have come here to visit you. The maiden Liutaia Zmeitsa sends her regards. She said that her father had a
gluttonous cow that could eat a stack of hay and drink up a tank of water.”
“You, Ivan Turtygin, are still a very young man and are laughing at an old man.”
“Forgive me, grandfather Crooked Warrior. I was joking.”
“Well, never mind, sit down and have dinner with me.”
So he sat down, he ate, and then he saw there was no way out; there was no way to get away from the old man.
“Perhaps,” he said, “you would like to see out of both eyes, grandfather?”
“Even if I didn’t want to, I would see better with both of them.”
“I’ll cure you and you’ll see out of both. Do you have any tin?”
“How could I not have any?” Ivan Turtygin heated up the tin.
“Now I need to fasten you to a pillar.” He tied him to a pillar in the middle of the courtyard.
“Now turn around.” Crooked Warrior turned around, but he got loose.
“Well then, I’ll have to tie you with some old walrus straps. You wouldn’t have any, would you?"
He went and found some. Ivan bound him up with them and ordered him to turn around. The old man turned
around and the straps held. Ivan took the tin, heated it up, and poured it into the old man’s remaining eye.
“Ivan Turtygin, you’ve deceived me! But you won’t succeed! Doors, hold tight. Gates and fences, hold tight.”
There was no way out for Ivan Turtygin. He walked and walked around, but there was no way out. But the old
man had some sheep. So he went in to where the sheep were, and he tied himself to the belly of a ram. Crooked
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Warrior wandered around looking for Ivan Turtygin, but he couldn’t find him anywhere. He shouted,
“Little ram, come here!”
One little ram went up to him and he petted it, but Ivan kept poking his ram in the side, and the ram butted
others with his horns.
“Get away, little ram!”
The little ram butted them for a second time. Crooked Warrior got angry, took him by the horns and threw him
over the fence outside. Ivan Turtygin was bruised, but he untied himself, lay there for a moment, then got up and
said,
“Well, grandfather Crooked Warrior, farewell!” And then,
“You deceived Zmei Gorynich, you deceived the Maiden Liutaia Zmeitsa, and you have deceived me, Crooked
Warrior. Go through the forest and you will find there a sword. Take it, it will be useful to you!” So Ivan Turtygin
approached the forest, and there he saw a sword in a tree, swinging away, and he thought to himself,
“If I were to take it, no one would know it.” He touched it with his little finger, and grandfather Crooked
Warrior shouted,
“Hold fast!”
And his little finger got stuck. So he cut off that little finger.\fn{ Small fingers or toes were amputated in ancient times in
initiatory rites.}
He walked on along a path—whether it was near or far or long or short—and he became tired. Zapletai
Zapletaich attacked him and with forty arms and forty legs bound him up. He couldn’t move at all. He carried this
on himself for a long time, but then he got tired. He walked along and kicked the head of a dead warrior. He took
to pushing it along with his foot. And then the head spoke to him,
“Don’t kick me, Ivan Turtygin! It would be better to bury me in the sand. I’ve come to earth because of him.”
(He meant because of Zapletai Zapletaich.)
So Ivan sat down and dug a pit and placed the head in the sand. And the head said,
“I’ll tell you how to save yourself. Go along through this dale and you will come upon some berries. Some of
these berries are sweet and you can eat them; others are intoxicating. Eat the sweet berries, but throw the
intoxicating ones away over your shoulder. Then when Zapletai gets drunk, sit down when the sun’s at its hottest.”
Ivan Turtygin did all this. Zapletai Zapletaich got drunk and fell asleep. And his hands and feet came
unbraided. Ivan ran away, leaving him there. He ran for a little or a lot, and then he came up to another forest
where a lion was fighting with a sinner. They saw him, and the sinner said to him,
“Oh, Ivan Turtygin! Help me kill this fierce beast.” But the fierce beast said,
“Oh, Ivan Turtygin! Won’t you take my place against this sinner? Help me! Here is a flying carpet for you and
the invisible hat, if only you will help.”
He took his sword and cut off the sinner’s head. Then the lion said,
“Sit down on my back and I will take you to the tsardom.” So he took him to the tsardom, let him down, and
said,
“Well, Ivan Turtygin, don’t get drunk and don’t boast about having ridden with me like a beast!” He said
farewell and went away.
In the tsardom there was a terrible bell ringing, and people were afraid to walk in the streets. Ivan Turtygin
asked,
“What is that ringing?”
“Our tsar will soon be celebrating this wedding. The generals have ridden in, they have brought the tsarevna,
she’s going to marry one of them.” (The tsarevna had given him a ring when they had parted.)
“Would it be possible to see?”
“You can. The tsarevna is receiving everything brought to her with her own hands.”
He went up and sent word that a foreigner had come with congratulations. She came out and brought him a
glass of wine. He took it and she saw her ring on his hand. She took him by the hand and led him to her father in
the palace.
“Here is my savior, father.”
The groom was furious.
“Well, tell us how you managed everything.” But he couldn’t. They hanged the general and dressed Ivan
Turtygin in royal clothes. There was a happy feast and wedding. They drank and celebrated for a long time. Ivan
got drunk and said,
“I would never have managed to get to this wedding if the fierce beast, the lion, had not brought me here.”
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The fierce beast heard him and came up, snarling.
“Give me the guilty one.” Ivan Turtygin heard him and said,
“Well, father, apparently I will have to go with that fierce lion.” He went out and said,
“I am guilty. Forgive me.”
“No, I won’t forgive you, I’ll carry you away!”
“Oh, please forgive me! If you want to carry me away, then I'll agree, but come and celebrate at my wedding.”
So they brought a trough and poured various sweet wines in it. The lion got drunk and staggered and fell. They
bound him in irons—his mouth, his legs, everything. When he woke up, he said,
“Oh, Ivan Turtygin, remember God, your father and mother! Unbind me, the fierce beast!”
“No, we won’t unbind you. Here—drink a little more, and then we’ll unbind you.”
So they poured him some more and the lion got completely drunk. Then they unbound him. The lion woke up
and ran away, and he said,
“Whoever drinks wine is a no-good person! He’ll not only say things about others he shouldn’t; he’ll bring bad
things to himself.”
And Ivan Turtygin married Skipter the Tsarevna and they lived and prospered.
97.251 God\fn{by Eugene Ivanovich Zamiatin (1884-1937)} Lebedyan, Lipetsk Oblast, Russia (M) 1
An ancient realm it was—and a rich, famed for the fertility of its womenfolk and the valor of its men. As for
the whereabouts of this realm—why, it was at the back of the stove in Mizumin the postman’s place, and there
was a certain cockroach there, named Senka, the foremost troublemaker and daredevil in all that cockroach realm.
There wasn’t a female woman he’d let pass by, he didn’t give one good hoot in hell for his elders, and as for God,
he just didn’t believe in him:
“There ain’t none,” he’d say.
“What do you mean, there ain’t none, damn your shameless eyes? You just crawl out when it’s light, and open
your peepers. But no, you got to come out with things like ‘there ain’t none!’”
“Well, why not? I'll crawl out.” Senka made out he wasn’t afraid. And one day he did crawl out, crawled right
out, and let out a gasp. There was a God, and that’s a fact. There He was—right there: God, awesome, unbearably
enormous, in a shirt of rose-colored calico.
And the god, Mizumin the postman, was knitting away at a stocking: he liked keeping himself busy with that
handicraft in his spare time. When Mizumin laid his eyes on Senka, he was glad to see him:
“A-ah, cockroach that I love, my friend from behind the stove—where you been keeping yourself? Greetings!”
Right then Mizumin felt like unburdening his heart, but there wasn’t anybody around just at that time, except
this Senka.
“Well, Senka, I’m getting married, brother. Get this through your head, you cockroach soul: she’s a girl from a
good family, and she’s got a dowry of a hundred and fifty rubles! Oh, but it’s a fine life you and me will be
leading! Won’t we now, Senka? Eh?”
But Senka, now, he was so moved his eyes were popping out of his head; he’d forgotten every word he ever
knew.
Mizumin’s wedding was set for Low Sunday, and his highborn bride had given him the strictest orders to buy
himself new rubbers before the wedding, without fail. It was a down-right shame, really: for years past all
counting Mizumin had been wearing his father’s leather canal-boats, size 14. And no sooner did Mizumin show
himself in the street than all the little boys got after him:
“Hey, hey! Canal-boats! Canal-boats! Catch him! Canal-boats!”
So Mizumin finished knitting those stockings and took himself to the Trubnaya, to the flea-market, to sell them
and buy himself rubbers. But what should Mizumin come across but some caged goldfinches—and not mere
goldfinches, mind you, but something that made you forget everything in the world, just looking at them.
“Maybe I’d better get a couple of them goldfinches with the money? Those old rubbers, now—there’s a lot of
wear in them yet!”
So he bought a cage with two birds, and took the whole business to his bride as a present.
“There, I knitted a pair of stockings, and sold them, and bought these young goldfinches for you. Don’t look
down on them—I give them to you with all my heart.”
“Wha-at! Stockings? And still wearing those canal-boats? Oh, no! No, you don’t! I’m at the end of my
patience. The very idea—being married to a hosemaker! No, no-o-and let’s have no further discussions!”
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She drove Mizumin out of her sight. Mizumin got stewed to the gills in a ginmill, and came home drunk as
could be, holding on to the walls.
And on one of the walls, waiting for the coming of his God, was Senka the cockroach—waiting to hear, with a
touched heart (as he did every evening), what God would say.
Mizumin the postman, gulping bitter tears, was groping with his hand over the wall. And somehow, without
meaning to do it, he brushed a finger over Senka; Senka, he flew head over heels into Tartarus the bottomless pit.
When he came to, he was sprawled out on his back. The sides were smooth, slippery; the abyss was frightful.
Somewhere way, way up he could barely make out the ceiling.
And Senka raised his voice in prayer to his God: “Work Thy will, help me! Have mercy upon me!” But no; the
abyss was such that even God, most likely, couldn’t reach it; Senka would rot where he was.
Mizumin the postman gulped down, noisily, many bitter tears; with the hem of his rose-coloured shirt, he
wiped his nose.
“Senka, little Senka—you’re the only one left me now. … And where are you? Oh, wherever did I send you to,
my own, my dear one?”
Mizumin found Senka at last in one of his canal-boats. With his finger he dug Senka out of the abyss, out of his
size 14 canal-boat, and placed him on a wall:
“Creep on!”
But Senka couldn’t even creep, being completely out of his senses. How unbearably great was God, how
merciful, how mighty!
As for Mizumin the postman, Senka’s God Himself, he just kept on sniffing and wiping his nose with the tail
of his rose-colored shirt.
86.167 Without Cherry Blossom\fn{by Pantaleimon Romanof (1884-1938)} Petrovskoe Village, Tula Oblast, Russia
(M) 5
1
It seems as if there never had been so magnificent a spring before.
But, dear Verusha, I feel sad.
Sad, ill, as if I’d done something rather second-rate. …
I’ve a bottle with a broken neck in my window at the hostel, and a broken withered little branch of bird cherry in it. I
brought it home last night. … And when I look at that bottle, somehow I want to cry.
I’ll be brave and tell you all. I lately made the acquaintance of a comrade from another faculty. I am far removed
from sentiment of any kind, as he would say; far from bewailing lost innocence, and even further from any gnawing of
conscience over my first “fall.” But there is something that rubs me up the wrong way, not clear, confused, ever
present.
I’ll tell you later, with “Shameless” frankness, how it all happened. But first of all I would like to put some questions
to you.
When you and Paul were united, for the first time, didn’t you wish that the day of your first love might be to you a
sort of festival day, somehow or other different from the everyday?
For instance, would it have seemed humiliating to you, on that spring festival day of your life, to go out of doors in
dirty boots, or to wear a torn or soiled blouse?
I ask you because all my acquaintances, the folk of my own age, look on the matter differently. I do not seem to
have sufficient pluck to think and act just as I feel.
It needs a good deal of effort to go against the accepted opinion of those among whom one lives.
With us the accepted attitude towards the beautiful is one of youthful disdain, and it is the same with regard to any
daintiness or correctness of attire of fastidiousness in the home.
Our hostel is all dirt, filth, disorder, tumbled beds. Cigarette ends on the window ledges, flimsy partitions between
the cubicles all covered with torn placards and advertisements. There is not one of us who tries to beautify his dwelling,
and as there is a rumor that we are going to be transferred to another building, the students are even more careless than
they would be ordinarily, and frequently do deliberate damage to the place.
It is as if there were someone or other before whom we are ashamed to be seen occupying ourselves with such trifles
as a clean and beautiful room and healthy fresh air in it. It is not because we have serious business on hand and no time,
but because we feel obliged to despise everything connected with care for beauty.
That is the more strange because we all know that the powers that be, our poverty-stricken proletarian powers, spend
a vast amount of money and energy simply to make everything beautiful, putting flower-gardens all over the place, the
like of which was unknown under the old régime of squires and capitalists, though they prided themselves on their love
of an elegant, beautiful life. All Moscow gleams with stucco, and our university which stood a hundred years looking
like a tumble-down police station, has now been converted into the most beautiful building in Moscow.
And we … feel an involuntary pride in the fact that it is so beautiful. Bu for all that, our own life inside these walls,
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purified by our new government, our own life is dominated by filth and disorder.
All the girls and our men-comrades behave as if they were afraid of being accused of delicacy and good manners.
They deliberately cultivate a coarse and debauched way of talking and slap one another on the hips. And when they
refer to sex they make use of the most coarse expressions, the most disgusting street slang.
The most abominable epithets have with us fill civic rights. And when some of our girls, I will not say all, a few, fell
mortified, something even worse sets in. The rest try to accustom them “to the mother tongue.”
Cynicism, the tone of coarse debauch and the trampling underfoot of all fastidiousness alone have success. Perhaps
it is because we are a poverty-stricken lot, and have nothing to spend on dress, we just spit upon the whole business or
like to pretend that we do. Or it may be that we think of ourselves as soldiers of the revolution, for whom naturally
sentimental notions and fastidiousness have no place. But if we are soldiers of the revolution we ought somehow to
take an example from the power we have set up, and strive for beauty in life not simply for the sake of the beautiful, but
for the sake of cleanliness and health. For that reason it seems about time that we decided to give up this exaggerated,
over-emphasized barracks style.
But, you know, the majority like it. To say nothing of our men, our girls like it; it gives them more freedom and
demands little exercise of will on their part.
But this neglect of the beautiful, the pure and the healthy leads to an appalling hooliganism in our intimate
relationships. It begets a coarseness, a lack of ceremony, a fear of showing the least human delicacy of feeling or of
sensibility or care towards one’s woman friend or any of the girls.
It all comes from the fear of infringing the unwritten moral code.
Things are different with you at the academy. I am sometimes sorry that I entered the university. My mother, who is
a village midwife, looks up to me with a sort of pious respect as to a higher being, but I often wonder what she would
think if she saw the filth in which we live and heard the latest bad language that we habitually use.
For us love does not exist; we have only sexual relationships. And so, love is scornfully relegated to the realm of
“psychology,” and our right to existence is only understood physiologically.
The girls live with their men friends, and it is a small matter to go with them for a week or a month, or
promiscuously, for one night only. And anyone who is trying to find in love anything beyond the physiological is
laughed down as mental or a bad case.

2
What does he think he is? An ordinary student in high boots and a blue blouse unbuttoned at the neck. He
always pushes back his untidy locks from his brow with his hands.
His eyes attracted me. When hew is by himself and is walking along the corridors one feels a great seriousness
and calm in his eyes.
But directly he fell in with any of his fellow-students he became, it seemed to me, exaggeratedly noisy, loose
and coarse. The girls inspired him with self-confidence because he was handsome, the men because he was clever.
He seemed to be afraid to lose the sort of leadership which he had.
I saw two men in him, one possessing a good deal of inner strength and seriousness of mind, the other a vulgar
wag who irritated you by the way he had of showing off and impressing others with the appearance of being very
coarse, much more coarse than, in fact, he is.
Yesterday at sunset we went out for the first time together. Evening stillness had settled on the city and the
street noises were subdued. The air was fresh and there was a pleasant odor of the damp earth coming from the
squares.
“Come along to my place, I don’t live far from here,” said he.
“No, I’m not coming.”
“What’s that? Etiquette?”
“It’s not etiquette at all. That, in the first place. In the second place, it’s very pleasant out of doors at the
moment.”
He shrugged his shoulders.
We walked along the quay and stood for a while at the drawbridge. A girl came selling branches of bird cherry
blossom. I bought a spray of it and had to wait a long while for my change. He stood to one side, looking at me
and frowning slightly.
“Can’t you get on with cherry blossom?”
“I can. But it’s better with cherry blossom than without.”
“I manage always without cherry blossom, and somehow it does not turn out badly,” said he, grinning
unpleasantly.
Two girls were ahead of us. A whole crowd of students were mauling them, and when they tore themselves
away the students burst into fits of laughter, stared after the girls and called out things after them.
“They’ve put the girls in a bad temper. Went to them without cherry blossom, and the girls took fright,” said
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my companion.
“Why do you dislike cherry blossom so much?” I asked.
“Well, it all ends the same way, cherry blossom or no cherry blossom. … Why mince matters?”
“You speak in that way because you have never loved.”
“Why is that necessary?”
“Then what is there in a woman for you?”
“Oh, drop this Chinese ceremoniousness and call me thou,\fn{ Russian, and many other languages, preserves a way of
addressing a person that is more intimate than simply the word “you”. It exists in English, too, as the word “thou,” but it is no longer
commonly used.} don’t call me you! As for woman, there is something there for me, and I dare say it amounts to a

good deal.”
“I shan’t call you thou.\fn{The text has: you.} If everyone uses thou there is no pleasure in it.”
We passed some lilac bushes. I stopped a moment to pin the cherry blossom to my blouse. He made a sudden
movement, pushed back my head and tried to kiss me.
I pushed him back.
“Don’t want to; all right, don’t!” said he calmly.
“I don’t want it. As you don’t love anyone, it’s all the same to you what woman you kiss. If instead of me it
had been someone else, you’d have wanted to kiss her just the same.”
“Quite right. A woman also kisses whom she wants to, and does not confine herself to one. We had a little
beano\fn{Spree.} lately, and the fiancée of a friend of mine who was there kissed me with as much gusto as she did
him. And if it had been someone else near her, she’d have done the same by him. And that couple are marrying for
love at the registration office and the rest of it.”
I was annoyed in the depths of myself when I heard him speak thus. I had fancied that he was not entirely
indifferent to me. How many times had he sought my glance even when I was in a dense crowd of other students!
And why should he spoil this delightful spring evening with licentious and coarse ideas, when one craved
tenderness and quiet conversation?
I hated him at that moment. We were passing a bench on which a lady of a kind was sitting. She wore silk
stockings and her legs were crossed above the knees. She raised her eyes whenever anyone went by.
My companion stared fixedly at her. And having gone on a few steps he turned round and stared at her again. I
felt as if I had been stung.
“Let’s sit down here,” said he at the next bench. He wanted to sit down there so that he could continue to stare
at her.
All at once I felt so upset that I felt I might begin to cry. Fearing lest I should break down, I told him I did not
want to be with him any longer and said good-bye.
He was taken aback, and evidently bewildered.
“Why?” he asked. “Don’t you like me to be sincere? Would it be better if I dressed my ideas up and lied?”
“I’m sorry you do not possess anything that does not need to be dressed up.”
“Well, what are you going to do about it?” said he, as if not at first grasping what I meant. “In that cases I’ll be
going also. Good-bye.” He held my hand in his for a moment. “Only it’s foolish, it’s foolish,” he repeated, and
threw my hand down and strode away towards his home.
I also was taken by surprise. I did not think that he would go away.
I stopped on the corner of the boulevard and looked round. It was one of those May nights when you feel that
the life encompassing you is for that night only and never to be repeated. The moon, with wisps of cloud about
her, stood on high in a warm, cloudy yellow haze. The far-distant sunset tones were lost behind the roofs of many
houses and the Kremlin towers. And the infrequent street lights were dimmed by the moonlight.
And there were gay crowds of young men and girls I the brightly lighted square in front of the cathedral, and
loving couples on the garden seats under low-branching, close-cropped trees and lilac bushes.
There was a murmur of light conversation and laughter; one saw the glowing ends of cigarettes. Everyone
seemed affected, intoxicated by the awakening warmth of the night and eager not to lose a moment of it.
But when such a night strikes no chord in your soul, when you are lonely and miserable and have no
companion, you feel very sad, you could not feel worse.
A few moments earlier I had been indifferent whether he was with me or not. But the thought of his staring at
that woman on the bench preyed on my mind. I felt a tearful anxiety, and I weakened to such an extent that I
wanted else in the world but that he should be with me.
In a word—don’t condemn me—I could not bear to be like one who has been expelled from the glad company,
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thrown out from the choir, this spring festival night.
And without considering what it might mean, I retraced my steps and hurried towards his house.
3
There was but one thought in my head: he might have gone out, I might be late, I might remain solitary. And
then I reproached myself for breaking away from him so ridiculously without making the slightest effort to bring
out the good side of his character.
I reflected that in this I had behaved in just the same way as those who shrug their shoulders at unpleasant
conditions and do nothing to better them. It meant that I wanted to get something better without any expense of
energy on my part.
I went under the gateway of the old stone house and felt the strange contrast of the air of the warm May night
out of doors and the cold reek of unheated walls.
There are still many entrances like this in Moscow, with unwashed doors and rags of old advertisements
hanging from them, filthy outer stairways scribbled over and unswept.
He didn’t at all expect to see me again. Apparently he was about to sit down to work. There was a slight table
that looked like a plasterer’s trestles set up against one of the walls. An electric lamp bulb hung on a chord from
the ceiling, but had been pulled over to the table and was fixed there by a nail.
“So, the heroine has returned!” he exclaimed. “Evidently thought better of it. So much the better.”
He came up to me grinning and took me by the arm. Perhaps he was going to kiss me or stroke me, but he did
neither.
“I was sorry we quarreled and I wanted to put it right,” said I.
“What was there to put right? Wait a moment, I’ll put a notice on the door that I’m not at home. Otherwise
someone may come.”
He wrote out the notice, standing at the table, and then went out with it. Alone in the room, I had a look round.
This room of his had the same general character as that staircase. The walls were scrawled with telephone
numbers; cigarette ends and scraps of paper littered the unswept floor. There was a tumbled, unmade bed
alongside one of the walls, must as in one of our rooms at the hostel; dirty dishes on the window-ledge, empty
bottles, butter-paper, egg-shells, cans.
I felt somewhat embarrassed and could not think what I would say to him when he came back. It would not be
very wise to be silent, as that might be construed to mean something quite different.
Then it occurred to me to ask myself why he had gone out to fix that notice on the door. What if someone did
come?
Suddenly I understood, and at the thought I went dizzy and caught my breath. With a beating heart I went to
the window-ledge, having the intention of clearing away the bottle and cigarette boxes to make a place to sit
down. I saw that my hand trembled. All the same I did clear the ledge and lay down on it on my stomach.
I had never felt before such an agitated tension of expectation as I did as I lay there listening for what might
happen behind my back.
My only regret was that the best minutes of my life and happiness, perhaps of my first day of love, must be
accomplished in the midst of the leavings of yesterday’s food in this bespattered, dirty room.
That was why, when he came back into the room, I suggested we go out for some fresh air.
An expression of surprise and vexation flitted across his face.
“Why?” he asked. “Haven’t you just come from out there?”
Then his voice changed.
“I’ve fixed it so that nobody is likely to disturb us. Don’t talk nonsense. I’m not going to let you out anywhere
now,” said he hurriedly.
“I don’t like being here.”
“Ah, beginning all that over again …” said he crossly. “What’s the matter? Where do you want to go to?”
His speech was choking and rapid, and his hands trembled when he thought to restrain me from going.
My hands alos trembled, and my heart beat so violently it was dark before my eyes. A conflict was raging in
my mind, the mood of surrender, the feeling that no one would disturb us, and the mood of protest, engendered by
his thievish hurried whispering, his greedy haste and the loss of his calm and self-restraint. He seemed to have
only one thing at heart, to succeed before any of his comrades burst in upon him. He showed impatience and
irritation at the slightest show of resistance on my part.
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We women even in free love cannot look to squarely at the actual F ACT. For us the fact is always at the end of
the chapter, while at the beginning we are charmed by the man himself, his mind, his talents, his soul, his
tenderness. We always begin by desiring something other than physical union. When this other desire has not been
satisfied and a woman falls a victim to the momentary impulse of her senses, she experiences a disgust with
herself instead of a fullness and happiness. She becomes hostile to the man as towards an accomplice in her fall,
as towards a gross being who has forced her to have disagreeable and abominable sensations.
The unmade bed, those egg-shells in the window, the dirt, his furtive glances, and the feeling that things were
not going the way they should, had already discountenanced me.
“I can’t remain!” I exclaimed, almost in tears.
“Now what’s the matter? Don’t you like the furniture? Not enough poetry in it? But I’m not some baron …” he
cried with ill-concealed vexation.
I suppose the expression on my face changed at this shouting, for, as if anxious to undo the impression he
might have made by these words, he began to calm me in hurried whispers.
“That’s all right, dear, stop … it’s quite true someone might come in.”
I ought most certainly to have gone away then. But the fact of being alone with him there enkindled such sheer
desire in me as in him. I chose to deceive myself and stayed on in the false expectation that something would
intervene. …
“Wait, I’ll make some poetry for you,” said he, and turned out the light.
That was better truly, for one did not see the dirty bed nor the bottles nor the cigarette ends on the floor.
I stood at the window with my back to him. He came up behind me and put an arm round my neck while I
remained looking out at the window. I could not see the expression of his face, but I was grateful to him for that
embrace. I would have liked to stand there for a long, long while.
But his impatience got the better of him. He kept thinking that his comrades might come in. “How long will
you stand there?” he asked, leading me away from the window with his arm.
*
When we got up he first of all turned on the light.
“Oh, I don’t want any light,” I cried in misery and alarm.
He looked at me with astonishment, and shrugging his shoulders, turned the light out again. Then he went back
to the bed and began to tidy it.
“I must put my room-mate’s bed straight, otherwise Vanya’ll guess right away that I’ve had a lady in the
room,” said he.
He was fussing around the bed and was on all-fours on the floor, evidently looking for something. I was left
alone. Presently he came up to me. Almost against my will I gave a deep sigh and turned my head round to see
him. I was struggling with all my strength to overcome my feelings. He stretched out a hand.
“There,” said he, “your hairpins. I crawled and crawled about the floor. Why must you be absolutely without
light? You'’ better be off now or somebody will be along. I’ll see you out by the back way. The front door will be
shut now.”
We did not say a word to one another, and somehow seemed to be avoiding one another’s eyes.
When I got into the street I walked some way mechanically, without a thought. Then suddenly I felt something
metallic in my hand and I shuddered, remembering that it was the hairpins which he had put in my palm. I even
stood and gazed at them. They were certainly hairpins, nothing more or less.
Still holding them in my hand, I staggered home. I still had that spray of crumpled blossom on my blouse, and
it hung loose like a rag.
And that same wonderful night held sway over the town. The moon stood high over the masses of buildings,
and the little clouds were like curling smoke. The same vague, misty horizon lay far away over the city.
And there was the same aroma of apple blossom, bird cherry and grass. …
4.1 Chocolate\fn{by Alexander Tarasov-Rodyonov (1885-1938)} Astikkan, Kazan, Tatarstan Republic, Russia (M) 46
1
Opening her eyes, she was again aware of the dark-bright enigma, like a dissolving gray net. A nervous
shudder ran over her chilled limbs and settled as a rheumatic twinge in her feet. But then it suddenly pierced her
heart, and everything became terrifyingly clear—the hard narrow bench, her fur coat slipping to the ground, the
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muff in place of a pillow, and the musty stillness disturbed by the same sound of nervous snoring. Somewhere
behind the wall water was dripping slowly into a brass pan.
She was in such utter anguish that she felt she must weep again. During the long night, however, her eyes had
been worn out by tears, and her throat was tightly constricted. Carefully, Elena moved her numb leg, pulled up her
coat, and fell to listening with both ears.
“Just don’t think—just don’t think”—the words drilled into her brain.
But another small voice like a splinter of ice shot into the bright brown ringlets, disheveled and unruly, about
her face.
“How not to think? How not to think? What if they come today to take you out and shoot you?”
Again a cold, clammy shudder ran through Elena.
From the corridor behind the wall came the sound of footsteps. Like a cornered mouse trying to escape the cat,
Elena pricked up her ears. Someone was walking with an even, unhurried tread, and each dull footfall tallied with
the water dripping into the brass pan. The footsteps came close to the door, went past. The crisis of terror was
over, but Elena’s heart still beat shudderingly. The gray square of the window grew paler and paler; the men in the
corner went on snoring.
“What beasts! How can they sleep so easily, so willingly?” thought Elena. “This very night they took five
people away, and none have come back. Oh, God, what state are they in now?”
In her mind she saw an image of a muddy courtyard, its flagstones smeared with clotting blood, littered with
shot bodies. Elena had never seen such horrors, not even in films, but someone had once described these things in
vivid terms, and the memory had remained.
“That Latvian said that today they would decide the fate of us all.” She shuddered. “Five already gone, now
only four are left. Or even fewer?”
She got up and began feeling her way gingerly along the wall to count how many were left. By the window,
wrapped in fur, the sturdy Gitanov lay like a huge black knot. Two steps further on, in the corner, a gray army
cape covered the sleeping Kovalensky; his long legs were flung out straight. A little farther, near the table, she
made out the form of the stranger with the gray eyes that stared without any expression into the future.
“What an odd name he had,” thought Elena, “Finikov—date palm! I’ve never heard such a name in my life.
like something sickly sweet, sticky, exotic. There’s something altogether inscrutable about the man, something
unapproachable. I wonder: could he have been the cause of this arrest?”
“Finikov!” he had growled when they were being charged, in such curt muffled tone that the Latvian taking
down names demanded doubtfully:
“Who? Who?”
“Fi-ni-kov!” repeated the stranger, stressing each syllable, so that the Latvian stopped short and threw an
inquiring glance at Kovalensky.
“Or could it have been Kovalensky himself?” Elena asked herself. “How can anyone know? Nobody can get
inside another’s soul. An officer of the guards, an aristocrat, a gambler, a balletomane—could he suddenly have
been so fired with civic duty that …” A, poor man, oh, unfortunate man … Oh, how awful!” The shuddering went
through her—“Whom was he struggling against who could make him the superfluous victim of a shooting?”
And what of Gitanov, that plump, splendid feather-bed of a man, always freshly shaven and smoothly combed,
that stage-manager of souls, the darling of all the young girls? But how could any sympathy or genuine
understanding really exist in this bloody human mousetrap of a place? All, all would be shot, and she, Elena Valtz,
with them.
“And for what reason, for what reason?” she reflected, pulling at her fingers, and, without realizing it, she
wrung her hands. It grew colder; limpidly, as if drowning, the moist, yellow morning of the North sank heavily
and slowly into the well of the gloomy courtyard visible from the window. Terror again surged over her. Quickly,
silently, Elena stole back to her bench and lay down, wrapping herself from head to foot in the soft folds of her
coat.
“Just don’t think! Just don’t think!” Gritting her teeth, she fought down her thoughts. Even with eyes wide
open she could see nothing from within the coat. She was pleasantly warmed by her own breath and the coat’s
softness caressing her nose and cheeks. There was a hint of perfume like new grass on a fragrant May morning.
Perhaps it came from the handkerchief wet with tears, tucked into the muff under her head. But she didn’t even
feel like reaching for it. Then, exhaustion had weighted her hands. How had this feeling of calm, lightness, and
ease come about so suddenly? She remembered her soft bed—not the bed, but the path beneath the lime trees, the
radiant sun in the green park, and the faint tickling of a grassy blade on her ear. Overhead in the infinite blue
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puffballs of clouds are scudding.
No, not clouds, the spinning wheels of the landau, skimming the rough pavement of the driveway. Elena’s legs
have been wrapped in a rug by the attentive man beside her. He is charming. His hand wears a supple, brown
leather glove. She wanted to lift her fringed lashes and send a gay, tender, caressing glance into his dear face. Her
Edward, her Edward from the British embassy. Why hasn’t he thought to bring her a bar of the Cailler chocolate
she likes so much? She looked up.
Dear God, how awful! Not Edward. A stranger, clean-shaven, with a huge face—fright shook Elena’s curls.
Yes, it was he, the Latvian! The Latvian who had arrested them. He made his way through them with a horrible,
menacing laugh and brutally jerked the rug from her knees.
“Elena Valentinovna! Elena Valentinovna! My dear, don’t be upset. It’s for you.”
Gitanov’s spongy voice. He was standing like a lump of suet before her as she lay quivering in her fur coat.
Gitanov had even had time to comb his hair, but he was wearing neither a collar nor a tie: both had been tossed
onto the windowsill.
Keeping his distance, his eyes blinking, Kovalensky was devouring her with his gaze, and close by was
Finikov’s calm, expressionless stare, indifferent. He would not entangle himself in words, or even gestures. It was
all like an interval, a passing sideshow.
The brown-haired man was the matter. “Probably a Jew,” went through her consciousness. He was hovering
over her bench, and behind him, like a shadow, was a guard with a bayonet, a Red Army man. Springing up, Elena
shook herself and gathered the coat around her shoulders.
“Bring them all with you!” said the brown-haired man and waved his hand at her bench.
“What does that mean, bring them all? So I’m not coming back again?!” Elena's heart froze. Hands trembling,
she tied her silk scarf round her head, picked up her muff, slipped on her overshoes, and, without taking leave of
anyone—ah, what was to come was to come—hastened with nervous, skittering steps out into the corridor in the
wake of the brown-haired man. “What is to come, let it come, but come quickly!” Suddenly it was hot, so hot, her
cheeks were on fire.
They went along the corridor and down some stairs; passing along a second, twisting corridor, they went up
another flight of steps. Upstairs, passing by two rooms, they stopped outside a third.
“Wait here!” said the brown-haired man to the guard and beckoned Elena forward.
A room with a dark red wallpaper—as if someone’s blood, dropped in Elena’s thoughts. A large window hung
with cherry-colored drapes opened onto the street. There was a shelf by the window with papers on it and more
papers on a table against the wall, near the door. Another immense table stood in the middle of the room. At this
table sat a well-dressed, fair-haired man.
“This is Elena Valtz,” said her escort. She was met with a look, weary, apathetic, expression less.
“Sit down. Over here!” He pulled up a seat, and the light from the window fell on her face. The fair-haired man
went on quietly, methodically, with his writing. Elena sat down beside the brown-haired man. Both were fast
bound in silence, except that the hammering in Elena’s temples did not cease.
At last the fair man finished his writing, blotted it, and put it away. He took a fresh sheet of white paper, ruled
it, and asked with a sad, low voice: “Your name, occupation, and address?”
“Elena Valentinovna Valtz. Ballerina. 38 Kapitanskaya Street, Apartment 4.”
“What made you go to Gitanov’s house, yesterday?”
“He’s an old acquaintance of mine. There was a party at his house, a few of his old friends from the theater
world. Nowadays, when people are hungry … truly …” The tears came uninvited to Elena’s eyes. The fair man’s
shape was hazy as he pushed the water carafe over toward her. Yes. She would be calmer soon.
She would be in no danger if she spoke only the truth.
Yes, she knew that.
“But what truth do you want of me? I know nothing. Truly—nothing at all.”
The fair man took up an envelope and showed her the letter inside it.
No, she had never seen it before, was seeing it now for the first time.
How did that letter come to be under the carpet by the chair she had been sitting on at Gitanov’s party?
But how was she to know?! It was as if he were binding her delicate little figure with an iron chain and fetters.
“I’m lost!” bored into her brain. “Lost!” whispered the pallid lips.
Her muff fell to the floor; the sharp and sticky gaze of the two men—one quiet and fair, and the other brownhaired, restless—soaked deeper and deeper, right into her heart. Her hands, fluttering, sought the table edge, her
throat contracted painfully, and everything began to reel and swim.
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Again, the weary, drawling voice: “Calm yourself.”
Her head was resting comfortably against the back of the armchair. Before her eyes an angle of the tiled stove
—where was she? Ah, now she knew: still the same room and the same people tormenting her, only now the look
in the fair man’s eyes was rather softer.
“Tell us,” he asked unexpectedly, hissing the words, “who was next to you, before the CHEKA\fn{ The AllRussian Extraordinary Commission for Combating Counterrevolution and Sabotage, created under the leadership of Feliks Dzerzhinsky in
December, 1917; the first of a series of internal security agencies designed to ferret out internal spies in the Soviet Union; replaced in 1922
by the GPU (State Political Administration).} agent came into the room?”

“Oh, yes,” she remembered. She would tell them directly … should she tell them? Betray?—a low-minded
thing to do, criminal, abject.
“Consider,” said the fair man, breaking the silence. “We know who it was. The testimony of the five we’ve
already interrogated has revealed the facts. Your answer will only show us the degree of your own involvement in
this affair. In any case, the facts themselves are as certain as my name is Deputy Investigator Horst.”
So he was the terrible Horst! Elena again grasped for the tumbler of water, and the nervous chattering of her
teeth was like a tattoo on the glass. No, she would conceal nothing from them, nothing. Next to her had been
sitting—Kovalensky, the army officer, but he had not been holding anything in his hand, “nothing, believe me.”
She swore this by all she held sacred and dear in this world.
“And would you take an oath on your own life?” cut in the fair man. “Now, who sat next to him?”
“To him!”
“Yes, to him!”
“To him … no one … only a little way over—maybe one or two paces—over toward the window—what was
his name?—was sitting … Finikov.”
“And you’d never met him before?” The fair-haired man was smiling now.
“Oh, I swear to God I never in my life set eyes on him until last evening!”
“Very good. What else can you tell us?”
“Nothing.”
“Nothing?”
“Nothing.”
Soundlessly, the pen glided over the paper, swiftly, swiftly, it went minuetting over the lines.
“Now be careful and listen!”
She tried to listen, but scarcely heard him, thinking only: what now?
“Sign your name here!”
With trembling hands she took the pen, but the quill refused to write. Instead of Valtz, appeared the misnomer,
“Valuy.”
“Stay where you are.”
The fair man picked up another paper and vanished through a side door.
With a flash of his diamond ring—how could she have failed to notice it before?—the brown-haired man had
brought from his pocket a cigarette case with a solid gold monogram.
“You smoke?”
“No,” lied Elena.
If only she could spring on him like a cat and bury her sharp claws in his face … heavens, how long since she
had last had a manicure … then it occurred to her that today she had not even washed. “I certainly must look
fine!”
A small blue cloud rose slowly above her. The brown-haired man fastened his lips on the cigarette and ran his
eyes over Elena’s neck.
“If you please,” the fair man abruptly summoned her, snapping open the door.
Again the spine-chilling smile. Gooseflesh came up on her arms. With a look of terror, Elena walked
submissively behind the fair-haired man’s dark back toward the tobacco-brown, silk drapery. Before her lay a
deep-blue room decorated in Gothic style. At the window loomed a tall dark shadow that now stirred and took a
place at the table.
“Very well, Comrade Horst, leave me alone with her and tell Comrade Lipshaevich to let no one in here. No
one—tell the courier as well.”
The hateful question, “What does he want?” flashed through Elena's brain.
But the voice was deep, sympathetic. Horst went out.
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“I am the head of the CHEKA for this region, Citizeness Valtz, my name is Zudin,” said the stranger. At once
Elena’s fear vanished, as if an old acquaintance at a chance encounter had told her an interesting anecdote. The
dark blue of the walls was a background to the gold silk of the window hangings. The casements soared as though
unbarred by windowpanes. It was as if the deep-lying husk of the street with its motor fumes had burst freely into
the room. And here at the table, within earshot of the busy tramway, sat an unknown acquaintance.
Oh, what had he been saying at such length? Now Elena could make out his face: haggard, pale, the eyes
enlarged, a colorless mustache, and a sparse wedge of a beard. Beneath his ill-shaven chin was the collar of a dark
shirt, and over this a dark jacket.
“From worker to official,” thought Elena. So this was what he looked like, this Zudin. Why had he sounded so
awful before, in the stories her friends had told her? And why had she been brought to see him? Was it so serious?
Oh yes, that disastrous, ill-fated letter! Perhaps he had even forged it himself! To have them all shot at will? But
what was this Zudin talking of now?
“You must tell everything and hide nothing from me.”
“What is it I must tell you?”
“What I tell you to tell me: which of these men have you been on intimate terms with, and when?”
Like a whiplash in the face. The color flared in Elena's cheeks. Absolutely not! Never! What could he have in
his mind? Just because she was a ballerina …
And a mighty current, a rushing storm of tears, enveloped her thoughts and emotions. The mountain that had
been weighing on Elena’s heart melted swiftly away in that flood of weeping.
Where was the carafe? Nobody offered her any water. Zudin sat on, unmoving.
“You misunderstand me, Citizeness Valtz. It was by no means my intention to offend you by my questions or
to cast aspersions on your character. I only wish to clarify your role, the role you have played in this affair.”
Ah, how fast his voice grew in awfulness!
“Not your role at the theater, but the role you have played as a woman among these men. Politics is a nasty
business, Citizeness Ballerina. The letter found under the carpet where you were sitting contains a mention of
murder—the political murder of some of our most prominent comrades. And among the papers belonging to the
persons arrested with you were found letters, written by you. I hope you now understand why I expect from you a
full and truthful answer, without any false modesty whatever.”
Elena said nothing.
“Ah, how terrible it is, how exquisitely terrible!” she thought. “And how do they contrive to ferret out every
last thing? Letters I wrote—in whose possession did you find them?”
But Zudin no longer had his eyes fixed on her; he had gone over to the window. Perhaps it was better not to see
the eyes when these things were spoken of. Why wasn’t a woman examining her? On second thought, no, better
not a woman. A woman could not understand about that. “How terrible!” Elena thought aloud.
“Passion is a natural thing—we’re none of us saints, and to err is human. There’s no shame in it!” Zudin tried
to encourage her with sympathetic words. “Don’t worry. Your secret will be buried here in this room forever, not
even put down on paper. I gave the express order that all doors were to be closed.”
But what answer was she to give? With which of them had she been on intimate terms? Well, yes, there was
Kovalensky, the officer, but that was a long, long time ago, at the beginning of the war. He used to call for her at
the theater, come to her lodgings—and then—then they had not met again for a long time. He was at the front. But
wait … wait … yes, once he had sought her out. She had never been to his rooms.
“With whom else?”
“Daryalovsky, the comic actor, who once stood trial with you. Theater life throws people together, but we don’t
take it seriously. The same for that man, Gitanov. He had been pestering me for a long time, and it was hard to
turn him away. He was very likable, good-hearted, and he made me laugh … and he had helped me a great deal
—”
“Who else? No one of the arrest … I don’t think …”
“And what about Finikov?”
“Finikov! No! I’ve already told you: it was the first time I’d seen him. We were introduced by Gitanov. He was
extremely polite, but not talkative. I hardly exchanged a word with him.”
Had she taken money from these men?
Again she reddened, and her eyes filled with tears.
“What? Even that you want to know?! Is there nothing, nothing sacred for you, even a woman’s secrets?”
Had she taken money?
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“Ye-e-es … I did … quite a lot … from them all. Oh, if you only knew, Comrade Zudin!”
Ah, dear God, what had she said? Come to your senses, Elena—you called him comrade?
“No, no, no!” screamed Elena in utter despair.
“If you only knew, Comrade Zudin”—from Elena’s mouth and eyes it all flowed out onto her breast—“if you
only knew what a ballerina’s whole existence can be, when she has been forced from fifteen years of age, yes,
forced—the ballet tradition is unshakable—forced to sell herself to filthy, sweating men—dear Zudin, Comrade
Zudin! No, it wasn’t you who flung filth at me, but this vile life, this vile life, that dirtied us—there’s no hope of
salvation for such lost, loathsome creatures as we are! … If I ever get—I get the chance to earn a loaf of bread,
honest bread, I would. Oh, why tell you the rest? You can never know the whole truth of it! What Gitanov invited
me for was to set me up with this—what’s his name?—Finikov. He said he would pay me—a lot of money! And I
was so hungry, yes, hungry. Oh, hunger! I sold my entire wardrobe. Only my coat and muff and a few other
clothes were left. Dear, good C-C-Comrade Zudin! Before all this began, I was a girl in high school-fifth class!
just a living, not slavery, but a living, an honest living—not much to ask—I beg of you—I’m ready, I want to
work! Must I sell myself again?! A wretched little prostitute—that’s how I’ve been branded!”
Moans followed close upon one another, Elena, beside herself with grief, groveled on the floor. Her scarf fell
off, her coat also. Her curls stuck to her temples. Only the chestnut gleam of her hair and the rosiness of her soft
little ear told the aloof gray sky outside the clear window of that blue, Gothic room that here was a woman
grieving, deeply unhappy.
Suddenly, Elena’s pitiful little hand was taken into a strong, male grasp.
“Now, enough, Comrade Valtz, get up, set yourself to rights, and calm down!”
Zudin was speaking. How eagerly she would have gone on listening to his dear voice.
“We Communists are fighting this bloody struggle precisely for the good of all those crushed by the capitalist
yoke, and so for the good of people like you. Get up and compose yourself now! And if you want work, here’s
what you can do: come back here again, say, the day after tomorrow, around one o’clock and ask for me. I’ll be a
friend to you and help you.
“So come along, stand up and put on your wraps, and off with you. You’re free.”
Zudin pressed a button, and behind the door a high, shrill ring was heard.
*
The air was filled with sunlight. It merrily whirled the dust around in a gay waltz. It pressed against one’s
cheeks and its warm, affectionate paws stroked the eyelids. In silent spring ecstasy the sun scattered its brightness
as if entranced.
“What was that name? Valtz? What case was this? I told her to come? I don’t remember it. All right, I’ll see
her.”
He is terribly sleepy—hands dropping, eyes closing, thoughts flagging. Time to go home and sleep. And in the
evening—to work again.
“Call Comrade Katzmann. Valtz? Let her wait!”
“Comrade Plastov, Comrade Plastov! Just a second! Have you heard from Dynin about that naval officer,
what’s his name? The one who went to Finland? You haven’t? Very strange. Have the inquiry rated ‘urgent.’ They
still have it on the schedule? Excellent. Those French airmen should be committed for a hearing here as quickly as
possible. Too late? A great pity! Anyway, you undertake the inquiry yourself, so that navy man doesn’t give us the
slip.”
“Ah, there you are, Abram!”
“I’ve no more need of you, Comrade Plastov, and be sure to come to me early tomorrow morning with a full
report on that naval officer.”
“Well, now, Abram! Close the door carefully. Now, where’ve we got to in this affair? Did you find the
Englishman? Those British bulldogs are sly bastards! Now, they’re not going to lie low for too long—they’re
certainly going to make an appearance somewhere. What information was Planchette able to give us? What’s his
name? Heckey? Mr. Heckey? Very well. We’re putting the heat on him now, not Lockhart—if only we can bring
him in!
“Well, now, next, Abram, my friend, Pavlov has been explaining his actions to me in that gambling-house
affair. He says there’s been something about discharging some con man with a name like Bocharkin. It’s not at all
clear to me. You look into the case yourself; mind you’re unobtrusive.
“That’s all! I’ll probably be back around six. When Horst has had his rest, he’s to brief me on the Kyashinin
case. I’ll probably sound out the young one myself. Oh, yes! Has Dagnis made his report to you? What’s he done
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with Finikov? Liquidated? When? This morning? Excellent. Get a telegram out to Moscow in my name. Mark it
‘urgent.’ Nothing else for the present.
“So please look into this Bocharkin business. Understood? So long for now, see you this evening.
“Hallo, Miss, get me 22-48.
“One moment, comrade! I’ll soon have finished with the phone, then you bring her in.
“Is that 22-48? Thanks. Is that you, Comrade Ignatyev? This is Zudin. And good day to you! Thank you, very
well. I wanted to let you know that things have turned out exactly as we thought. Yes, to be sure, in that affair—
Savinkov’s, I mean! We picked up the entire ring, all through a woman. It was quite an affair! Executed this
morning. Yes? Yes? Good! So good-bye for now. I’ll be here this evening. During the day I’ll be at home. Must
get some rest. Good-bye!”
He fell back wearily in his chair. His eyes closed of their own accord. And, on top of it all, this sunshine! Like
spring! With the dazzling caprice of a jester, it beat and cried insistently at the window, casting its glittering
powder into the darkest corner. By its golden haze all was made invisible. And through eyelids cleaving together
bloomed the color-bright rainbows.
“Is the motor\fn{Automobile; they were once commonly called “motorcars” .} there? I’m coming. Oh, yes, Valtz, let her
in!”
Like a picture: dazzling in a purple and beige mantle. Too bright and gay a color. And even more so in the
sunlight! In a halo made by the shafts of gilded dust. The hair like fire.
“Please sit down! What a lovely day, isn’t it? You’ll pardon me, I’m very tired. You want to work? That’s
splendid, splendid.”
How annoying not to have a shade to pull down over that window. We must get one this spring, because it’s
blinding one with red spots in the eyes.
“Good, then, we'll find you some work. Do you know what it means to keep a file? Well, that’s splendid!”
Oh, the hell with these bells and their jingling—like a shower bath.
“Listen here, Comrade Lipshaevich, we’re going to take on Comrade Valtz as a clerk. We’ll try her out by
putting her in charge of the file on closed cases—numbering and entering names. Snegireva can take on the
current cases for Shalenko. So that’s settled. Where shall she sit? She can sit here, in the corner office with the
gray paint. She can keep the records on the side. We-e-ll, that’s that! Now I’ll let you go. And you, comrade, will
show her the work. So, to keep the records in order. We-e-ll, good-bye for now. I wish you well!”
Scattering the golden sheaf of sunny beams, he raced out like a whirlwind. Below, the motor roared once, then
faded into the distance.
And what about this room? It hardly corresponded to the underground stronghold of some Grand Inquisitor.
And this sunshine! This sunshine! Strewing its drops of amber …
“Good. Let’s go. Will you kindly show me the way? Your name’s Lipshaevich, isn’t it? Comrade Lipshaevich?
Mine’s Flena Valentinovna Valtz. Oh, I’m forgetting you know that already!
The motor swung down into the petted and uneven streets to dump its load. Zudin’s hat had fallen off, and his
briefcase had come open. On either side of him the glass of the windows flew like gleaming hedges. The roofs
were dripping, the streets muddy. And the shadows were quite purple—in a painting not to be believed. Even
people’s faces were purple. There was actually a haze of violet. And so warm! So warm! Only the ice on the river
was gray.
The car stopped before a gray house all in shadow, blue and crimson shadow.
“Come back for me at six!” He shut the door. Ran up the staircase lit by windows opening onto a courtyard.
Pealed loudly on the bell.
“I’m home, Lisa! Do you know, I think I’ll just go and lie down for a bit. No, can’t wait a minute. My head’s
splitting. I’ve only fifteen minutes for supper. Wake me when you’re ready. What’ve you got today? Pea soup?
Oh, good! Rubbish, it doesn’t need any butter. Lisa, please, let be, we’ll talk about it later. Let me get some sleep
now …
“Well, it’s certainly been spring today. There’s no shade at all in this bedroom. Well, never mind: the sleep will
refresh me. If I can only get my boots off …
“No, I’m careful: I won’t dirty the covers. Mitya darling, you and Masha go into the other room. I must have a
little rest. Lisanka, take Masha away, will you? Only for a little while. When I’m asleep, they can make all the
row they want and shoot off their cannons. All right, come and give me a kiss, only not too much noise. Your
shoes all worn out? I'll get you new ones—at Easter.”
“Ts-s-s.”
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“He’s asleep.”
“Mitenka, leave that shade down. Take your book into the dining room, let Papa sleep. He’s been working very
hard. Take Masha with you: show her the pictures. And I’ll be laying the table. Dinner will soon be ready.”
Slowly, audibly, the clock, keeper of time, ticked on.
It was three o’clock.
“Lyosha, get up!”
u 0 egolng.
“But …? Who …? Get going!”
“Lyosha? Get up now, we’re ready to eat! Masha, pull on Papa’s leg. Mitya, don’t jump!”
“It’s not at all pleasant getting up! Br-r-r … Chilly!”
“It’s rather cold. Or is it after your nap that you feel it? Now, let’s go, shall we?”
“Here, Masha, you little mischief, leave my spoon alone!”
“Well! It seems it’s a holiday in this house: meat in the soup!”
“Well, you see, I was afraid the horsemeat was going bad in the window. It’s so warm today, the snow’s
melting and running off the roofs.”
“So you cooked it all! But I’m afraid we can’t ask for more rations, Lisok. Well, it doesn’t matter, let’s eat. Is
there any mustard?”
“Go on, you bourgeois!”
“So now I’m a bourgeois?”
“Did you ever get mustard with it in the factory canteen?”
“At that time it was bitter enough without it!”
“So now are you all right?”
“Well, better than before.”
“Mustard or not, it did taste better in the old days. There was butter in everything. And now …”
“Now we’re getting out of hand. I believe you’re a Communist, aren’t you?”
“What do you mean, Communist? An idea is an idea. I’m saying nothing, mind you. Only, Lyosha dear, don’t
be a bear.
“It’s no good without butter. Butter is good for Mitya and Masha, too. Only look how pale they are, skin and
bone! Isn’t it nourishing for them? And what about us? We need it, too. We used to eat much better in the old
days. Now my heart’s ready to burst. They’re our own children! But I mustn’t talk of heart-ache to you.”
“You’d have the rivers flowing milk right away?”
“There you are! It’s difficult to talk to you!”
“Mitya, don’t play with your fork!”
“Whether they flow milk or not, you could phone Ignatyev. Or even just his secretary. A big deal! Everybody
gets something more than the ration. Just consider your own situation. You were better off even in exile, weren’t
you? Working like a beast of burden, night and day, and what food do you get? Not enough to feed a bird, and
peas, peas, peas. And this is what’s called proletarian rule! And you can’t even mention milk pudding, or they call
you a milksop!”
“Whew! What a play on words! Wipe Masha’s nose, she’s got it all smeared with your proletarian rule. But
compared to reality, all your emotion is just so much rubbish! We’re not the only ones to live like this. Hundreds
of thousands of people don’t even have this much. What would they say to your cooking with butter? People in
the factories complain anyway: ‘The commissars take everything.’ There isn’t a stick of wood in the city, yet look
at us!”
“There’s no talking to you. We haven’t had a piece of soap in the house for two months, we keep on piling up
washing. And when you’re able to get a pound or so, you hear me …”
“You hear me, you hear me. We had a young woman in the office today, a ballet dancer. Just for a piece of
bread she had to sell herself to the first man to come along. Now she’s got herself mixed up in a spy case. And all
for nothing, for a mere piece of bread. She showed me what my own attitude should be: philanthropical. Why are
you looking at me like that? I mean it!”
“Just see that she doesn’t make any trouble for you over there.”
“She certainly won’t make any trouble! Mitya, you scamp, get me a cigarette out of my jacket pocket. No,
leave it, I’ll get it myself.”
The sunbeams, curving, crept off the bed and up the wall, twisted about the window frame and the painted
brass window fastener.
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“Who took the receiver off the hook? Ah, you little ones are a torment. Someone may have wanted to call us
here, and we couldn’t have heard.”
“Don’t be upset, Lyosha, it’s my fault, I took it off. People must let a man rest. Shall I start the samovar?”
“Go ahead. Only, you know, I’d like another little nap: there’s a lot of work for tonight. And wake me when the
motor comes. Oh, Masha, Masha, you again! Get away! Her felt boots are certainly worn through, and she’s not
wearing stockings.”
“I’ve been telling you for a long time: the children have no stockings to wear.”
“Yes, indeed you have, but what's to be done about it, Lisa? just wait till we break the blockade. Eh-eh-a-ah!”
“There, have your nap. I’ll come and wake you.”
“Mommy, what’s a blockade?”
“Don’t talk! Papa’s asleep.”
Papa was asleep; the children crept noiselessly to the window and looked out at the disappearing red ball that
crouched on the roof, at the sky tinting itself pink. The little courtyard, the muddy ground, shone red as they
reflected the setting sun, its smile of farewell. A breeze blew through the window. The wind gathered strength and
sent feathers of cloud high into the sky. In a small, thin voice the samovar began to sing in the kitchen. The sky
grew dark, a wavering star glittered overhead, delicately, exquisitely hanging, like a diamond drop from a slender
wand. It gazed down on Mitya and Masha, who open-mouthed stood glued to the breath-clouded window.
2
Valtz had arranged the papers, put on her coat, and was going down the stairs. Lipshaevich was waiting for her
on the landing.
“Don’t we take the same direction? Where do you live? Kapitanskaya? That’s right in my neighborhood. If I’m
not in your way?”
Matching their steps, they went through the quiet streets in the cool of the evening. Playing with his sparkling
ring and splendid in the tailored cut of his jacket, Lipshaevich began to discourse on the theater, drama, the ballet.
At one corner, as Valtz lost her footing, he took her arm and did not release if till they reached her lodging, all the
time breathing heavily in her ear; his small eyes seemed to grow oilier than ever. He finally took his leave of her
at her house door. Valtz disappeared through the entrance, ran across the muddy yard, gazing at the stars in the
greenish sky. She hastened up the familiar steps, knocked, and answered the shuffling footsteps behind the door:
“It’s I!”
Her cigarette glowing in the dark, “An old friend came to see you,” the lodging-house keeper told her.
“And old friend?” At once the bright legend of the escaping day vanished.
“The one who used t6 come a lot a year ago; he left a package and a letter; he seemed very interested in
hearing about you; I told him all could.”
Quickly she snatched the key from the lodging-house keeper’s hand, scarcely heeding what she said, and ran
into her room. There on the table lay a large, paper-wrapped package and a letter in a pale gray envelope. Hastily
she lit the candle and, hands trembling, opened the string-tied package.
Good Heavens! Chocolate! There must be twenty pounds of it here!
She tore open the envelope.
My dear Nelly,
I came here on the off chance, with something for you. Of course, I shan’t soon forget how much my kitten liked to
nibble chocolate and how long it must be since she has had any. But I find that my little creature has gone into the
service of the tiger: is this so? Good luck to you!
Even if this is true and irrevocable, my chocolate shall remain here as a farewell gift.
If, though, it should be a fleeting whim, a bold flirtation with danger, and should my kitten still be the careless little
creature she once was, you might (as you read this I am watching you unnoticed from the court) give me a sign. Take
the candle over to the window and snuff it right out; then go slowly to the back door and let me in. The landlady must
suspect nothing. Au revoir; I am waiting—one way or the other; with the tiger against me, or with me.
Your affectionate Edward.
P .S. I shall not wait long for my answer and shall disappear for good.
—E. H.

The paper fell from Elena’s hands.
What should she do? And with so little time to decide?
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Outside the window, Edward—well-shaven, clean-cut and elegant, pleasant, amiable, and so tenderly
solicitous. On the table before her lay his chocolate. What should she do? Give the signal? And there he was in his
big, dark blue room, the master of her new spirit—so mindful of her welfare, so formidable to everyone—Zudin.
Which was it to be?
“I shall not wait long for my answer and shall disappear for good.”
Oh, let anything happen that was to happen. She would not be too permissive, she was sure, but she would not
deny herself the right to say just a word to Edward—otherwise it would be too impolite and ungrateful.
Dear, thoughtful Edward! On her account, he was risking his life outside this very window, while she …?
The flame made its butterfly flight from the table to the window. Two seconds passed-and all went dark.
3
Snow was falling. Gone the mild sunshine. The sky had covered itself with cold cotton wool. The snow fell in
jagged, fungus-like flakes over the earth. In the entrance the scrape of an iron heel was heard as it knocked off the
icy wetness. The orchestra fell silent. Through the veil of snow the black crowd pressed on, hundreds of feet
driving obstinately through the wet of the crumbly snow. They stumbled, but always came upright again.
The flags hung in rags, savaged by the white paws of the storm.
“But to what purpose?” the timidly confident question came murmuring, like warm mists.
The cold snowflakes of the hard answer dispelled the warmth.
“To what purpose? To conquer!”
“And later?”
“Later will not come soon.”
“Is the enemy so strong then?”
“But do you know who our enemies are?”
Valtz keenly felt the contempt behind the question and whispered hesitatingly:
‘The White Guard, the factory owners, the property owners, Finns, Poles.”
“They're all no-accounts! Our enemies are far more serious!”
“More serious? Then it’s true what they say: your mission is to conquer the world?”
But, instead of a reply, there came back the riddle:
“And what do you consider to be the world?”
“I haven’t forgotten my geography: France, England, Germany, America, China—all the countries, in short!”
Decidedly, he was in a bad mood today.
“Even if we conquered it, we wouldn’t be the whole world."
Valtz was disconcerted. She was silent, but her thoughts were clothing themselves more and more in words. “It
would be good to know for sure that we—Russia—have conquered the whole world!”
“Rubbish, we don’t need to conquer in that sense.”
“But what sense, then, Aleksey Ivanovich, what sense?”
Zudin reflected in silence. Did it pay to hand out clumsy propaganda? These matters should be spoken of as
they had been in the past, in a gloomy, half-darkened hall, before the grimy countenances, the attentive gaze, the
open mouths of earnest workmen sitting erect, such as he was himself, such as he had always been. They were
kindred souls who understood the words in their inner selves. But who was this?
And he threw a wondering look at the elegant, dainty girl gliding swiftly along beside him in the snowy white
of the streets. Valtz’s eyes drowned in their darkness behind lowered lids. Only the lips, opening buds, showed the
row of gleaming jasmine blossoms that were her teeth. She was a tender creature, alluring because of her warmth,
this Valtz in furs, Valtz in perfume.
“So you want to know where our arch-enemy is? I will tell you: in ourselves!”
For an answer he received a faintly quizzical glance, teasing and confident, from her velvety, chocolate-brown
eyes.
“Yes, in ourselves!”
Zudin was beginning to lose his temper.
“In our inward harking back to the old times, the old order of things, old rags, old habits. There you have our
enemy! If people could only see the world from a new viewpoint, the world would at once become a new and
better place.”
“You sound like the Holy Writ.”
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“Holy Writ has nothing at all to do with it. We don’t expect any help from Heaven! We are our own gods!”
His words hissed like swords against whatever was fragile, sentimental, and dear. Zudin longed to slash,
excruciatingly, ever more fiercely, to slash with piercing, implacable words.
“Are you angry?” she asked softly and submissively. Zudin felt her warm little hand’s soft touch upon his own
cold hand.
“Why are you angry, Aleksey Ivanovich? I’m so foolish and ignorant, that’s why I asked you.”
Zudin felt ashamed. What had he really been in such a fury about? How idiotic! On whom had he been
revenging himself? Against whom had he been raging?
He realized how deep was this unexplainable feeling that now glowed so heatedly within him. And at the same
time shame at himself and at his emotion came over him. He felt embarrassed before the people he had
encountered, that in the snow and the dim streets he should have lost his temper with a woman, tripping anxiously
along beside him—Valtz wearing furs, Valtz wearing perfume.
“To start with, I shouldn’t have come back with her from the demonstration. Yet I did so with pleasure. And
now I’ve been feeling prejudice, false shame.” Zudin laughed to himself scornfully.
“It seems to me,” Valtz was saying, “that your words contain the same idea of perfection in human existence as
the Gospel: the enemy within. How is man to attain perfection?”
This was no foolish little woman, marveled Zudin; she had gone straight to the crux of the matter. “Perfection
will come only when we have attained a new order of society, when we have shaken off the yoke of slavery and
capitalist exploitation.”
“Yes, and in the meantime?”
“What do you mean, ‘in the meantime’?”
“What are we to do with our inner hidden enemy?”
“We almost do not have it any more, and we’ll tear it out of whoever still has it inside him,” retorted Zudin
harshly, raising his clenched fist.
Valtz was silent, thinking. Then:
“I don’t believe that's very likely to come about, Aleksey Ivanovich,” she said decisively, with a rebellious toss
of her head. “If all men would only look the truth squarely and openly in the face, they would long ago have
realized that this appetite for self-indulgence, this inclination toward different—let’s say, comfortable ways of life,
has been our legacy for thousands of generations; anyhow, this whole culture is based on the comfort you despise
so much—now don’t deny it and shake your head, I can feel that you despise it—and is a part of us, a part of our
constitution, and to kill it off is—well, it’s impossible! And so,” she stopped in her tracks and cast a deep glance
into his eyes, “I bow to you and your holy ideals, but I don’t for a moment believe in your communism, no, not
for a moment.”
His gaze fell slowly to the sidewalk.
“And can’t you realize, even for a moment, that all these selfish interests and demands and prejudices are in
you, too? Frankly, don’t they make life beautiful? I’d be sorry for the man who hasn’t anything at all. He would
be like an empty husk, a shell without a kernel. And it’s just that kernel which is most sacred in man, in me, and in
you. Now take your family, for example,”—with a colder note in her voice—“your wife, Elizaveta Vasilyevna,
such a lovable woman, your children—aren’t they your personal responsibility, and can it be otherwise? This
feeling of what is ours is part of us, and much more than we imagine, but for some reason or other it’s considered
an outrage to take up a stand on it. I know you’re going to assure me, aren't you, that it wouldn’t affect you at all
if any hooligan that came along offered to barter his filthy cap for your Persian lamb one?”
“We do not reject personal property,” answered Zudin, rather at a loss. It disturbed him that Valtz should have
mentioned his wife by name. In his heart he was unpleasantly occupied by that enigma he had puzzled over a
thousand times: how is it that women become friends so easily? His Lisa and this Valtz woman, what could they
have in common? Ever since that time Valtz had brought some official papers to his home, she had got into the
habit of often calling on Lisa when he was out. What attracted Valtz in Lisa? And, what was more, Lisa herself
had quite altered: there was now in her manner an unfamiliar tone that had been noticeable more and more
frequently of late. And what about Valtz? She was blooming as she walked beside him in her furry coat, in sheer,
transparent stockings, in the fragrance that so much attracted him. Yet again it was disagreeable to him that he
should let himself be seen with her. Soon he would have to mount the stairs to his office under the thousand
watchful eyes that were so obsequious and flattering to his face and so keen and insolent behind his back. There
would undoubtedly be gossip about their being together. And here, already, was the familiar gray corner of the
frightened street. There were no passers-by, but a sentry was on duty here and a second at the entrance further on.
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Zudin scowled. But—what luck—in front of the building a motor had pulled up.
“Elena Valentinovna, tell them upstairs that I’m just going home for a moment; I’ll stay only to eat and be right
back.”
“Panteleev, drive me home!”
All covered with melting snow, the driver Panteleev sounded the horn, and at this the attendant, in a shabby fur
coat, a cap with ear muffs, and clumsy fur gloves blundered hastily out.
He brushed the snow off the seat with his sleeve. Zudin got in. The attendant cranked the engine. Nervously,
the heart of the machine began to flutter. The doors were slammed. A sharp jerk, and they were away.
The snow went on falling in rounded flakes, beating into faces, blowing into eyes, and chasing thought after
thought around in the mind, like snowflakes that grow out of nowhere and perish into nowhere.
“Wait for me, I’ll be back in twenty minutes.”
For heaven’s sake, Lisa’s all decked out in her best dress. She’s sleeked down her fair hair smooth as cream.
“What’s the occasion?”
With a happy smile: “The occasion is victory!”
“Ah, that’s true, and in spite of having had no sleep last night, I had to hurry off duty this morning and go to
the demonstration. I walked with the main column as far as Zarev Square. All our crowd was there. I didn’t get to
the grand session of the assembly, as a matter of fact, too many urgent things to attend to; I walked along with
Valtz on the way back. And now give me something to eat, quick; the car’s waiting downstairs.”
“Do you know, Lyosha, Valtz and I sat up together till late last night. I wanted her to spend the night, but she
wouldn’t. She really is a most likable woman.”
She spoke so gaily as she bustled about, rattling the plates. Mitya and Masha climbed onto their father’s knees.
“Smeary little mouths they’ve got. What’s made them like that?”
“Papa, do you know what Auntie gave us yesterday? Chocolate!” shouted the children, and as they laughed in
their excitement, great lumps of it could be seen dissolving in their mouths.
Lisa turned red, the spoon slipped from her hand.
“Lyosha, don’t be angry. Elena Valentinovna is so kind and good; she brought us a lot of gifts—about two
pounds of chocolate, real, important chocolate, just taste it—for the children, and she brought them each a pair of
first-quality lisle stockings, long ones, just look! And do you know what she brought me?”
Her gaze fell to the table.
“I didn’t want to take them, but I couldn’t put her off, she was really so determined. She gave me two pairs of
silk stockings, so sheer, best quality, well, just see!”
Somewhat flushed and embarrassed, Liza took a step backward, lifted the heavy hem of her dress, and coyly
showed her legs covered in transparent silk, then suddenly, as if ashamed, she threw her arms round her husband’s
neck.
“This is most distressing!” Zudin drew away. “Yes, distressing and improper, too: you know she’s under me. It
would have been far better if you’d accepted nothing from her, Liza. It smells of bribery!”
A wave of nausea went over him.
“Whatever are you saying, Lyosha? You should be ashamed of yourself, you should indeed! Look me in the
eye and ask forgiveness. You won’t? Then say over to yourself: how could Valtz and bribery go together? How
could they? So we mustn’t make friends with anyone who’s under you? Even exchange a word? Or do you think I
didn’t try to refuse? But she kept on saying, ‘Please try to understand, I’m a dancer, an artist! I’ve got some old
silk things, old stuff, things I haven’t even worn, trunks full of them, and now I’m working, what am I to do with
it all? Before, I was selling them—or does it really disgrace you to accept these little things as a gift?’”
“Little things! What can it all have cost?”
“She didn’t buy them herself, Lyosha, she assured me of that. She had a whole drawerful of silk stockings from
before the war. The children’s stockings belonged to her sister, who has one child; they went abroad a long time
ago. The chocolate was brought her, she says, by a well-known actor, who has just come back from Archangel
with his troupe. She assured me we’d commandeered a lot from the British: there was no end of fine things they
had. Her friend the actor brought back half a hundredweight for himself. So, can you really be angry about little
trivial things like this? Can you, Lyosha? I offered to pay for it all, but she very firmly refused and got quite
offended, she went all red.”
“She had more pride than you have, then!” cried Zudin.
“Oh, Lyosha, Lyosha, can this really be you? So this is what you call your love for me! Another man would be
glad of his wife’s getting a present, and for his children to get stockings—at last!—and taste a piece of candy! But
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you! Masha, Mitya, give your father the chocolate! Since it makes him so miserable, let him take it. Like a dog in
the manger, not letting anyone else …”
With a look of complete astonishment, Mitya laid the rest of his chocolate on the table, while Masha blew out
her cheeks, went as red as a little turkey, and split the silence with a loud howl. Brown specks flew out of her
rounded little open mouth, sweat stood out on her little brow.
“Child, child, don’t be upset, my darling!” said Zudin hastily to her. He bundled her up in his arms, held her
close to him; thus cradling her, he walked back and forth across the room, laughing nervously. Tenderly he patted
the child’s shoulder; her face was screwed up as children do when they are unhappy, her chocolaty tears dirtying
his collar roused pangs of remorse in him.
“Mitya, take back your chocolate and see that you enjoy it! It’s not the children's fault,” he mumbled, vexed, as
his wife wearing a morose, angry look brought in a plate of steaming soup.
“It seems we mustn’t accept a gift for the children that’s offered in friendship,” she said, spoiling for a fight.
“Friendship?” he repeated, drawling the word in a sneering tone. “Since when this sudden friendship?”
“Since she entered your service at the CHEKA!” she parried swiftly and, spurred on by her effective response,
added gratuitously: “Or are you hiring the good-for-nothings now over there?”
He set the child down, now quiet at last, on the stool beside him, stroked the woebegone Mitya affectionately,
and began to drink the scalding hot soup.
He ate hastily, not looking at his wife. After the soup he had a little bread—without butter—and salt, got up,
and opened the kitchen door. Here he found the china teapot on the table, its spout chipped, the legend “Grand
Hotel” written on it in blue; he drank a mere mouthful of the thin, lukewarm tea and, wiping his mouth, looked
around him at the cockroaches running hither and thither .In deep thought, without seeking out his wife, he took
his coat off the hook and hurried out.
The first thing he noticed was that it was not snowing now and that dusk was falling. Here and there solitary
lights were already grinning. The lamps began to dissect the darkening streets as the motor bore its load forward.
In the desire to divert his spirits, Zudin felt he would enjoy a puff or two at a cigarette. For something, some
unpleasant, apathetic burden, was sitting on his heart. Somewhere something had rung false. Where and what it
was he did not know himself.
In point of fact: someone had given the children some chocolate—wasn’t he pleased, in any event, for their
sakes?
The light in their faces, and the rapture in their eyes! His wife had received the gift of a pair of stockings from
a woman friend. I wouldn’t have taken them, thought Zudin. But she?
How many long, painful years had they lived and struggled together, without work and outlawed, in Siberia!
How much unhappiness and sorrow had they endured in the hard fight for the future of the worker! Had not his
dear wife Liza always been his true and sure support, a constant, lasting friend? If she had not resisted the
temptation to accept a gift from a friend, vanities in which women find so much consolation—for all women are
the same, he reflected—why was it he had treated her so harshly? And he had never wanted anything but to be
good to her, he told himself, scornfully.
He recalled how Lisa, blushing, had stepped back, coyly lifting the hem of her dress to show him her present.
The way she looked at it, you could quite well make a silk purse from a proletarian ear, he thought, still a little
disgruntled. But that meant she was not ready to carry the proletarian banner to the end; no sooner had she been
offered the lure of silk stockings than she had fallen for it. All women seemed to be made to the same pattern.
And his heart ached. He saw now how she was taking off a fine new stocking. He himself was lying in bed, while
she, wearing only a chemise, sat on the edge of the bed taking off her stockings. Her dull yellow hair fell like a
mop over her face with its green eyes and her thick-set shoulders. There was a smell of sweat. And a bedbug
crawled over the wall.
All this shook Zudin to the core, he flung his cigarette away.
With angry resentment he remembered his wife’s trying to get the last word with the spiteful phrase: “Or
maybe you're employing the no-goods at the CHEKA, now?”
He? “No-goods?”
At this point, with a soft hiss, the motor halted, as if at the pull of reins, before the entrance to the building
where the sentry stood.
“What about Valtz?” thought Zudin as he unhurriedly climbed the broad steps. One small and solitary electric
bulb shed scanty light on the dirty marble of the steps, the withered, dusty palm in the corner of the spacious
landing, the attendant’s endless stream of cigarette ends.
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Zudin took the key from old Agafya, the woman orderly, and unlocked his room.
“Who’s on duty this evening?”
“You know, that little lady, what’s her name now? Valtz!”
Zudin entered in a bad temper and turned on the glaring center light. He pulled the curtain over the blue-black
window and sat himself down at his desk. The wallpaper gave back the familiar blue-gray color that contrasted
with the golden amber of the hangings, like warm patches on the pilasters rising from the patterned floor to form a
Gothic arch above. After running through several files, he selected a thick one and zealously leafed through the
contents, his brows knit, his forehead furrowed also in a Gothic arch. The heavy white light fell on papers,
wallpapers, files, and the many various objects strewn about in the corner on the floor: here a heap of rifles and
sabers sent in from somewhere or other, there bundles of papers and letters; near some trunks and boxes of
different sizes stood about a dozen dusty bottles of confiscated wine.
Zudin sat for a long time plunged in his work, he turned over pages, read, made notes in the margin, until he
yawned, stretched, and stood up in gloomy silence.
He did not recall ever having been so distressed and without a clear reason as he had been today—as if
someone, say, himself, was bound to go far off somewhere and with no inclination to go. Or as if he had been
ordered to spend the night alone in an abandoned fortress somewhere at the front.
“I’m tired,” he thought. “It would be good to take a rest; soon it would be spring.” Perhaps he could even take
a leave of absence and get away to the country, where it smelled of grass and hay and chickens, where you could
sleep pleasantly on a wide peasant mattress in a shady cabin or, dozing, listen to the laughter and song of the
country lasses. And when you awoke, drive swiftly out of the farm, past the herb and vegetable garden, through
the shady valley to the river, where, by the level of transparent water, at the edge of the grass, the leeches
wriggled like tapeworms.
Zudin got undressed and walked slowly over the feather-soft, sloping sand into the glittering, sunny water. The
waves and the warming sun played with his limbs like eager, merry, laughing eyes—Valtz’s eyes.
Why was he shaking? Why should this foolish idea have galvanized his imagination like an electric current?
Coughing, old Agafya entered, letting a cold draught into the room, and noisily threw an apronful of firewood
by the stove. Opening the iron door with a clatter, she put in the wood and set it alight with a burning splinter. The
fire began to crackle and spit, rattling the oven door, while all around the stove there danced a rosy glow.
Groaning, Agafya got to her feet and went out of the room.
“I can’t get down to work this evening; or was it that I got an unusual amount of fresh air today?” the
nonplussed Zudin asked himself. “Or did that unpleasantness tire me? Oh, this indomitable wish to lie down and
dream and sleep!”
He went over the soft carpet to the stove and sat down on the sofa there, after first turning out the center light,
so that only the dim white flare of the table lamp shone at a distance from him. The red half-light issued from the
stove and covered the carpet, the sofa, with a frolicsome glimmer that came through its chinks.
“The one on duty, should she bring you in the telegrams herself or should she wait for your secretary to come
back?” asked Agafya, appearing at the door.
“She can bring them.”
Reluctantly, Zudin stood up and went uncertainly back to his desk.
Her entry unnoticed, she suddenly emerged from the darkness, graceful in her rustling dress, Valtz wearing
silk, Valtz wearing perfume.
The red-gold glow from the stove played on her little feet. Chocolate brown was the color of the dark-bright
flowing hair that framed her face-tender, delicate, and winsome as a squirrel’s. As if keeping a secret, the
capricious little mouth concealed the shy, flashing smile. And all at once, Zudin found himself snared in the
friendly attentiveness that shone through the thick lashes from her brown eyes, Valtz’s eyes. Again came the
image of the dream village in fresh air and sunlight, the rushing water grateful to the weary body. And all at once
it became warm, burningly pleasurable, burningly painful.
“Six telegrams,” she whispered. “Good. Please sit down.” She seated herself quietly at the desk, directly across
from him. He could clearly hear the beat of her heart and the rustle of silk on the chair.
Inexplicably, his hand tearing open the telegrams began to shake. Two from Moscow, the others from the front:
two from Pskov, one from Archangel, and one from Smolensk. His eyes ran quickly over the lines: the conclusion
of the Girot case; an inquiry concerning Finnish bandits; a line on the Savinkov intrigue—the name of a Pole,
Stefanitski—and much else, mere inquiries.
“This is for Horst to see to, this for Plastov, this for Katzmann, and these two for Fomin. Now it’s only for
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Petrova to enter them in the diary early tomorrow morning; then file these for me under the Rosenblatt case—I’ve
looked them through, we’ll have the decision at the meeting of the Commission tomorrow.”
He was speaking jerkily like this when he realized that she did not want to leave. With a dissatisfied air, she
was unhurriedly putting the papers back into the file. Her breast rose and fell spasmodically, and the sapphire
pendant tossed between these waves.
“You have been so kind as to hand a package to my wife. I want to thank you truly and sincerely. My wife was
very pleased indeed. But I hope you will not do us the wrong of making us a gift of something we have not paid
for. Allow me, please, to reimburse you for however much it cost.”
Valtz stood gazing sadly at the floor. “If you consider it an act of kindness to pay me for something that came
from my heart, then I deserve no better. But I really don’t know the price of those little things: I didn’t buy them.”
Her cheeks began to flame. The chocolate-colored eyes widened, their sorrowful look cut Zudin to the heart. Her
lips tightened, showing the white line of her teeth. With a sudden rustling movement, Valtz turned to the door.
She’s not a woman, she’s a devil, thought Zudin. He suddenly felt the urge to spring with a youth’s litheness,
seize her, and bury his face in the softness of her throat.
“I was wrong to come in to work tonight; I’m a much-married man"—Zudin rebuked himself. But in vain. The
calm and the downy softness of the sofa drew him like a viscous fluid. Passing the dusty chests with their papers
and sundry rubbish, the weapons and the bottles, he went over to the stove, opened the iron door, and with every
pore of his body breathed in the heat from the burning coals that penetrated even his clothing.
It would be a good idea to poke the fire and make it burn even brighter. He pressed the bell to call Agafya.
Unaccountably, Valtz appeared in the doorway.
“You rang—Agafya will only be a moment.”
“It doesn’t matter—I can wait. When she comes, please tell her I’d like a poker.”
“I’ll bring it at once!”
Before he could reply, she had flown off like a bird and was soon back again with the poker. “Don’t bother—
I’ll poke it for you!”
Quickly and efficiently she crouched before the stove and, spreading her skirts, began to poke at the fading
fire. The stillness and the warmth, the half-light, the soft, comfortable sofa, an elegant woman—like a vision in a
dream. His will overcome, Zudin surrendered to the moment.
“It’s cozy in your office,” said Valtz. musingly. She got up and stood the poker in the corner.
“Will it do like that?” she asked, pointing to the stove’s open door and smiling with open tenderness.
Zudin nodded in silence, wanting it all to stay like that forever, stove, half-light, fire, warmth, and Valtz,
tender, flower-like, alluring Valtz, like a picture inspired by a naive legend, like part of a living dream.
“Why don’t you stay?” he said in an undertone. “Sit down, here, on the sofa, or the armchair, if you like!”
“May I?” Her dress rustling, she sat down beside him.
Leaning back onto the cushions, he considered himself and wondered at what he saw. There was a hammering
in his temples, something strong and painfully sweet was pressing on his heart. Powerful waves drew him, like a
pack of she-wolves, like an electric current, to Valtz, sweet, desirable, alluring Valtz. Stirring, he happened to
touch her warm hand and a thrill of delight pierced him. Like a man bewitched, his nerves quivering, he was
aware of Valtz’s tender fingers cautiously stroking his hand.
“Alik, my dear, my love, why did you insult me so?” he heard her hot, passionate murmur. In the shadows he
glimpsed her face, familiar, caressing, inscrutable, with the dark pools of her eyes and her confident, open,
moistly inviting, eager mouth, like dark-shining leaves of jasmine. “Alik, I love you dearly, madly!” Convulsively
she pressed his hand in a transport of ecstasy. “You are my god, my idol, my only love, my master! Oh, don’t be
afraid, I’ll make no demands on you. You’ll keep your family, your comrades, your work, your position, your
revolution, you’ll keep everything in your own life. I need so little, so little: a trusting look, a little affection, and
love. Only you in all the world understand me. Alik, I’m so hopelessly alone without you—I was always alone
until you came. Only you have ever understood me, only you, my terrible one, my true knight. And you—aren’t
you lonely? I know you’re like a storm, what with the revolution, the party, your cases. But, secretly, in your heart
of hearts, are you really happy? Does anyone show you even a spark of sympathy? Not so much to Comrade
Zudin, to Aleksey Ivanovich, not even to ‘Lyosha,’ out of habit, the husband and father, but to Alik the beloved,
with all his natural superiority and with his weaknesses too, his failings and sins, with all his doubts and sorrows?
Only give me permission to love you as you are, love you, never making any claims on you! You see how little
I’m asking and how much that little means in my life. Only don’t send me away, Alik! I couldn’t bear the biting
whiplash of your rejecting me. When I took those little things to your family, believe me, I only wanted to give a
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couple of seconds’ pleasure to your pure-hearted children and your wife and to you, through them, to you above
all else. But you! ‘Pay!’ How terrible! Now let me hear you speak, my dearest Alik, my only one, I’m all yours
now, say something, please!”
It seemed to Zudin that the words of this amorous Valtz, Elena Valtz, who now laid her hot lips on his handthat her words went dancing and frolicking into his brain and melted away there, like wax. It seemed to Zudin that
a soft, warm, fragrant, sticky lava had enveloped him in an effusion tasting of milk chocolate, filling his mouth
and choking his throat. It was not so much Valtz’s insinuating whisper as that same growing inner misgiving,
beating like hammers, that sent a cold shiver trickling down his legs, hands, and back, as if Valtz were floating
before him, whirling on tiptoe. Then it seemed to Zudin—the conviction was like the growing rumble of a storm
— that this was not Valtz, but a fearful, alien dynamo, a machine designed to quiver with passion, impelled by a
noisy, fast driving belt. He sat at her side, fascinated by the whirring and humming—a machine that in addition
could pipe and call and entice. It called and enticed: leave the dirty, soot-begrimed factory and come over to me;
look into the untamed blue dance of the fire that leaps, stronger and stronger, wilder and wilder, in my throat!
“Careful, Aleksey!” Someone shook him heavily by the shoulder. It was Comrade Danila, the oiler. “Careful,
don’t let the machine go rusty. Hey, what are you gawking at?”
Alarmed, Zudin passed a shaking hand over his hair, turned carefully away, slowly stood up, and began to pace
up and down the room, while Valtz abandoned herself to pitiful weeping.
He brought the cool leather armchair over to the sofa, slowly lit a cigarette, and said: “I don’t know whether
you’re making a mistake, I don’t know, but I want to caution you against making one. I will readily believe you
have acted with high and sincere intentions, but you must also believe me: I simply am not in a position to give in
to any careless feelings of passion, indeed I am not, it’s quite impossible. I am sorry from the bottom of my heart,
but you must believe this: love is not for us!”
Valtz leaped up like an arrow, took two steps across the carpet, then sat down, as if strength failed her, on the
studded top of one of the chests.
“Far be it from me to want to offend you, I only want you not to make a foolish mistake. Of course, I’m no
saint, I have the same feelings as everyone else. Whatever is peculiar to men is also not alien to me. But there is in
me something that you hardly understand, Elena Valentinovna, it’s—how can I put it?—class consciousness. That
glorious, eternal, mighty stigma. From this fact, I draw sustenance and drink of the highest personal happiness.
How I came by it I don’t know myself, only, whenever I looked out of the window—my mother (she was a
washerwoman) and I lived in a dirty, dark cellar—when I watched the legs of the people going by, I understood as
clearly as a ragged urchin can that there are fine folk in the world with shiny, new galoshes but with horrible, dirty
souls, and that there are many, many people who go barefoot and dirty but whose souls are full of glory! And as
surely as the factory has been master of my life from the moment the sirens sounded early every morning, I saw
that one day happiness in this world would come for us dirty urchins, too, and soon I discovered for myself the
way that led to this happiness, the happiness of us all. Oh, it isn’t easy for us to follow along that way. We have to
face many obstacles and pitfalls. Yes, and many sacrifices and failures, and doubts and waverings, as well as
weariness and indolence. And often the desire to lie down and forget overwhelms us. But the thunderous voice of
the working class flashes through the clouds and wakes us. It confers on us the reward of that same happiness,
beside which individual dreams of hearts and flowers and women are just—rubbish. It fills our hearts with the
keenest pathos; its strong, peace-loving might is thought and feeling to us. And should we repress it and change it
and forget it, in exchange for what? Affection, the love of women!
“Chocolate can only be had elsewhere, so it is unknown to us. And as for me, I am not used to it; we don’t miss
it. I hope you understand me now and will not be upset any more. It is impossible for me to be your lover. That is
why we will control ourselves now and not part on bad terms, but remain friends as before.”
Her head bowed to her knee, Valtz was plucking mutely at her handkerchief, but in her heart a bitter ball of fire
was growing, to melt at last in tears. She got up slowly, saying not a word, and slipped quietly out, biting her lips;
the door closed soundlessly. There was a stillness in the room, and little by little utter weariness began to take
possession of Zudin. He rolled up his coat, put it under his head, and stretched out on the sofa to doze for a while.
later, through his slumbering ears, he heard Agafya making up the already extinguished fire.
4
Rumor slunk drowsily through the city. It humped along with the gnarled old women on the dirty pavement by
the church door. There it lay hidden in the bosom of a degenerate who not long before had been a stout and sturdy
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fellow, but now his scrawny throat was sunk deep in a beaver fur collar and he zealously crossed the yellow
creases of his wrinkles. The once stout and sturdy fellow had suddenly felt an itch in his back; he turned to his
neighbor's shoulder and whispered, "Have you heard?"
Go-o o-o-nn! Go-o o-o-nn! Go-o o-o-nn! chimed the bells above.
The deacon chanted in hoarse, monotonous tones while the scowling, shaggy-haired priest swung the incense
burner, its lilac-tinged globules of incense pouring out clouds of smoke.
“Have you heard that the Mexican emperor Belinder has declared war on the Bolsheviks?”
“What’s going to happen to us?”
“We stay in our basements, so as not to breathe the gases …”
“Have you heard? Shu-shu-shu …”
“The Communists are on the run—running like mice before the … shu-shu …”
“Trotsky hacked off Lenin’s head—did it himself. My goodness, I wouldn’t like to be in his shoes. Shu-shu.My nephew arrived from Moscow yesterday, saw it himself, he did—works in the Kremlin, Narkomprod.”
“Is he a Communist, then?” A salvo of scornful and hostile looks were fired at the old gossip …
“Yesterday the Cheka shot eight hundred people. One thousand arrested and eight hundred shot. That means
two hundred were able to buy themselves off. Shu-shu.”
“Who were they?”
“Those who could pay. Some paid a hundred thousand, and some handed over their gold or flour. Those
hangmen take it all!”
“They say Vanka Krasavin had to offer them four Persian rugs, some diamond earrings, and two hundred
thousand into the bargain before they’d let him go. The elder of the church, Thomas Ignatyev, is his godfather …”
The rumor crawled on, serpent-like, into the outskirts of the town where the factories stood with doused fires.
It tagged onto the end of a line of workers on early call, as they waited for bread at the canteen. A rotting black
rope, it wound itself around them: old women with packs on their backs, children with their father’s coat thrown
over their heads, unhealthy-looking, yellow-faced women, laborers with caps pulled down over their eyes. Hands
thrust into pockets. Eyes smarting and shot with red, like marbles. Mouths tight shut.
Caps were pulled further down. Hands were thrust deeper into pockets. Eyes cold and bloodshot. like marbles.
In the gray building with the sentry at the entrance, the work is going on. Brows knit, fingers running through
glistening hair, Zudin was listening to Katzmann’s report. Katzmann was sitting, round-shouldered, his pince-nez
astride his hooked nose, and sucking back the disobedient saliva.
“Yes, Aleksey Ivanovich, Foreign Service Agents Sokol and Zvonky were able to identify Mr. Heckey—yes, it
was the same man, they got up close to him. He slipped into a courtyard and began to run. They fired, but then he
was too far away. Unfortunately the courtyard was full of angles and it was dark, too. They searched for him, but
he’d completely disappeared. Later the whole courtyard was searched thoroughly. Heckey had climbed over the
wall and gone through a small alley, all that was found of him was an overshoe. It’s a pity we haven’t a
photograph of the gentleman, otherwise we’d have alerted all agents and soon caught him. Now we’ll have to wait
our chances—Sokol may come across him again. I’ve sent him to patrol the neighborhood. That’s all about
Heckey, he hasn’t been caught yet, but he is in the city. Now, then, it’s my idea, more than ever, that we ought to
remove Pavlov. Those little tricks he pulled off in the Bocharkin case were very suspicious, as you know. And
then that diamond affair—without my knowledge he contrived to get them away from Fomin. And now he’s
trying to hide them. I think it’s clear we must get Dukhonin from headquarters to keep Pavlov under
surveillance.” A thin, crooked smile appeared on Katzmann’s hook-nosed face.
“All right, Abram, do as you think best.” Zudin was preoccupied with his thoughts.
“Then there’s another thing, Aleksey Ivanovich,” said Katzmann in a low tone, keeping his eyes turned away.
“Along with Pavlov, it might be a good idea if we were to keep a more watchful eye on our personnel here. I don’t
know about you, but I don’t care for Lipshaevich at all.”
“Yes, yes,” nodded Zudin.
“That’s what I wanted to tell you.”
“And then, you know, this Valtz …” And thereupon, as if ashamed, he raised his eyes to Zudin’s.
“Valtz? Oh, no, I don’t believe that,” Zudin reddened, forcing a smile.
“There, you see, you have too much faith in her. Take care you’re not deceiving yourself.” Katzmann dropped
his gaze.
“Never mind, Abram! I know what you mean, but I assure you there’s no substance in it. Of course she’s a bit
coquettish when I’m there, but it cuts no ice with me. That’s one thing. Then she’s as grateful to me as a dog for
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taking her out of that den of iniquity she’d got herself into and giving her a position. She’d go through fire and
water for us. Just look how many new slants she’s got out of those old ‘closed’ cases!” Zudin smiled triumphantly.
“Well, just as you think best,” said Katzmann, moving his head to show obedience, “only …” Fomin appeared
in the doorway.
“Good day, Aleksey Ivanovich, and good day to you, Abram Moiseich. I come directly from Ignatyev. He
wanted you to be fetched for an affair he couldn’t discuss on the telephone, and now he’s commissioned me to
perform the task, brothers—it’s quite a thing. Today he received dispatches from Moscow to say they had got a
line there on a fighting unit of the SR\fn{ Socialist Revolutionaries—a political (and later military) enemy of the Bolsheviks .}—
the whole crew is supposed to be here in our area! About ten kilometers north of town in Osennikov village
there’s been a neat little band of them lying low and making their preparations as calmly as you please, under our
all-seeing eye, too! Wait, wait, it gets better! That robbery at the People’s Bank—that’s their doing. And their
organization, friends, is nothing short of fantastic.
“And if we want to catch them, one, or preferably two of us will have to go and carry out a thorough survey of
their terrain and then lay hold of ’em, if and when they all get together in the same place. Anyway, here, read it for
yourselves!” And with a self-satisfied smile, he threw himself into an armchair, leaving his colleagues to read the
document.
“Whom to send? Who can get out there?” Zudin, in some agitation, was thinking aloud. He thrust his hands
into his pockets and stared at Fomin. “What if we sent Kulikov?”
“Shall I tell you what? I’ll go myself!” Katzmann got up abruptly.
There was a silence.
“All right, you say yourself, then go yourself, if you’re inclined. It’s a case of serious and absorbing interest.
Only, you know, brother, you should take someone along to help, say, Kulikov or Dagnis. And at the next station
send us a communique without fail. Then things will be splendid,” Zudin decided.
“Yes, indeed,” approved Fomin.
And at the prospect of the important job before him, Katzmann’s eyes beamed gaily with excitement.
“I’ll take Dagnis along as my assistant, that boy’s as clever as a fox!”
In the small gray office Valtz was poring over a document with the closest attention. She even stood up, then
kneeled on the stool. Her modest white dress of simple material hung in airy folds, chastely covering her arms and
throat.
“Petya Chotkin, my friend! You here?” she smiled, amused and surprised.
The image of Petya Chotkin stood vividly before her, tall and gangling, with large protruding ears, in brand
new evening dress of an extravagant design and a much-wrinkled, low-cut vest. His hands were always sweating.
Yes, there was no mistake. “Pyotr Ivanovich Chotkin; father’s profession: merchant.”
She recalled his loud, resonant laugh, his gross manners. In the flower of his idle, golden youth, but, like an
obscure pain, he was tolerated and accepted, for he was the sole heir to the millions of a well-known jeweler.
Who didn't know Pyotr Ivanovich Chotkin?
Valtz remembered how once he had filled her bodice to the top with twenty-ruble notes. As she was
delightedly picking them out, the joke went round, “Daddy’s going to give Petichka a whipping! Ha, ha, ha!”
Valtz quickly turned to the records: arrested; held in custody for the last three months. She exclaimed in
curiosity. But why? What for?
An old friend and familiar of his, an officer and an agent of Denikin,\fn{ Anton Ivanovich Denikin, (1872-1947),
Russian general and leader of the “White” forces (1918-1920) in the Russian Civil War .} had once spent the night at his house
and had declared this at the hearing. That was all. There was certainly not much evidence against him. The
investigation had long been concluded—the officer, incidentally, had been shot. The records also showed the
judge’s decision: case closed; Chotkin to be released. Although the decision had been entered in the records, it had
still not been put into effect officially. It had also happened that Verekhleev, the investigator on the case, had had
an urgent call to Moscow, the case had been filed, and Petya still sat on in prison, forgotten by all.
Valtz jumped up and went straight to Shalenko in the next room.
“Where’s the file of persons in custody?” Yes, here were the C’s: Chotkin, Pyotr Ivanovich; Cell No. 45;
Investigator Verekhleev.
She returned to her place, pleased with herself, and turning over Chotkin’s predicament in her mind. “Never
fear, brother, I’ll help you for old time’s sake. Tomorrow you’ll be free. Tomorrow you’ll jump like a giraffe to
please your mamma and papa! I’ll take the records straight to Zudin and get him to give the order.” She smiled
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brightly and contentedly to herself.
Suddenly an afterthought occurred to her and she stood communing with herself. Then without haste she laid
the papers among the other dossiers, looking about her uneasily: no, no one had seen. She breathed again and
went directly into Katzmann’s office.
“Abram Moiseich, I really feel quite ill today. May I go home? If I’m better, I’ll come in again this evening,
but now I feel so bad. I can hardly keep upright. May I?” Had Abram paid attention to Valtz? "Very well, you can
go."
Like a schoolgirl cowering under the stern eye of her teacher, her gaze artlessly cast down to her moving feet,
repressing her bubbling gaiety, throwing shy glances to right and left, Valtz went downstairs, stepping carefully, as
if she were seriously ill.
Outside, the sky was a length of azure silk. The emerald breezes blew limpid and gentle; there was not a cloud
in the sky.
Once in the street, Elena bent and ran as fast as she could. Stealthily, she glanced around her, stopping before
the bulletin on the wall and again at the corner, then hurried on. Her pounding heels cracked the brittle crystal
crusts, the thin ice on the puddles.
Here was the stone house, humped, like an immense black castle: the Chotkin residence. Valtz knew it well.
She went toward the imposing steps—they were still boarded up. Then she went to the lower entrance and read on
the roster: "I. Chotkin, Apartment 17." She looked around the courtyard for the number. It must be here:
13,14,15,16,17—aha! Then 18, and so on. Up the stone stairs with the wrought iron balustrade, past doorways
lacking their doors, she at last came to the third floor. It smelled of slops and frying and cats. She rapped gently
with the door knocker, but no one appeared; she knocked again, more loudly, boldly. In tones of alarm, someone
demanded through the door:
“Who’s there?”
“I must speak to Ivan Petrovich Chotkin on an urgent personal matter.”
“They’re not at home. Ivan Petrovich is out.” A pregnant silence.
“What was it you wanted to speak to him about?”
“I’ve come on behalf of your son, Pyotr Ivanovich.” Valtz simulated the woman’s accent. “It’s very important.
Don’t be alarmed. Can’t you hear by my voice that I’m a woman, not a housebreaker?”
The bolt rattled, the door opened a slit, and then was flung open.
“Please step in.”
“I’m an acquaintance of Pyotr Ivanovich’s, and I’ve heard something very urgent about him, only I must first
speak to his father, Ivan Petrovich.”
“Has something happened for the worse?”
“Oh, no, there’s no worse, in fact, I heard that Pyotr Ivanovich will soon be released: that’s why I came.”
“God be praised! Please be seated. Ivan Petrovich should have been back a long time ago. Please come into the
dining room,” said the lady in the lace shawl with some animation and opened a door leading off the passage.
It was gloomy in the dining room. The windows opened onto a tiled area. The linen shades had been raised.
Behind them hung a birdcage in which a canary was hopping about, scattering grain over the sill. Before the ikon
a small lamp of dark green glass flickered. A clock with heavy black weights hung on the wall. On the table,
spread with dark oilcloth, was a plate of candy. The oaken seats ranged against the walls stood guard over the
great, heavy, shapeless breakfront. On the dresser, also of oak, lay a kind of bag from which something wet was
oozing forth.
That’ll be raisins or dried plums, thought Valtz, it smells very nice. They are very well off, but it’s as dark as
the tomb. I wouldn’t live here for worlds.
Suddenly voices came from behind the door. (That leads to the kitchen. They’ve come back, then.) And indeed
in walked, excitedly, still wearing his fur coat, the stout, wrinkled Chotkin, gray and unshaven, like a porcupine.
On his arm, waddling like a goose, was a round ball of a woman, the lady of the house.
“You’ve come about our son?” Excitedly, “What’s happened? You say he’s to be released?”
“Released, yes. Will you grant me a few words in private?”
There was a distressed silence. The women’s gaze ran beseechingly over Ivan Petrovich’s lead-colored eyes,
imploring help from under his beetling gray brows.
“If it is secret,” he said in slow, hollow tones, “I’ll ask you to come into my study.”
He looked round the room and opened a door that had a
mat against drafts. “Only, you must excuse us, the room is not heated. We sit in the dining room or the bedroom or
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the servant’s room.”
A huge room that probably looked out onto the street. The shades were drawn and the furniture was in dust
covers, themselves covered with dust. The pictures had sheets of paper pasted over them. The parquet floor had
been polished and shone coldly.
Completely disorder reigned in the study. Many ill-assorted pieces of furniture stood massed against the wall;
beneath these thick rugs were rolled. On the wall, in a gangrenous gold frame, a penitent Magdalene lay in a
gloomy cave. She seemed sunk in apathetic meditation, a book held close to her pendulous breasts. Below the
Magdalene stood a small chest covered with canvas. On the floor were the vestiges of a meal, smelling faintly of
herring.
A large, heavy desk draped with a dark-red cloth bore various writing materials. The ink stand was decorated
with two massive bears.
Chotkin brought up a semicircular morocco-leather armchair for Valtz. He himself sat on a plain wooden chair,
with carved arms, and waited silently.
“Now, I’m an old acquaintance of your son’s—that is, I used to meet him often with some friends we had in
common. I used to be in the theater and came across him there,” said Valtz incoherently. “Well, anyway, I’ve
known your son for a long time and wish him well.” She suddenly felt the piercing cold in that damp room.
“You see, I’ve just now discovered that he is in grave danger. I have some reliable contacts at the CHEKA, and
that’s what they told me.”
His eyes blinking, Chotkin hung trembling on Elena’s carmined carefree lips.
“Don’t be alarmed, though he is in grave danger. You see, he could either be shot or set free. His case will be
decided tomorrow, and the decision depends on one man alone, whom you may be able to influence.”
“Who is this man?”
“The Chief of the Cheka himself, Zudin.”
Chotkin collapsed, his forearms slid under the table. His whole body seemed to recede into his fur coat. Only
his closely shorn gray head and protruding lower lip trembled and the tears ran down his stubby chin.
“What can I do?” came his almost inaudible whisper.
“Don’t be silly! I am telling you: your son’s fate lies in your hands alone, thank God. You can certainly save
him from the firing squad. Only by noon tomorrow you must have a certain something ready.”
“Yes, what?”
“Twenty pounds in gold.”
The old man stood up, his mouth fell open. To keep from falling, he pressed his hands on the table. His breath
gasped and bubbled in his wrinkled throat.
“Twenty pounds, twenty pounds—twenty pounds,” he muttered thickly. “In gold? Where am I to get it? My
God, it’s quite impossible.”
“Your son’s head is caught in a very terrible trap. I have gone over all the possible ways of saving him, but
there is no other. But, naturally, if you can’t, you must resign yourself to your grief, and I wish you well. You can’t
blame me—I’ve warned you.”
Valtz moved as if to rise with her nose in the air.
“Oh, but wait! My God, what is happening to us today?”
Quite unnerved Chotkin caught Valtz by the coat and held on to it. Then, letting his head drop to the table, he
began sobbing jerkily.
“Petya, my beloved son! What’s happened to you, in Christ's name, my child, my only child!”
Through the doorway waddled the old woman, short, round, and all in gray, like a real goose. She had already
taken off her wraps.
“What’s wrong, Ivan Petrovich?” she flung at her husband “What’s happened to Petichka?” She turned to
Valtz, clinging to her husband’s arm.
“Anyuta, my love, ou-our Petichka is to be sh-shot tomorrow!”Chotkin moaned, sobbing.
Still clinging to her husband’s arm, she slumped to the floor with long wails of lamentation.
Valtz shrugged. “I really cannot understand how rich people, who used to own gold by the hundredweight, can
moan and wail now at giving a few pounds to save their son’s life! Well, good-bye!” She tore her coat away from
the old man’s weakening hand.
“Wait, wait, for the love of Christ!” whimpered Chotkin hoarsely and hobbled after her. Behind him, the old
woman, wailing, shaking, dissolved in tears.
“Well, what now?” queried Valtz haughtily, stopping.
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“Where are you running off to? At least give us time to think things over and collect ourselves.”
“I really have no time.” She pressed her lips together and lowered her thick eyelashes over the chocolate of her
eyes. “Besides, it’s a delicate matter, and I wouldn’t like it to get to the ears of any outsiders.”
Leaning on her and in tears, the old man drew her back into the room with the repentant Magdalene.
“Can’t it be done for less?” Ivan Petrovich's streaming eyes appealed to Elena. “They demand twenty pounds
in gold by tomorrow morning, Anyuta,” he informed his wife in a drained voice. She wiped her eyes and nose
with her handkerchief and waited with an imploring gaze for Valtz’s answer.
“You really are a funny man, Ivan Petrovich. You’re not in a store now. Does one bargain over such things?
Since you’ve been blessed with the chance of saving your son’s life, you should be grateful you haven’t been
asked for more.”
“At least, not all at once. Where can I get so much?” He threw out his hands helplessly.
“It must be all there by noon tomorrow,” she said, emphasizing each syllable.
“Ivan Petrovich,” the old woman cried, “take all my bracelets, rings, and earrings, take my pendant and your
watch and chain. Our son is worth more to us,” and again she shook with long, convulsive sobs.
“It isn’t enough, it isn’t enough, my dear!” Chotkin’s brow furrowed in thought. “Perhaps I could try to borrow
from friends? But who will give it me? In God’s name, make it less!”
“I’ve told you, there can be no bargaining.”
“But to whom must it be paid? Supposing it never got to him?”
“But—pardon me—what guarantee have we that you’ll release him after you have the gold?”
“Well, I ask you, who would be so foolish as to make every effort to save him from death without being certain
of a reward?” Valtz’s words came out with a rush; she pouted sulkily.
“You’ll excuse me,” his spectacles gleaming, Vunsh dwelt deliberately on his words, “but you are in the
position to rearrest him if we don’t fulfill our part of the obligation. There is no risk in it for you: we are all in
your hands, as he is.” Without taking his eyes off the blushing Valtz, he rocked backward and forward in his chair.
“That is a false representation of the CHEKA." She spoke slowly, clumsily. Trying to conceal her confusion,
she mentally ran over a thousand ways of escaping the noose that Vunsh had thrown about her.
“The Chief hasnt the right to release a prisoner one day and rearrest him the next. He has to justify his actions
to the High Commission, which doesn’t always agree with him—or the amount of gold asked for would be five
times greater than now,” Valtz pertly ended the sentence, delighted at her own ingenuity.
Triumphantly she met Vunsh’s eyes.
“The need for this whole conversation in general is beyond me. The terms of my proposal are clear and
definite. If you can’t, or won’t, accept it,” she turned to Chotkin with an abrupt movement as though she were
about to rise, “then I can only get on my way.”
Anna Zakharyevna’s gray mouth again squared itself. She raised her handkerchief to her eyes. Chotkin, bereft
of strength, his lower lip drooping, threw Valtz a beseeching look of utter despair, but she was looking at Vunsh,
who, chattering with exaggerated politeness, again bent his head toward her.
“No need to go, no need to go. We are agreed. We shall make every effort to have the entire amount ready;
only, we most respectfully ask you to be patient for a while, should we not be able to raise quite all of it before
tomorrow. Ivan Petrovich is very far from possessing such assets; all his valuables were confiscated from the safedeposit. He must make the rounds of his old acquaintances to beg from whoever is able to give him anything at
all.”
He looked deferentially at Chotkin, who nodded his gray head at Vunsh’s tactfulness.
“I hope you will not be too demanding,” Vunsh looked obsequiously through his spectacles. “And now I have
to ask: when and where is the sum to be handed over to you? The thing is not at all without danger, it can have
grievous consequences both for us and for you.”
“Then this is what we’ll do,” decided Valtz. “You have the gold ready, and tomorrow I’ll come here with a
duplicate of the order for Pyotr Ivanovich’s release, which you will hold as an insurance and guarantee that we are
fulfilling our part of the agreement. And the same evening, or the next day at the latest, Pyotr Ivanovich will be
here himself.”
“Very well,” chirped Vunsh.
“Very well,” whispered Chotkin.
“Very well,” murmured Anna Zakharyevna.
“Then good-bye till tomorrow at twelve!” Valtz got up energetically. “Only, please see you observe one
important condition: not a word of this to Pyotr Ivanovich or to anyone else.”
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“Oh, mercy, you can be sure of that.” Again Vunsh made his foot-scraping little bow.
Valtz shook hands with each of them and with a silky-soft rustle went out, brightening the long-undisturbed
dust of that gloomy room with the shine of her fiery hair, like a splendor amid rubble. Behind her, gray and
withered, Vunsh shuffled over the parquet floor and behind him came the swaying, melancholy figures of the
grizzled Chotkins.
She passed through the upholstered room, then the large drawing room, and the dining room with the canary
and the green glass oil lamp for the icon. She heard the clatter of utensils in the kitchen, and then the ordeal was at
an end. She ran down the stairs, across the courtyard and, once in the street, the joy of liberation came over her.
Now Valtz walked more slowly, drew in a deep breath, and audibly expelled it:
“Doff!”
All night long, however, she could not sleep. A sense of dreadfulness lay deep in her mind. Nor could she bury
the insistent feeling under multitudes of trivial, humdrum considerations. In the morning she awoke, with
wandering and confused thoughts. The weather was cloudy. She had a vague awareness of an immense load
weighing on her. By making a special effort of will, she managed to restore order and clarity to her mind.
Now, quick! Put an end to this affair!
She was not aware how swiftly she made the journey to her office to take out the now notorious records. It was
only agreeable to think that it was not all a dream and that there was only one obstacle now before Chotkin went
free and she got the gold, and so much of it. She was seized with a fit of trembling as, the file held tight under her
arm, she knocked timidly on Zudin's door:
“May I come in?”
Zudin leaned back exhausted, with an unquiet expression in his half-closed eyes.
“I’ve come about a very unusual matter, Aleksey Ivanovich. Good morning.”
“Good morning.”
“This is the file on the Chotkin case. There’s an order entered in the records: ‘To be released—but—Chotkin is
still in custody.”
“Who’s in custody?” he queried absently, his thoughts elsewhere.
“Here’s the order to Investigator Verekhleev that the prisoner is to be released and the case closed. Somehow
or other it came to my notice that the prisoner is still in custody, and it will soon be more than three months since
the order was given.”
“That’s right,” said Zudin, scarcely disturbed. “Very well, leave it here. I’ll look into the matter.” He ran his
fingers through his hair and made as if to bury himself once more in his papers.
Valtz shuddered as with sudden cold. Her shoes squeaked as she crossed the carpet.
“It would only need a second Aleksey Ivanovich. Won’t you look into it now? The order is here, right enough,
you certainly have read it, only you forgot to endorse it. Isn’t it a shame that the man should have had to stay in
custody so long and nobody noticed?”
How friendly, candid, and at the same time insinuating her voice was. Valtz was astonished at herself: who else
could speak to him like that? Her lashes lowered their delicate lace over her eyes. She’s as pretty as a picture,
thought Zudin. Reluctantly, he left his own work and turned to Valtz standing beside him.
“There! You see?” The document lay before him.
A rosy, enameled finger, like a thin flute of precious china, ran over the paper.
Yes, it was written: “To be released. Investigator Verekhleev.” Zudin sighed wearily and wrote with a freshly
sharpened quill at the top of the paper: “This case is closed.”
“What’s his name?”
“Chotkin.”
Yes, Chotkin, he saw it himself.
“Chotkin is to be released, Zudin.”
Why this eagerness on Valtz’s part? He looked searchingly into her eyes. He riffled through the file; the case
was a brief one; he again scrutinized the italicized portions, comments, and dates. There was nothing suspicious.
The case had been satisfactorily closed. He found no grounds for uneasiness. Chotkin had been kept in custody
through an oversight. Or was he, Zudin, tired now, should he once more check through the matter, dropping it
now for the time being? He wondered doubtfully.
Horst burst into the room.
“Aleksey Ivanovich!” His hands were trembling, his blue eyes staring. “Katzmann’s been killed! Dagnis has
been wounded and Katzmann killed. They’re being brought here at once.”
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“How’s that—killed?” The room swam before him. He cried out like a wounded beast. A shaft of thoughts,
piercing and sharp, flashed in an electric storm behind his eyes. The file he had taken from the desk dropped onto
one of the overturned bottles in the corner; it began to roll over and over as he stared at Horst.
“How killed, where?”
“The Section Chief Kuntsevich just phoned from the station. Katzmann was killed this morning in an exchange
of fire with a Social Revolutionary unit in Osennikov. Dagnis was wounded. One S.R. was shot down. The rest
got away. We’ve put cordons around the place.”
“Oh, the scoundrels!” In his rage Zudin spat copiously. “The villains! Now tell me if those Judases shouldn’t
be exterminated! Katzmann killed. Oh, there’s no Abram any more.” Zudin gave a deep, weary groan. “He took
the risk too soon, he attempted too much,” he muttered to himself. “Oh, what a shame, what a shame, Horst, that
this should happen to Katzmann! No more Abram!” Zudin could not smother his distress.
Horst was silent, biting his lips.
“Just wait! They’ll regret the day! I’ll go to the station myself at once, and you send off a telegram right away
to Moscow and a copy to the Central Committee, I’ll sign it at once. Yes, and we must callignatyev—where’s
Fomin? And bring me a list of persons in custody. I’ll have a hundred shot—I’ll make a funeral pyre. Poor
Abram! Those devils’ll find out what it is to murder one of our head workers! There are some files here.” Mad
with rage, Zudin swept the files off the desk. “Don’t spare any of them! We answer terror with terror; for one
individual we strike the whole class!”
Valtz’s heart turned cold. Katzmann’s murder and Zudin’s sudden uncontrolled rage appalled her. And then the
files swept onto the floor in utter disorder, with Chotkin’s papers among them! Can this be pure coincidence?
Through a simple accident? When it was all so nearly over? Valtz's teeth chattered audibly.
Like a raging whirlwind Zudin stormed out of the room. In silent distress Horst began to assemble the files.
Their order abolished, they lay strewn in every direction.
“This is one of mine,” said Valtz, and swooped down on the edge of the familiar file.
“He said to leave none!”
“Yes; but this is an order he signed himself! This is a closed case. It really isn’t right to rearrest and shoot a
man who’s innocent and has already been released, just because of an unforeseen accident!”
She snatched the file out of Horst’s hand and went out of the room. Only quick now, in case anything else
happens to keep the order back. She ran straight in to Shalenko.
“Konstantin Konstantinovich! Write me out this judgment quickly: Zudin’s order’s on it. But please let me
have a copy. The released man’s old mother is waiting downstairs, I want to make her happy!”
“What do you want a copy for? It isn’t necessary. He’s free, that’s all there is to it.”
“Now, really, what does it matter to you? Don’t want to waste a small piece of paper, is that it? You are tough!
I asked Aleksey Ivanovich and he approved it.” She was red to the tips of her ears with agitation.
“Oh, all right, all right,” yielded Shalenko, “I’ll do it, wait a moment. Only, you’re wrong to show this case so
much sympathy, Elena Valentinovna, when Abram Moiseich has just been killed. Poor man, what a shamel He
was a good and noble human being. And how he worked!”
But Elena could hardly bear the impatience that was needling her; oh, quick, quick, it’s almost one o'clock!
At last it was done. She raced, gasping and stumbling, past boarded-up windows, their glass shattered, past
peeling paint-work, men’s clothing stores. Empty store windows stared like the eye sockets of flesh less skulls.
Here was the house at last, protected by the stillness of that dying street of unconsidered people who crept
about like worms. She went flying up the wet, slippery stairs to the third floor. Chotkin himself opened the door
and, his eyes blinking under their shaggy brows, asked her: "Now what's been done?"
“It’s all ready. Here’s the order, and the copy I hand over to you. He’ll be freed this evening. Then he should
get away, to the country somewhere, and at once; who knows what can happen?”
The old woman crossed herself piously.
The first thing Elena noticed were Ivan Petrovich’s withered cheeks, haggard and sunken, and the masked and
turgid gray gaze of the fidgety Vunsh.
Hands trembling, Chotkin brought a canvas bag out of the bedroom and placed it before Valtz on the table.
“There are nineteen pounds here, please be so good as to weigh it.” He pulled forward a pair of kitchen scales.
“You must believe us, we could not raise more, and to get this my wife and I had to spend the whole night on our
knees before our acquaintances. It is hard for people to understand another’s misery. Ah, very hard! There is one
gram short of nineteen pounds. We crawled on our knees to get it. Indeed, to get three pounds we had to make
twenty-seven attempts.”
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The old woman’s eyes were wet and red-rimmed with weeping, she was wrinkled, hugely fat, tottering, a
fountain of tears.
“Have pity on us, have pity, in Christ’s name!”
Valtz made a grimace of distaste. Only to be gone, to be done with her part in this silly farce. Hastily she shook
out the jingling gold onto the table.
Great God! What riches: bracelets, rings, pendants, chains, watches, and round gold coins leaping forth as
though alive, and so much, so much. Like firebirds, they streamed before her.
“That’s all right, the one I give it to will check it. And as for the remainder, you must get it as soon as possible,
in a very few days. Otherwise, he won’t show any leniency. And if he finds you’ve offered him anything of
inferior value, you’ll have to make up for it. What’s agreed is agreed.” Her hasty fingers quivering with joy, she
carefully put the mass of gold back in the little bag, fastened it, and stuffed it inside her coat. How heavy it was!
She had left the copy of the order lying carelessly on the table; as a token guarantee she handed it over to the
Chotkins. Vunsh pounced on it and carefully examined the seal. She was put to it to parry their questions.
“When will they let Petitchka out?”
“Is there any chance they will let us down?”
“Is Petitchka alive?”
“Is he well?”
“How long before he’ll be here?”
“He’ll come home today!”
In a frenzy of haste she got away. Hurriedly but carefully, so as not to trip. The little bag was stuffed under her
coat. She turned the corner. People coming across an acquaintance in the street would silently look deep into each
other’s eyes, look cautiously around them.
“Have you heard they’ve killed one of the CHEKA higher-ups over in Osennikov?”
“What’s that you say?”
“It’s true!” joyfully, “it’s the last of the New Era!” And again, secretively, "and did you know that a Moravian
king, Belinder, has landed with a terrible submarine to fight them with? No? It’s true! Now you can be certain: in
a week the Bolshevik supremacy will be over and done with! I have it from a very reliable source.”
5
In Zudin’s office the window was open. From the street came the rumble of wheels, and from the gutter, the
splash of dripping water.
The blue room, where for a long time now the stove had not been lit, smelled of mildew. Beyond the open
window stretched the fresh, sunny skies of spring.
Zudin’s jaw was covered with stubble. He was in a rat-like rage as he sat at his desk, chewing his pencil. This
vile hunting of him was getting too much. He would not endure it any longer. He thumped the desk with such
force that the inkstand jingled and the pen-holder fell to the floor. He raised his clenched fist at some invisible foe
—no one else was there with him in the room.
It was all clear now. Fomin wanted to entrench himself behind him. Through Ignatyev, he was plotting against
Zudin. Zudin was sensitive to the veiled hints and oblique glances thrown him by the comrades of the Party
Committee. He would show them! Everything must be brought out into the open.
“Pull yourself together, Alik,” he told himself aloud in a broken, exhausted voice. “Pull yourself together and
show you're a match for any of them!”
This thought so assuaged him that he got up and took a turn back and forth across the soft unswept carpet.
How slyly these scoundrels conduct their campaigns, he thought, his anger rising. Friendly cooperation to his
face, secrets and underhandedness behind his back. Was this then, the hostility, competition, and crafty, meanminded ambition that had prevailed in the old social order, was this what he, Zudin, had so fervently fought, and
continued to fight against? Zudin shook himself and raised his clenched fist. Was this accursed rule truly so
powerful that it could corrode what was most sacred and mighty in Zudin’s understanding: the Communist Party?
A troubled expression crept to his face.
Zudin could remember how once during his exile he had been laid low with severe chills in a Siberian village
and had asked for tea. Sokov, his morose, bitter companion, had refused to warm some up for him. Zudin had had
to get up, though feverish, teeth chattering, and run several times into the forest for wood to make a fire. He could
hold up his feverish head only with the thought that soon he would be drinking hot tea. But when he came back
with his last load of wood, it turned out that Sokov had profited by his absence to drink all the brewed tea himself.
It was a bitter thing, a wounding thing. Besides, that Sokov, jeering at Zudin, had later boasted about this and, in
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the presence of others, called Zudin a yokel and a boor.
That had happened, though, in the years of failure, when their common concerns and common hopes had
grown rusty with defeatism. But now, when they had won such a fabulous victory, when, by having taken those
first steps of national revolution, they had made a beginning on the noble edifice of world revolution—where,
now, was the comradely cohesion, the brotherly self-sacrifice, and the deep sincerity? They now have many more
enemies, thirsty for their blood, stronger and more cunning than ever. Did not he, the Chief of the all-powerful
CHEKA in a large city, often see himself as a great green grasshopper sitting on the limb of a tree from which he
could be cast down by any wild outcropping of capitalism? Should they not all stand together as one?
And yet—envy, Communist pride, revolutionary hypocrisy! That red fox Fomin was an example of it. Rage
boiled and surged in Zudin’s breast.
“Enough!” he shouted. “Enough! I’ll put an end to all this!” There was a knock at the door and Lipshaevich
slunk into the room.
“May I have a moment of your time, Aleksey Ivanovich? I have something to tell you.” He darted an uneasy
eye around the room. “I have to warn you.”
He drew up close to Zudin and hurriedly whispered in his ear:
“They’re setting a trap for you, they’re determined to get you somehow. I swear to God I’m thinking only of
your good: without you, we’re all done for. Beware of Fomin: he’s up to something; this evening Pavlov and Valtz
were arrested, nobody knows by whom.”
This revolted Zudin. He had no faith in Lipshaevich. He was repelled by the other’s eyes, at once insolent and
unctuous, in which he had found only compliance or obsequiousness, and by his gangster’s dirty tone of
complicity. Besides, he knew that Pavlov had never been trustworthy, and that he should long have been kicked
out of the Cheka. The effect of Lipshaevich’s words was to fill him with bitter rage.
Arrested! On what grounds, where? And above all, without his—Zudin’s—knowledge? That meant he was no
longer trusted. Very well, then, let that be the last drop that brought the mass of his passions to overflowing. After
the information Lipshaevich had brought him, it was no longer possible to play any game of concealment. Very
well, then, very well! he roared inwardly, hunching his shoulders and rubbing his hands, grown cold—from an
inner nervous chill, or from a fresh breeze blown in through the open window?
“I don’t understand what’s bothering you.” He turned on Lipshaevich with contempt. “I’m not afraid of
intrigue: my conscience is calm and clear.” Scornfully, he observed Lipshaevich’s disconcerted air as he crept out
of the room.
He hurled himself onto the telephone and called Ignatyev. “I’d like to speak to you on an urgent matter. May I
come and see you at once?”
“Please do, this is most opportune; I’m expecting you.”
“Very well.”
He drew a breath of relief, taking strength from the knowledge that he had done no wrong. He called for a
motor, then took a sheet of paper, smoothed it, and wrote out a telegram:

Moscow. To Chief of Soviet Commission for
Extraordinary Affairs. Copy to the Central Committee
of the Soviet Communist Party. Secret. Urgent. Please
relieve me of my duties. Am tired of intrigues. Zudin. xx
He folded the paper, put it in the pocket of his worn and shabby coat, and went out. His heart was gay and
sturdy.
Once in the street, he heard the rumble of a fierce bombardment in the far distance. Passers-by stopped
timorously, listening with keen ears, murmuring among themselves.
Splashing through the slush, frowning, in small groups, bearing rifles, wearing caps and capes, workers were
passing on their way to somewhere. Sailors in pea jackets crossed the street, their bell-bottomed trousers flapping.
In the distance, across the bridge, a long, gray, swarming mass of soldiers crept along.
Reinforcements, thought Zudin. We should be talking things over today with the Head of the Special
Department. But, he recalled, all this now had been unnecessarily aborted and ruined. He, Zudin, was not needed
any more.
At the street corners, like black heaps of cockroaches, the bystanders stood glued to the newspapers pasted on
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the walls.
Yes, the enemy is near. The enemy is at the gates.
Sending up spray from a puddle, the motor drew up in front of the Central Committee building, a great yellow
edifice with a columned front. Zudin went quietly up the spiral staircase, its walls decorated with flags and
portraits of the leaders of the Party. He went past the sentries, along the corridor, through the waiting room and the
secretary’s office to Ignatyev’s room.
“One second, I’ll announce you!” The secretary leaped up and rushing to the door, shut it in Zudin’s face.
This unusual reception wounded Zudin still further and roused afresh his anger at Fomin, at Ignatyev, at the
whole world, which seemed to have agreed to conspire against Zudin, simple and trustworthy though he had
always been.
“This way, please!” The secretary darted out.
Ignatyev was sitting as always in his armchair at the desk. Near him, on a small leather sofa, sat Comrade
Shustry, a little man in a raincoat, who looked at Zudin with dark, searching eyes.
“Back from Moscow? When?”
“Day before yesterday.”
“Anything happening up there?”
“Nothing in particular.”
No further conversation. In any case, Zudin had little appetite for one. He had come for another reason. And
since Ignatyev, his chin in his hand, made no move to get Shustry to leave, it might be a trick to avoid his giving
Zudin an explanation of Fomin’s actions. Zudin would stand for it no longer. Enough lies! Hot and angry, he sat
down in an armchair by the desk.
“I’ve come to see you, Comrade Ignatyev,” he said in a distinct dry tone, so that Shustry should hear, “to let
you know I am giving up my post!” He moved his hand to his pocket to take out the telegram.
“We know,” said Ignatyev, quietly.
“We know?” stammered Zudin, and looked at both in inquiring astonishment.
“All the better for that. Since your comrades are so ingenious and calculating in their work that they can
foresee events, somebody’s going to be the recipient of it all.” He laughed caustically. “I telegraphed the Party and
asked the Organization Bureau for an investigation.”
“The Organization Bureau also knows about the case, Comrade Zudin,” shrilled Ignatyev’s high voice.
“They’ve already appointed Comrade Shustry here to carry out the investigation.”
The latter, clearly enjoying the effect these words were having, handed Zudin his letter of appointment. Signed
by a personage of high standing, it ordered Shustry to investigate Zudin’s case. Zudin gave a nervous start. So his
enemies had really got down to work: now they had contrived to make out ‘a case’ against him. And he, like a
fool, had unfalteringly placed his trust in the brotherliness of his Party comrades. So the maxim applied here, too:
war is war!
Suddenly, somewhere, that old habit, that powerful, trusty structure, Zudin’s understanding of the world,
emitted a deep groan and toppled. And after the collapse, all that remained was gray rubble and clouds of dust.
“I’m ready!” he said contemptuously to Shustry. “I should like to bring to your notice the fact that certain acts of
insubordination have been carried out in the CHEKA without my knowledge. This evening, two of my workers
were arrested. This isn't the first time Fomin has taken it on himself to—”
“Fomin had nothing to do with that; your workers were arrested at my order!” interrupted Shustry. “Comrade
Ingatyev, is there a free room we might use where we might, as it were, speak openly?” Shustry whinnied slyly.
“There is such a room.” Ignatyev pressed a bell. “The secretary will show you the way.”
“By the way,” Shustry turned to Zudin as the latter stood gazing at Ignatyev, “may I have your revolver?”
Zudin handed him the revolver. Shustry pushed it into his trouser pocket.
“Would you have another one on your person?”
“No.”
Having taken Zudin to the door, he turned back to Ignatyev and whispered something in his ear; the other
nodded.
How loathsome all this is! Zudin shuddered with repugnance. “This pathetic conspiring right in front of me—
how guilefully it’s all being carried out. That man Ignatyev. Just you wait, my friend, we'll see how the cards fall.”
They went up to a remote room on the third floor, where there stood only a table and three stools. The window
gave out onto the river and revealed a watch tower standing in the sun.
Shustry closed the door and locked it carefully with a key he had been given. He sat down at the table and
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spread out before him a great sheaf of papers he had taken from his briefcase. He made a show of assiduously
searching for something among the papers. Black eyebrows knit, black eyes protruding noticeably from the
yellow of the face, and the gray of the close-cropped head with the short-cropped silvery mustache.
“The CHEKA hereby brings an accusation against you,” he began familiarly, like a slinking tomcat, and his
eyes roamed over the table and the papers and came to rest on Zudin’s sleeve, as if he were afraid to meet his eye.
“An accusation, the gist of which you must already be quite aware.”
“I don’t care to fuss with deciphering sordid gossip.”
“We shall soon decipher whether it is gossip or something else,” chirped Shustry, as if jesting on Zudin’s
account. “And therefore, will you kindly tell me, Comrade Zudin—the word ‘comrade’ rang deliberately false, as
if someone in greeting had pushed a toad into your hand. Zudin perceived all this, conscious of the rage mounting
inside him. “Tell me, Comrade Zudin: when, from whom, and in what amount, have you accepted bribes?”
If a cannon had been abruptly let off in front of Zudin, the shock of the report could not have been more
shattering. All the muscles of his face began working, his nostrils flared, his eyes widened in hatred and disdain,
his teeth burrowed into his lower lip.
“Now, which is it to be, Comrade Zudin?” mocked Shustry with feigned good humor. "Will you answer the
question at once, or would you like to think about it?"
“I consider your question a shameful attempt to wrong me.” Zudin brought out the words in a strange, falling
tone.
“All right, all right!” Shustry gave a friendly laugh. “I’d forgotten what an experienced man you are. Who
would be such a fool as to take a bribe when there’s such an institution as a secretary, particularly a lady secretary,
to do it for him? A convenient arrangement: a pretty young woman to perform all these transactions in all security,
and be a bedfellow into the bargain; but the best of it all is, it’s so easy with her assistance to fill one’s pockets.
Isn’t it so, Comrade Zudin?”
He laughed, and the black of his eyes flickered over Zudin’s frozen mind as he sat there motionless.
“I have no woman secretary, and I do not understand your allusions. If you are in possession of concrete
evidence, it is your duty to pass it on to me. That would be much better than speaking in riddles,” said Zudin, and
he thought: can all this be some senseless dream?
“Oh, that’s how it is! Anyone as composed as that is no thief. Then we shall have to proceed in another way,”
says Shustry, smacking his lips at the pleasurable prospect. “You are no boy, and by no means new to the Party,
not to be able to understand that your lack of sincerity and your denials somewhat qualify your standing in the
eyes of the CHEKA and cause your actions to appear in a special light.”
“What has the CHEKA to do with it?” Zudin broke in angrily, in a fresh surge of rage. The desire overtook him
to smash this addle-pated idiot’s skull.
“I am investigating the circumstances by order of the CHEKA!” said Shustry, bridling with self-satisfaction.
Once more Zudin felt his world disintegrating. Fishing in his briefcase, Shustry pulled out a sheet of paper and
addressed himself to Zudin with the easy solicitude of an undertaker measuring a corpse and asking the customary
questions—age, social position, and so on—writing down the answers on the paper before him.
“Can you recall any occasion on which you received any kind of gift in any shape or form from your
subordinates?”
“No, I cannot.”
“Splendid. We’ll put that down: ‘Cannot recall.’ Not from Valtz, for example?”
Bright red spread over Zudin’s face. He thought, how could he have forgotten that? How the devil will this
look to them?
“One should not receive bribes in person: it is much more prudent to do so through one's relatives,” sneered
Shustry.
“I am aware that once, without my knowledge, my wife allowed herself to accept some trifling gift from
Valtz.”
“‘Without my knowledge’—excellent! Then why didn’t you take the trouble to return that ‘trifling gift?’ But
that’s only by the way. Now tell me, Comrade Zudin, what would you call a ‘trifling gift?’ Would you consider
twenty pounds in gold a ‘trifling gift’ for example?” Shustry's little eyes buried themselves in the papers.
Zudin’s hands began to quake, as if he were in a rattling wagon, his thoughts dispersed. He felt distinctly the
nearness of danger, he made a motion to stand up, but his legs seemed to fold. With his remaining strength he took
off his coat and seated himself, feeling somewhat easier.
“I’m only just beginning to realize that there has been some drastic misunderstanding here that someone has
421

made use of to provide the grounds in this ridiculous case.” Zudin clearly had trouble in bringing out his words.
“Who it was that made use of it, and to what purpose, is what has to be found out. I would not be an old Party
member—a loyal member since 1903—and I would not have suffered exile and prison if I did not believe in the
justness and the discernment of the Party.”
Shustry uttered an evil laugh. “Perhaps you would be so good as to give a straight answer to the question: do
you know yourself to be guilty of taking gifts of any sort at all from Valtz and others?”
“Set your mind at rest. I shall reply openly and honestly.”
“That may very well be. Only, your future hangs on the degree of sincerity with which you reply.”
“My own future is of little interest to me. Our future is all that concerns me.”
“That’s good. I’ll make a note of it in your favor. Well?”
“Well, I am aware that my wife accepted a pair of silk stockings from Valtz, in fact, I believe, two pairs—I
don’t exactly know. Besides that, she accepted two pairs of children’s stockings and a few bars of chocolate for
the children, also from Valtz. That is all. There was no other gift from Valtz, nor from anyone else, to the best of
my knowledge and belief.”
“Splendid. First, from nobody at all, then from Valtz through your wife; first, it’s one pair of stockings, then,
maybe two, and then it’s two. A slow-working memory. (That’s just by the way.)”
“I know this, Comrade Yuzhanin!” Shustry’s pre-revolutionary name suddenly came back to Zudin. “I am a
Bolshevik of old standing; I have never been, nor will be, anything else, and I declare to you as a comrade and as
a CHEKA official that I am telling you the complete truth. If you want to believe me, that is your affair.”
In an insulting manner, Shustry drummed his fingers on the table.
“On the other hand, I myself was once a Menshevik,\fn{ Both Bolsheviks and Mensheviks formed the two parts of the old
Russian Social Democratic Labor Party (SDLP), at whose second general congress (London, 1903) they were formed. Both factions
declared their willingness to overthrow the established order, establish a constitutional government, and final replace capitalism with a
purely Communist society; but the Bolsheviks favored a party of active, professional revolutionary members willing to use any means to
establish the ultimate goal of a Communist society, and supported the immediate objectives of a constitutional state only insofar as they led
to the ultimate goal of a Communist society. The Mensheviks, however, proposed in 1903 to admit into their ranks all who declared a
general sympathy with the aims of the SDLP, regardless of active participation; and later on, believing that Russia was not ready for
revolution, placed emphasis on reform, especially in the establishment of a constitutional government. A final split between them occurred
in 1912; and thereafter, they, the Bolsheviks, and several other political factions competed for the leadership of the anti-czarist revolution.
This came to an end when in October, 1917, the Bolsheviks seized the power of the State, beginning their career as the dominant—later, the
sole—lawful political organization of what was to become the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. Their power came to an end in 1991,
with the peaceful dissolution of the Union and its fragmentation into fifteen separate, independent countries. } as you know, but never,

either then or now, have I or my relatives for me accepted bribes, whether stockings, candy, or gold. That’s all by
the way. But what about the gold? Did you think it proper to take it or not?”
“I tell you yet again: I have taken no gold and—”
“And your wife?”
Out of nowhere the mocking face of insinuation suddenly grinned at Zudin. Supposing his wife had really …?”
Lisa? No, that’s out of the question, it couldn’t be, said Zudin, like a lost man, to himself.
“You wouldn’t guarantee it?”
If he would guarantee it? His shoulders jerked convulsively as he looked in vain for help from the cold, dismal
walls.
“So you won’t guarantee it? Sensible of you!” Shustry wrote something.
You artful journalist, thought Zudin, and his head swam with a sharp, vile scent that, as it seemed, emanated
from Shustry. That steel-hardened brow could not relate to pathos.
“Now, how much do you know about Pavlov? How much did he share with you, or—pardon—with your wife?
Or has your memory left you in the lurch again?”
Biting his lips till they bled, Zudin was silent a few seconds.
“I repeat that, beside the instance I have already spoken about, I have absolutely no knowledge of my wife’s
ever having taken any sort of gift, whether in kind or cash, from any person, and I consider it to be absolutely out
of the question, inasmuch as I know and trust her. I ask you to make a note of that, too.”
“Do you recall that Katzmann tried to impress upon you the necessity for immediately dismissing Pavlov and
Valtz, and that you put him off?”
Zudin racked his brains in the effort to recall this.
“You don’t remember? Comrade Fomin very definitely affirms that this was so; indeed, Katzmann himself told
him about it. Why should they both have lied?”
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“In connection with Pavlov, I remember that my suspicions were the first to have been roused, particularly
after the Bocharkin case, and I apprised Katzmann of this. I believe I spoke of it at length to Katzmann some time
later, and he said he considered it imperative that Pavlov and, I believe, Valtz should be discharged.”
“What does that mean, ‘And, you believe, Valtz?’”
“And, I believe, Valtz.” Zudin reddened. “I told him that I was in complete agreement with him over Pavlov, as
at that time certain other machinations of Pavlov’s over that diamond affair were known to us, but as concerning
Valtz, I considered his argument groundless, and he then said he agreed with me.”
“Obviously, it was going to be ‘groundless,’ after the nice gifts she had given your wife. Anyhow, that’s all by
the way, not pertinent to the case. So, concerning Valtz, you were not in agreement, whereas, concerning Pavlov,
you were entirely of one mind? We’ll write that down. Now can you tell me why you didn’t dismiss Pavlov on the
spot? At least, Pavlov?”
Why didn’t I dismiss him? thought Zudin, but could find no answer.
“It was a mistake on my part, an oversight,” he muttered in distress. “I didn’t think of doing it then because of
the pressure of work; when Katzmann was killed, I was very much occupied with other matters.”
“Splendid! Now, Comrade Zudin, will you kindly tell me what your relations were with Valtz? I mean, of
course, your intimate relations?”
“I fail to see what possible connection—”
“Ah, you ‘fail to see’! Very well, we’ll make a note of that. All the same, I must categorically insist on an
answer to my question.”
“There were no relations between Valtz and myself.”
“You call your being found next to each other on the sofa at night, ‘no relations?’ Have I understood you
correctly?”
“This is really too vile to be borne!” Zudin, red with indignation and embarrassment, could hardly control
himself. “I have said what I have to say and will say nothing further on the subject.”
“Very good, very good! Now, as to the confiscated wine in your office: do you recall having drunk it yourself
or having given it to someone else? Pavlov testified that the wine found in his apartment came from your office.
What do you have to say to that?”
“Confiscated wine and other objects often come into my office. I neither drank it nor gave it to anybody. No,
wait, I do remember once having drunk a bottle of light wine when I was very tired. How the wine got to Pavlov’s
apartment, I have no idea; my office is always locked, and the key is kept by the attendant.”
Shustry wrote rapidly. “Now, that’s enough for me. Would you be so kind as to read this all through and sign
it?” He laid the document before Zudin and stretched himself wearily. Then he ran to the door and called to
someone in the corridor.
“You are an excellent man, Comrade Zudin, and yet at the start you tried to play hide-and-go-seek with me.”
“I? Play with you?”
“Well, never mind, never mind. In any event, that was only my personal impression. The case will come before
an Extraordinary Commission, which is to meet in a few days. My duty was only to make a report. My part is a
small one. I have to be absolutely objective. You saw for yourself that I noted everything down, not only things
that go against you, but also things in your favor. I have been altogether objective. Now allow me to have you
placed under arrest.”
Though Zudin had felt that all this coming, yet the sense of insult and bitterness overwhelmed him. “I shan’t
run away anywhere. Aren’t you going to allow me to see my family?”
“Absolutely out of the question! You may write, but must remain here in this room, under guard. Don’t excite
yourself. Your case will be decided upon in two or three days at the most. What the decision is will depend on the
Commission's conclusions. My business is only to be an impartial observer. And should anything occur to you
that might exonerate you, write it down and send it to me through Ignatyev’s secretary; I’ll tell them to send you
paper and pencil. Your food will be brought to you from the Executive’s Commissary.”
Shustry disappeared. Zudin sat and looked dully out onto the river’s wide sunlit bank. The square of the
window gave this spacious, empty room the plain charm of a country sitting room. The ice floes breaking up on
the river’s surface were like jagged teeth. And farther, beyond the river, workers’ cottages spread, like series of
boxes in the sun.
All at once, the dreadfulness of what had happened vanished, it forcibly withdrew into the depths of the soul,
to be replaced on surface by a youthful feeling of liberation, as though the iron works, where he had hastened
daily to his work, had suddenly been closed down, and he might romp and frolic to his heart’s content without a
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second thought. He was seized with a soft, warm sense of airiness and space, of freedom.
This feeling did not stay with him for long. Boots clumping, a guard strode in, scrutinized both him and the
room in an unfriendly, searching fashion, went to the window, tested the bolt, and went straight out again to stand
directly in front of the door, hitting the floor with his rifle butt.
Then two young women in white aprons came in from the Commissary, the double doors were both flung
open, and an iron bedstead with a straw-filled pillow and a rough cover was brought in. They asked him if he
wanted anything to eat. No, he wanted nothing, only to be brought pencil and paper.
Pencil and paper were soon brought by Ignatyev’s secretary himself, with a look of harassment and discomfort
in his eyes that embittered Zudin’s resentment all the more.
“I want to write to my wife, and I should like it taken to my home as soon as possible. Can it be done?”
“Yes, Comrade Shustry will come at six o’clock; he’ll read it through, and I’m sure he’ll send it on at once.”
“Thank you.”
Zudin wished only to be left alone with his swelling impressions of what had occurred; rounding and
tightening into lumps of lead, they pressed upon his aching heart. He sat down on the creaking bed with its bristly
straw filling and pressed his temples with both hands. He must keep calm, pull himself together. Of precisely what
was he being accused? One thing was certain: Pavlov and Valtz had been taken in the act. What was the gold they
were said to have taken? Who had taken it? Pavlov? Yes, there had been negligence. But what had he, Zudin, to
do with it? Was it the fact that he had not dismissed him? Or was it that Valtz had taken the amount of gold?
Could she have shared it with Lisa? Would Lisa have accepted it?
A succession of shocks went over him. He twisted convulsively, his breath caught painfully in his chest.
Vividly he could imagine what would be done to Lisa, if it had really happened. Oh, if only he knew it had not! If
only it could turn out to be an idle suspicion. Had Lisa not been able, then, to see through all that?
He rooted for an answer in her soul. No, Lisa could never have done such a thing, no; whatever might come,
she stood firmly by the proletarian convictions, her consciousness of the proletarian class conflict. She was a
Communist, in spite of everything.
He smiled indulgently: he knew her frailties, her faltering constancy. She had never engaged in any active
struggle. She was a true daughter of her class, but also a wife and a mother. If both sides of her existence were to
be placed on the scales, they would come down on the side of the wife and mother. She was therefore not to be
condemned; it was the eternal stipulation that women bound to primitive emotions and instincts had to submit to
the yoke of the husband and provider. It was hard to change all that from one moment to the next, thought Zudin.
But will she be shot for it? His hair stood on end at the thought. He saw Lisa and her calm smile, Lisa as a girl,
Lisa, her head tied in a scarf, with dimples in her round cheeks. It was spring, as it was now, when, full of
awkward zeal and unshed tears of happiness, he had taken her rough, work-worn fingers in his hand,—but
tenderly, as he would a little flower in bloom—and looking into her misty gray eyes had said: “Lisochka! We’ll
live together, and fight together, and suffer together, and love together, as man and wife.”
How long, ah, how long ago that was! Zudin’s shoulders drooped at the remembrance of past emotions. And
afterward? Had he been able to keep his word? No, he had to admit he had not. Lisa had shown herself to be as
true and as loving a wife as there ever was. He had forgotten that behind her lay a thousand years of unprotesting
slavery and, furthermore, that she was the wife of a domineering, masterful man. And was she, then, capable of
understanding all his feelings, the joys and sorrows of his struggles, caged as she was with cooking and screaming
children, while the storm of life raged outside?
He swam in the flood of emotion. He had fought, sleeves rolled back, with the steel of his gray eyes. He came
to Lisa only to take a breather, to eat, to drink, and to see his children, who turned their round, innocent children’s
eyes on their papa and reached up their little hands to him. He had drawn farther and farther away from her, but
Lisa had stayed constantly alone in that dead, putrid place. Her cheeks had faded, the light in her eyes had gone
out, and her back was bent from hard work. He had let her down, and the farther he went, the deeper became his
betrayal of her. How was it he had only now been able to see clearly and distinctly that he had used her cruelly,
shamefully, that he had taken a mean advantage of her helplessness, her wifely simplicity, her wifely love? The
symphony of miraculous love he had dreamed of had become nothing more than a street-organ tune.
And if she was now to be taken out and shot, he, and only he, would be her murderer.
His throat contracted with pity and sorrow.
But could he have behaved otherwise? Could he have given up his struggle, his suffering, for the happiness of
all mankind, to avoid the sorrows of a loving wife? Besides, had he not paid too dearly for having bound himself
to a family? Had he not often let his arm fall because of the whimpers of hungry children—no child should take
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the place of a worker—having raised his hand to strike a blow, only to let it fall, shamefaced; had he not, with
downcast eyes, raised the hammer in work, feeling on him the mocking grin of necessity? Who was to blame?
The insatiable, inflated Moloch, who sat enthroned in the blood and the brain? Ah, if only he could dwindle to the
size of—a bee? a bullet?—no: to a scarcely visible needle, that would go unnoticed and strike the triumphant
Colossus in the middle of his forehead, which on the instant would burst, with a hiss like a gas-filled balloon, to
the accompaniment of joyous laughter from free men. Childish fancies! This was the most serious matter of all.
Lisa was all but lost.
Yet, supposing she had not taken any gold? Joyfully, Zudin jumped to his feet and went over to the window.
Was it right that she should be so cruelly punished, simply for taking stockings or chocolate, because she
understood nothing of politics and had acted like a devoted mother and wife who had wanted to please her
husband? That cursed, vicious, inescapable circle!
“Without my knowledge”—how the words had resounded at the questioning! What did they imply? That if he
had known and complied with it, it would have been he who had taken the things, and not his wife? How could he
have spoken so thoughtlessly? Had he been anxious about himself? He must write to her at once, so that she
would know about this mistake and correct it at the hearing.
He remembered, though, that the letter must pass through Shustry’s hands. How irritating to have to use guile
and pretense. Guile against whom? Against the comrades he had worked beside? His gaze dropped as he studied
the dust on the floor. Then he again looked out of the window at the pure blue sky, the ice floes swimming soft
and white on the river, the little houses on the opposite banks, gilded, their windows kissed by the setting sun. He
glanced at his watch.
The devil, it was already six! Shustry might quite well have come and gone away again. He must hurry with
the letter to Lisa.
What should he write, and how should he write it? Or should he write nothing at all? If only all this could flow
as calmly and strongly as that ever-rolling river that knew no law and no boundary. Warmed by the sun, it
unfolded its turbid floods, and in the dark blue of the night, it lay quiet and motionless, withdrawn.
He would not go home again soon, perhaps never. What would she think, poor woman, alone with her
children? Supposing slanderous tongues should spit the venom of gold, wine, mistresses, into her face? What lay
before her, what thoughts, what experiences? What was the purpose of this persistent overwhelming torment that
would be so easily wrung from her tender heart?
Zudin sat down at the table and wrote:
Dearest Lisa,
Because of a foolish accident and an inquiry concerning certain misdeeds on the part of Pavlov and Valtz, I shall be
kept at the Executive Committee building under house arrest for a very few days. Don't distress yourself and don't
worry! There is a mass of absurd accusations, involving wine, money, and love affairs, but these will blow over like
smoke. It needs patience and vigilance. So don't be upset, keep your chin up, and kiss the children for me! Valtz has
dragged in the stockings and the chocolate we accepted. It is all pure nonsense, of course. A fond embrace and kissesI'll be seeing you soon.
Your Alik.

You have to lie, and lie boldly, he decided, as he finished the letter. He folded it into an envelope and asked the
guard at the door to call the secretary. The guard, in a few clumsy strides, knocked at a door. After a long,
exasperating wait, a messenger at last appeared.
“Please give this letter to Comrade Ignatyev’s secretary. It’s urgent.”
The messenger nodded and withdrew. Zudin stood like a signpost at a crossroad, looking out indifferently at
the red wings of the sunset rising over the blue-gray mists of the river.
6
Zudin stayed in solitary confinement for five days. No one asked for him, no one came. It often occurred to
him that, in the restless haste of everyday concerns and the confusion of civil war, he had been forgotten.
Somewhere, perhaps even very near, now attacking, now retreating, generals in dusty uniforms with gold braid
marched from one village to the next. Some led through the fields from horizon to horizon, hiding naively behind
translucent hay stacks or throwing themselves flat on the ground before the invisible missiles, lying with knees
pressed together, with clutching knotted fingers.
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Zudin did not see a newspaper. Every day he was brought food, which for the most part he left untouched. He
grew thin, pallid, his cheeks and eyes, hollow and dull. He fell into a completely disoriented way of life. He
barely got up, he slept for as long as it suited him, he woke fortuitously, and waking, did not know whether it was
early morning or late at night. Then he would go to the window and try—if the sun was shining—to guess by the
light what time it was. Sun-gilded houses or dimly lit barges, it was indifferent to him what he saw through the
window. Sitting in the broad, low window embrasure, he could make out a small patch of garden in the courtyard,
the lopped black boughs of gray poplars, the narrow cinder paths, the crumpled rotting grass of former years, and
withered leaves.
The garden was surrounded by a yellow stone wall, along which a sentry with a rifle patrolled back and forth,
beneath the window. This meant that Zudin had been not completely forgotten. He often tried to glean some
knowledge of the outside world. Once, when his door opened, he sensed a muffled alarm run through the corridor
in a succession of waves.
“It’s a Soviet assembly,” said the woman-servant who had brought in his evening meal. “The Mensheviks and
SR’s are making a big fuss. They’re asking for the abolition of the CHEKA. There’s been an uproar in the city;
they’re asking for increased rations and are threatening a strike. The workers have refused to go to the front.
Krastilitsy is already taken. The Communists are all mobilized. And how many new ones came! All for the front!”
And she added in a whisper: “They say the workers are preparing a revolt. Maybe they’ll free you then …”
Zudin sighed hoarsely.
On the fifth day, quite unexpectedly, when the light was already switched on, the door suddenly opened, and
Shustry, wearing his raincoat, darted in and cried, “Come with me!” Escorted by the sentry, they went along the
corridor and into a room close by, where some men were already seated at a table. Zudin had known them all for a
long time; their faces were now as if painted with expressions of gravity.
Zudin’s eyes fell first on Tkacheev, an old Party worker, whom he knew only a little and in the past had most
often met at assemblies; his expression was calm and venerable, like that of a country priest, pulling with visible
pride at his thick, well-tended beard that fell over his chest and his paunch. Tkacheev raised his round eyes as he
entered, then dropped them again. At the opposite side of the table sat Zudin’s old friend, Vasya Shcheglov, a
metal worker. He looked exactly like a bird, small, snub-nosed, with a shock of white hair, his Adam’s apple
running up and down his long, thin throat. In the central seat sat the dread Comrade Stepan. His long predatory
nose was forever snuffing the air around him, his cheeks were sunken, right up to the eyes; the sparse little beard
on his crooked chin and the scant hair on his head completed the picture. There was an ominousness about the
three silent men sitting there. Only one man, a secretary, young and colorless, bending over his papers, disturbed
the mystic holiness of this council of wise men with the prosaic rustling of documents.
Zudin was about to hold up his hand to his comrades in greeting, but the idea no sooner occurred to him than
he saw it might be considered compromising, as he thought, so he only nodded and awkwardly sat down on the
stool to which all eyes consigned him. Opposite, at the short side of the table, portfolio spread out before him, sat
the bellicose Shustry.
Not looking at anyone, Stepan was doodling on a sheet of paper, but Shcheglov made an effort to keep a
painfully inappropriate smile on his face, as if very glad to see his old friend Zudin again, yet anxious at the role
he might have to play in a friend’s fate. Stepan abruptly left off doodling and turned on Shustry eyes that never
left him while he spoke. On the other hand, Shcheglov, timid and perplexed, sent his boyish gaze to and fro from
Shustry to Zudin. Only Tkacheev sat on unmoving, like a Buddha, his eyes fixed on the table before him.
“The case before us, comrades,” began Shustry, shifting in his seat and sending a scathing look at Zudin, “is in
no way a usual one in the annals of our Party and in our struggle in the cause of the revolution.” He was holding
several sheets of written paper; from time to time he would turn these over, bending low over them awhile, then
flash the pitch-black fire of his compelling eyes now at Stepan, now at Zudin. His voice resounded in the empty
corners of the room like a bell over wasteland.
“There sits before us no average Party member, no inexperienced youth, but one of the oldest workers in our
Party, a revolutionary since 1903”—Shustry dwelt on the words— “and this famous person, at the most serious
and responsible moment of the revolution, has sunk so low that he, occupying an important position in Soviet
Russia and the Party—for to be chief of the Regional CHEKA is indeed important—has for the foulest and most
grossly selfish motives betrayed the trust of the working classes and brought corruption and demoralization to the
office of the watchful eye of proletarian rule entrusted to him; that he has set his subordinates the villainous
example of corruptibility, negligence, and drunkenness; that he has surrounded himself with co-workers—oh,
worthy indeed!—in the service of our bitterest counter-revolutionary enemies. Investigation has yet to bring to
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light many of Citizen Zudin’s deeds, but what it has so far discovered is enough to show that in the cause of
revolutionary justice you should not defer your decision.
“I ask your forgiveness if I have inadvertently forgotten myself and my duty to act as an objective reporter,”
said he, somewhat awkwardly, as if in response to something in Stepan’s look, “but, comrades, who can restrain
himself when speaking of such vile acts?
“From the actual details that I have been able to assemble concerning Zudin’s accomplice and Zudin himself, it
appears indisputable that Zudin used his unlimited authority as Chief of the CHEKA to procure a place in his
service for Citizenness Elena Valtz, an open and active counterrevolutionary, and to keep her by him as his
secretary; this same woman had previously been arrested by the CHEKA and, having been convicted, was to have
been shot. Since he was having an affair and had entered into every kind of relation with her, he could not have
been unaware that she was associated with the dangerous British spy, Edward Heckey, the organizer of the White
Guard raids, for whom the Soviet Commission for Extraordinary Affairs has been searching throughout the
country, while he was cozily spending the nights with Valtz. She herself confessed that he had spent at least two
nights with her. Heckey managed to escape, and consequently these last days there have transpired a whole series
of assassinations of our best comrades, including Comrade Katzmann, a deed for which—to put it delicately—
Citizen Zudin is indirectly responsible. Such monstrous insolence has never been seen. But Citizen Zudin did not
long content himself with that. In betraying the Party and the revolution, in being himself an accessory to the
death of his old comrade, who had trusted him unwaveringly, he has proved that he did not act out of political
motives alone, though these clearly played a large part. The chief factor in his entire criminal activity was his
greed for personal gain. As an absolutely objective reporter, I must further state that Zudin was not content to
accept bribes through his female accomplice, who was a convenient tool to him in all these intrigues—yes, in his
association with her he certainly acted with cunning and circumspection—bribes that met domestic needs, which
Valtz used to advantage and shared with her lover and accomplice, an example of which is the silk stockings for
his wife, but also she often used to give him presents in natura that she had received from the White Guard, as,
for example, the chocolate she received (something like half a hundredweight) from the aforementioned British
spy, Heckey. In Zudin’s behalf, she blackmailed the family of a merchant named Chotkin, whose son had been
arrested at Zudin’s order, without any grounds whatsoever, and kept in custody at the CHEKA for about four
months. She threatened Chotkin’s aged parents with the execution of their son and extorted twenty pounds in gold
and valuables from them. Although Valtz now denies Zudin’s part in this affair, she finds it impossible to contest
it, because, first, Chotkin was released on the very day Katzmann was killed, after Valtz had come to terms with
Chotkin’s parents; second, at Zudin’s order, the Head of Chancery at the CHEKA got out a duplicate—which is
most irregular—of the order for Chotkin’s release, this being ancillary to the extortion; and third, that he took the
gold from Valtz and thought he had hidden it well, for it was not found in Valtz’s rooms; according to her, it was
stolen in her absence, though in the final analysis her testimony is unclear. Above all, it will appear to any
unprejudiced person logical and natural to conclude that Zudin cannot have contented himself with taking only
stockings and chocolate. Thanks to Valtz’s talkativeness, all the CHEKA employees knew about these so-called
gifts, but, terrorized by Zudin, they dared say nothing. Of this we shall speak further.
“At his first hearing, Zudin began by denying everything, but then, in the face of irrefutable evidence, he
admitted accepting, in person or through his wife, the stockings, the chocolate, and the gold as ‘gifts,’ as he calls
them, from Valtz. Zudin’s plan consists in laying the blame on his wife, since he can no longer deny the receipt of
the stockings, the chocolate, and the gold.”
“Gold?” echoed Zudin, with quivering lips.
“Oh, yes, I ask your pardon, it was a slip of the tongue: of course, chocolate; Zudin obstinately denies that he
accepted gold.”
What was in Zudin’s thoughts? A blank. His mouth wore a sad smile of confusion and hopelessness. In his
subconscious mind he felt that he, who had gone on his arduous way with such firm and sure steps, had now
stumbled suddenly; a gigantic unforeseen whirlpool was bearing him along, dragging him relentlessly on to some
terrible chasm; bewildered by the howling and turbulence of the elements, he did not once attempt to seek
salvation on the rocks against which he was thrown, but then saw them too late, after they had gone by.
Now there was nothing in his thoughts. He was conscious only of a complete despair and an anguish, he
scarcely thought of the clear conscience he had left somewhere behind, only half aware that he was on his way to
the fearful abyss of death.
He had more than once had the feeling that the look in the other men’s eyes was burning into him: the
searching eyes of Comrade Stepan, or perhaps the bewildered expression of Shcheglov, his friend, who sat there,
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flushed and wretched. Or, as he sat there with his pen, had the secretary, whose round, sleepy eyes had been
opened in ordinary curiosity, been sending him stealthy looks? But Zudin had no time to assemble his thoughts.
The whirling stream of Shustry’s words carried him still further and deeper.
“Yes, comrades, as a reporter who has been at pains to remain objective, I must categorically affirm that
Citizen Zudin is a most profoundly mendacious and deceitful individual. It is for you to see whether my opinion
holds good.”
“As what? As deceitful?” echoed Stepan, who had lost the thread of Shustry’s discourse.
“Most profoundly deceitful!” emphasized Shustry loudly, and Zudin saw the edgy look again come over
Comrade Stepan’s features.
“I have already expressed to Zudin’s face the conviction that he won’t be able to deny it. It wasn’t enough for
him to take Valtz into his service, though, as a supporter of the White Guard, she was an adequate accomplice. But
that was not enough for him. He managed to recruit all kinds of rabble into the CHEKA under his wing,
extortionists and other potential swindlers, who naturally hindered the work of the honest comrades who had the
misfortune to work with Zudin. To illustrate this, we adduce the example of Pavlov, an open extortionist, who
repeatedly blackmailed those whose arrest he had been ordered to investigate and who had received from them
immense sums which he evidently shared with Zudin. He, like Valtz, has now been arrested. Zudin was properly
warned about Pavlov by Comrade Katzmann, as Comrade Fomin testifies, and as Zudin himself does not deny; on
the contrary, he asserts that he, Zudin, had drawn Katzmann’s attention to Pavlov. This blatant lie on Zudin’s part
can be disproved by the single fact that he did not dismiss Pavlov from the CHEKA, which became easier at
Katzmann’s death because Katzmann had insisted on Pavlov’s dismissal. After Valtz and Pavlov were taken into
custody, Zudin tried to protest against the arrest of these two splendid specimens and do you know what he called
it? ‘CHEKA insubordination!’ That is what he said to Ignatyev in my presence. There is testimony by Ignatyev
about this, which I hardly think Zudin will deny.
“Comrades, the greed and perfidy in Zudin’s character is further shown in his terrifying implacability. The fact
that he himself was indirectly the instigator in Comrade Katzmann’s murder did not deter him from taking
rapacious advantage of the CHEKA Commission to put through the order that a hundred of the most distinguished
citizens arrested by the CHEKA (who in most cases if not all were innocent) were to be shot. It is superfluous to
point out that this act was the real cause of the stirring up of the populace against Soviet rule.”
“What is it you’re driving at now?” said Zudin aloud.
“I’m driving at the victory of revolutionary justice, and nothing else.”
“Is there any chance of it?”
“That remains to be seen! But I fear I have tired the comrades unnecessarily with my long speech, since the
case lies clear and simple before them. The most monstrous thing in this matter is that the accused should have
held an outstandingly responsible post and, as a former Party comrade, enjoyed especial confidence. I will not
supplement my report with the mention of orgies in which confiscated wine was drunk. That evil was constantly
in Zudin’s office. Pavlov had access to it, although, according to Zudin, the office was invariably locked. Neither
will I mention the love intrigue between Zudin and Valtz, which the stove attendant Agafya happened to know of,
when she heard a part of their conversation through the door on one occasion. These are only details of small
importance beside the main accusation.”
A heavy, pervasive silence fell. All looked at Zudin.
“Will you make a declaration with respect to this?” asked Stepan at last.
“Yes … yes, naturally I will!” declared Zudin, as if he had just awakened.
“Zudin’s declaration positively must not be carried over, I propose, in order to save time,” exploded Shustry.
“Ah, yes, yes, we’ll see about that.” Stepan made an ill-tempered gesture in Shustry’s direction, and turned to
Zudin.
“We’re listening.”
His mind, once so vivid and clear, was in tatters, however. Where to begin?
“Comrades,” he said, “you may believe me or not, I am an honest man, as I have always been. Are all my years
of work in the underground no evidence to you of my honesty?” Zudin was aware that what he was saying was
inadmissible as evidence, and not what, while waiting for his hearing, he had intended to say. Shustry’s malicious
look was putting him out of countenance.
“We would ask you not to rake up the past. We all know it well enough. We ask you only to make a brief, clear
declaration as to the accusation made in the report. Do you know yourself to be guilty or not?” Comrade Stepan
interrupted in a cold, firm voice.
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“Yes, yes, at once. At once.”
Zudin’s control of himself became still weaker; panic now seized him—not fear of the final calamity which,
like a tram out of control, with its flaring eyes came ever nearer and brighter, so much as fear that, standing alone,
he would not be able to defend his rights. Zudin realized that he must at once, and unhesitatingly, assemble what
strength he had left, that he must now set all the thoughts he had ever had in his life to work in order to keep a
firm hold on this utterly intolerable, hateful situation, he must put to use the sufferings of all his lifetime, since he
was a little uncommitted child up to this very day, when he stood threatened with annihilation. But which of these
wrongs was he to redress? Was he not surrounded by his true, devoted comrades, even the vindictive Shustry?
Was he then to perish without a sound, without one scream of pain, to go through the whole world without a hope
that somewhere the faintest echo of that would be heard?
“I am not guilty,” said Zudin firmly. “Not guilty,” he repeated; his voice rang out more positively and clearly,
and his words seared his listeners’ ears like sharp, fiery tongs.
“It is not true that Valtz is my mistress, it is not true that she was to have been shot and that I saved her out of
some lecherous passion for her. All that is untrue. She was arrested by chance in the case of the Savinkov agent,
Finikov, and I was absolutely convinced she had nothing at all to do with it. I was sorry for her and believed that
honest work would free her from the slime of the capitalistic way of life. It seems I was mistaken.
The power of chocolate was stronger.”
“What was stronger?” they all asked in one voice.
“Chocolate,” said Shustry, with an ironic smile.
“Yes, chocolate. It proved to be the stronger. This is the first time I have heard that Valtz had relations with
Heckey. I find myself unable to explain it on the spur of the moment. It is true that Valtz gave my wife stockings,
and chocolate for the children that she brought to my house. She told my wife she still had many fine things of the
sort left from when she was in the theater—she was once a ballerina—and, besides, a former colleague of hers
had brought her the chocolate from the front. I must say frankly that I believed this. Had I been there when she
brought the things to my house, we should certainly have sent her away; however, my wife accepted the things
without suspecting anything; when she told me about it later, it was hard for me to give them back. I did not want
to hurt my wife’s feelings. In my stupidity I took it all as being without importance. Again, I have heard for the
first time today that Valtz extorted twenty pounds in gold from Chotkin’s parents. I only recall that she was
unusually persistent about freeing the son, which made me somewhat suspicious, but it was true that Chotkin had
been kept on in prison without grounds and in error, and should have been released a long time before; he might
have stayed in custody indefinitely because of the remissness of the investigator, who had suddenly been called
away, if Valtz had not chanced to find his records in the file of a case that had already been closed.”
“You mean that Valtz was justified in taking the bribe?” interjected Shustry, with a sneer.
“Never mind,” Stepan warned him with a gesture of the hand.
“Also, I never gave the order for any sort of duplicate to be made. In a word, to suspect me of having been in
some sort of association with Heckey, of knowing anything at all about the gold, and of entering into immoral
relations with Valtz is pure and concentrated rubbish. She did indeed sit next to me one evening on the sofa and
began speaking of love—I was then of the opinion that it was genuine—but then, too, I immediately sent her
away. If old Agafya was actually eavesdropping, she must be able to confirm this. It is also nonsensical to accuse
me with reference to Pavlov. I had always looked on him with suspicion. I spoke with Katzmann about this, and
we decided to dismiss him. But then I got so involved with events that I simply did not think any more about this.
That is all. It was painful, comrades, to realize the extent to which Comrade Yuzhanin has transformed all this in
his objective report.” Zudin imbued these words with caustic fastidiousness.
“As for the so-called orgies,” he went on emphatically, “what orgies? What kind of orgies? If the confiscated
wine has been carried off and its disappearance unnoticed by us, it is vexatious and shameful, if you will. But
what has that to do with this pathetic orgy talk that Yuzhanin has brought up? I’m still Zudin, and not a
bartender!” He turned on Shustry with hostility.
“So much the worse!” screamed Shustry, jumping to his feet.
“Never mind,” again Stepan warned him.
“Still more ridiculous is the accusation that I deliberately instigated a reign of terror, which, I believe, is how
Yuzhanin qualifies my activities. I, acting out of spite, to have a hundred innocent citizens shot like common
criminals?! Allow me to say, comrades, that this accusation is beyond my comprehension. Above all, this was no
personal decree of my own but a special decree of the Commission’s at a meeting at which Fomin and Ignatyev
were both present. Would I actually have gone through with the executions if anyone had seriously opposed me?”
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“You terrorized them all,” said Shustry.
“Or did someone feel himself obliged to cry off out of repentance for sins committed and, in trying to wash his
hands of the guilt, throw the entire responsibility onto me? Does this mean that the time may soon come when we
shall set ourselves up to judge our comrades for having tried to be efficient in carrying out our own directives and
stipulations? But I am not afraid of responsibility, and, if this situation should repeat itself, I should do just so
much and no more.”
“Of course it’s ridiculous!” muttered Stepan almost inaudibly, and the motionless Tkacheev raised his eyes to
Zudin’s.
“I may have arrested a hundred people.” Zudin’s voice had the ring of steel. “I was not long in establishing
their guilt. What possible guilt could there have been? Is it a crime of the bourgeois that he’s a bourgeois? Or a
crime of the crocodile that he’s crocodile? Do we not admit into our ranks dozens of our former bitterest enemies
from the counter-revolutionary camp, and, if they succeed in changing their feelings and ideas through the power
of conviction, do we not take them in as brothers in the common fight? Have we not at other times put behind bars
many brave fellows who once did so much for the revolution and are still even now devoted to her cause, but
who, out of stupidity and obstinacy, have opposed us as bitter enemies and formed the capitalist avant-garde? Can
you say this isn’t so?”
“Would you care to classify yourself under that heading?” Again the mocking smile played about Shustry’s
mouth.
“Myself?” said Zudin, bewildered. “No, I’m saying this to show that I was right to proceed with these
executions without looking for guilt. For me it is a question of whether they were guilty or not in your own
commonplace mind. Only don’t believe, Comrade Yuzhanin, that I would allow myself to proceed against this
deplorable pack of dogs we call our enemies in a spirit of revenge. Revenge motivates me least. This ridiculous
bias may be a comfort to some who could assault the table they fall against, or attack the sea because a boat with
their next of kin in it was sunk. Revenge is an unrewarding self-betrayal. And still I had the—if you will—
unguilty shot!”
“What monstrous logic!” Shustry said agitatedly.
Tkacheev seemed to come alive, looking Zudin straight in the eye, while Shcheglov, red in the face, stared at
him, open-mouthed; only Stepan went on tranquilly scribbling with his pencil on a sheet of paper.
“It was the capitalist organization that killed Katzmann. It hardly matters if a few foolish Social
Revolutionaries consider themselves enemies of capitalism. This is of small importance. In reality they are
conscientious upholders of the bourgeoisie. Their personal convictions do not alter the case. We continue to
conduct class warfare on a grand international scale. We must answer attack with counterattack. They direct their
blows against individuals because they do not understand the socialist way of life and its commandments. But I
strike my blows against a whole class. I have executed the foremost of them in order, as I came across them, no
more and no fewer, because that was the inevitable consequence of their deeds. Are you dear fellows going to
repeat the attack? That is what they have to consider now, for they know that if they do, they’ll pay dearly for it.”
“You were not charged with that,” Stepan interrupted him. “That we know: somehow or somewhere terror in
class warfare is inevitable and necessary. Only, in the final analysis, we try always to annihilate those same agents
and organizers who perform acts of enmity against our class. Well, let the talkers mourn over that. But now, would
you be so good as to answer the one or two questions I have written down here?” He handed Zudin a scrap of
paper.
“Why was Valtz not placed under surveillance?”
“What impression has this case produced on the limited number of CHEKA employees and in particular on the
wider circle of workers who have spread rumors that Zudin accepted bribes through his wife?”
“Yes, that was a lapse on my part,” said Zudin, distressed. “What impression? The worst!” he muttered with
drooping head. Now for the first time he knew the torture of shame; he would have sunk through the floor if he
could.
“Has anyone else a question?” He turned to the others. Shustry was about to say something then noticed that he
was the only one and closed his mouth again.
Stepan whispered inaudibly, first to Tkacheev, then to Shcheglov. Both nodded agreement.
“Comrade Shustry, please make arrangements for Comrade Zudin to be taken back at once to the same place.
“The Commission will summon you to acquaint you of its decisions as soon as it has met,” he said, turning to
Zudin, and looked at his watch.
Again, an alarming weight of anxiety fell upon Zudin. Confusedly, he sought for his coat, until he remembered
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he had had none with him. Shustry conducting him, he went, perspiring and red-faced, through the door, crushed,
exhausted, with shuddering heart. With a hostile gaze on Zudin’s back, the same sentry escorted him back to the
room with the dark window in its square embrasure. Zudin shrank into himself. The distant sky at the horizon was
lit by flashes of gunfire. The city, a blackness beyond the window, grew cold.
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Zudin lay down. Now what was in store for him? How was he to know? His head would not think.
His heart beat with burning shame: how had it happened that he, Zudin, the ever cautious, ever watchful, had
made such a mess of everything: the common cause of world revolution, the Party, the trust of the working
classes? Was it all really a dream?
With trembling hands he covered his eyes, and before him appeared old, long-dead pictures, only now there
was quite another light upon them. A dirty, broken, scurrying sky. A wide, crusted, ploughed field, drenched with
autumn rain.
A gigantic rough-hewn peasant in a ragged coat stumbled on tired, shambling legs along the wet and muddy
road. His face was tanned with sun and wind and furrowed with lines. He went his way with bowed shoulders, his
back humped toward the sky. With submission in his eye, he stomped, coughing, through the maze of moisture.
“What a hero!” mused Zudin. “Who could fail beside such a fellow traveler? Lord of the earth, why is your
look so sad?”
The peasant slowed his steps and turned on Zudin a friendly, sharp-eyed stare of appraisal.
“I’m hungry, man, hungry!”
“But who has the power to take your bread from you, an honest workman?”
The giant stood still; his eyes fell on the thick mire of the way.
“No one took it from me, man. I myself gave it to the landowner. Dues, friend, dues.” He sighed heavily.
“Have you really nothing left? Something must be left to you. What have you done with the rest?”
“Aah, dear man, well may you ask. It’s the taxes that destroy us. We have to buy our wheels, and our food, and
a few nails—my house is in ruins, as you see—and so I have to take everything I have to the tax collector at the
countinghouse.”
“My friend!” Zudin told him, “shake off your bonds! Together we shall take arms against landowner and tax
collector! Come, we shall plough up the whole world, for others and for ourselves. Then life will begin for us!
Your bread will be yours to the last mouthful. Will you come? Brother, we shall begin a new life, a fairy-tale
existence: a wonder-horse of copper with a fiery mane will plough your fields and seek neither food nor reward.
All we need is time, and we shall accomplish all.”
“You speak so strangely.” The peasant looked about him with a bright, crafty eye. “Attack the landowner—
why not? All will go well if only the whole community declares itself to be on our side. Then, certainly, things
would be easier. But, about the fiery horse—there, dear man, you go too far. What should we do with fire when a
mere nag would be enough for us? But tell me the truth, brother, the whole truth, will no one then take our bread
from us, truly?”
“Do you think that nuts shell themselves and fall from heaven into our mouths? Will you not, for the sake of
the wonder-horse, to escape from the landowner, suffer hunger a while longer, and, when expedient, share your
last piece of bread with others, in return for which you shall live without landowners and merchants? Think of it!”
The peasant cringed, breathed heavily, and then waved his hand.
“Well, brother, if it’s only for a short while, why not? We don’t need to accustom ourselves to hunger, we are
past masters at it: you see how slack my belly is. It is as you say: this can no longer be borne. But take you,
brother, are you not deceiving us?”
“You need have no fear for me. I have suffered hunger not less than you. We shall fight side by side and share
all between us. Maybe you can share a morsel of bread with me now; come, follow me, only step lively, not so
slow!”
Reluctantly, the peasant took a small crust of bread from his bosom, broke it in two, and spent a long time
considering which was the larger piece, so as to give Zudin the other; but then, aware that Zudin was looking at
him, he handed him the larger piece forthwith, then followed Zudin at a clumsy jog-trot through the filthy mire.
Zudin stepped out lustily, his legs rising high out of the softened loam. The peasant could hardly keep pace with
him. Gasping for breath, he came to a standstill, then halted yet again to wipe the pouring sweat from his face
with his hand.
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“Ah, dear man, don’t go so fast; a little slower, please. There’s no keeping up with you. I am so lean from
hunger; that bread I gave you was the last I had, I’ve kept it by me this long while for when I should grow weak
from lack of food.”
“Never mind, pull yourself together: we must make haste or we cannot win. I am no less emaciated than you,
for didn’t I ask you for bread? And just see how I go! We must keep our heads in all things.”
Zudin tried to push the bread he was holding into his pocket, but it would not go, something was stopping it—
what was it? Zudin put his hand in his pocket and pulled out—a bar of chocolate.
The peasant’s look grew hostile.
“What’s that? Have you been deceiving me? You took my last piece of bread, with candy in your pocket?”
“Comrade, it got there I don’t know how.”
“LIAR!!”
Zudin trembled helplessly. I can’t prove it. I can never prove it! My cause is lost!
He began to run, fell in the mire, got to his feet, ran on, and fell again. He was covered from head to foot in
foul, brown slime. Was it clay? Or chocolate? He could not tell. Would he ever arrive, would he ever get out of
this net of endless autumn rain? His legs were growing feebler, encumbered by the thick mud of the softened
earth. The peasant’s breath sounded nearer and nearer. No, he could not escape.
“No, I can’t escape!” said Zudin, aloud, and opened his eyes. The room was still and empty, only an electric
lamp went on monotonously burning. Zudin suppressed a slight shiver.
How had it all happened? What had he done? In what did his offense consist? Why were they discussing so
long in there? And what would their decision be? Would they execute him pitilessly, execute him for an oversight,
a lapse of attention? He suddenly thought of Shustry and his “revolutionary justice.”
Still fully dressed, he lay down again on his back and pressed his hands over his closed eyes.
Had all this come about because of that cursed bar of chocolate that pursued him so relentlessly? His mind
began to fill with an increasing tumult that both quieted and disquieted him, like the rushing of a waterfall or the
stirring of trees in a forest. Oh, that sound had been well known to Zudin since childhood, so congenial to him, as
the clinking of chains is congenial to the convict grown gray in prison. Zudin knew everyone of its finer tones, its
nuances, such as were not perceptible to another …
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Was it the effervescing of an acid? No, it was the caustic poison of anxiety burning the heart of Vasily
Shcheglov, eating into its very core. His sweet, vanished childhood shone at him, as the shards of broken glass
shine on a dump. The mild years of childhood flickered in his eyes as through the tender green foliage of a richly
fragrant elder tree. Beneath the elder, children’s calloused feet flashed in and out of the circle, where plump and
gold-colored jacks tossed up and down. There was a frown on sun-tanned Alyosha’s large-eyed little face. And
Vasya’s heart was beating in hard throbs, like a single two-kopek coin in the loosely hanging pocket of a worn
pair of trousers. He clutched a fragment of iron tiling—it was heavy and could only be grasped with difficulty by
his straining palm.
“Ah, those slickers! Are they going to pick up more than us? Are they going to beat us hollow?" But Alyosha’s
little arm nudged Vasya in the side, and he heard Alyosha’s playful whisper: “Hold them, Vasya, you can do better
than the slickers …”
And although now it is as if there were, not one, but a whole mass of Shustrys, waving their tentacles, like
spiders in a dark corner, Vasya is not going to let Alyosha down. Keeping before him that faraway youth, the elder
tree and the dump, Vasya feels his heart grow strong inside him until it is a lump of steel.
Stepan’s cold tenor voiced a swift question, his slitlike eyes raised over his pencil. Quickly, nervously, Vasya
answered back as if ready to spring, then one after the other the issues transpired, like tomcats tucking in their
back legs prior to jumping on terrified mice.
Suddenly, and quite out of turn, Shustry blurted out: “Allow me to—”
“No, we’ve had enough!” Vasya went red all over. “Enough from you. You’ve planted us with too many of
your nasty fleas. Do you think I don’t know Zudin? But I do know Alyosha, comrades. Known him since
childhood. And he’s the sincerest of men, stands with us on every front … in a word—”
“Are you implying I’m capable of libel?” blustered Shustry.
“One at a time!” frowned Stepan. “We’ll give Shustry another five minutes, but no more. Are you getting all
this down?” He suddenly turned on the open-mouthed secretary.
The secretary hastily rubbed his sweating hands on his trousers; his pen went on skipping and spluttering
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listlessly over the unfeeling paper. Shustry puffed himself out like a sparrow and chirped at length about how
Alyosha constantly missed the meetings of a cell, how “metal worker” Zudin had forgotten his factory days, how
people were getting restless in the workers’ quarter.
“It’s just like a running sore to hear him,” cut in Vasily. “Now see here …!”
“Don’t interrupt!” Stepan intervened. Thus encouraged, Shustry shed a smile of victory over his portfolio and
fell to adjusting its papers with an affectation of care only to be found in a country doctor’s assistant at a
postmortem, when the doctor himself has gone to wash his hands: then the assistant digs about assiduously inside
the belly, prodding at the bowels. And he thinks: Now, mind what you’re doing: don't pull out the heart and put it
back under the gut. In the same sense nothing was going to divert Shustry from his goal. He exposed all the guile
and all the deviousness in Zudin’s perfidious character. He, Shustry, was proud of the confidence that had been
placed in him. He knew how much envy there was among the workers, that there were those who would like to
climb up in the Party and there render as much service as lice, defiling the Party organization, bringing in every
scoundrel and knave in the business. But leave it to Shustry—he’ll clean things up.
“Comrade?! Party member?!” he jeered. “But he’s never paid his monthly dues for over half a year. That was
at the root of it all: Pavlov, then Valtz, and the Socialist Revolutionaries at Osennikov—that was no chance affair.
Nor was it by chance that our Chief of the CHEKA reduced the whole organization to a dump!” And Shustry
wiped his well-trimmed mustache in disgust.
Vasya Shcheglov heard the words “dump” and at once the warm brightness of the fires from the broken tile as
it gaily flirted with the sun called at him and softened his heart with the affection of their elder-tree childhood.
And Shustry shot covert, infuriated looks at Shcheglov and his wet, parted lips, and thought how little he
dreamed what was lying at that very moment like an impenetrable iron wall in the Party’s way. And Shustry
thrust, pressed, and stabbed at the flabby block of sympathy with the steely chisel of his sharp words.
“Does anyone suppose the White Guard are such fools as to be satisfied with wine and candy and not make it
their business to find out from the same Heckey, whom Valtz and Zudin contrived to hide, what the secrets of the
CHEKA are, down to the smallest detail? Zudin entrusted everything to Valtz! Zudin handed secrets over to the
enemy! For that alone shooting would be too good for him! And this is what you call—“ and Shustry’s black eyes
like bullets darted their fire at Shcheglov—‘the sincerest of men on all fronts’! When we entrusted him with the
sword of responsibility, he dishonored it by accepting bribes and taking criminals into his confidence—he is
guilty of all that. Guilty on all counts! And guilty of those mangled corpses!” Shustry rolled his eyes at the
dimmed black windows of the city. “And what about those other corpses—the bloodless corpses of heroes, those
stoical fighting comrades of ours, who are selflessly perishing at this very moment because of Zudin and lying in
great piles at the gates of our city not twenty-five versts\fn{1 verst = 0.6629 mile.} from here. Yes, Zudin alone is
to blame for this. He was never in evidence at any rebellion! I am not even sure”—and with a dexterous
movement Shustry closed his portfolio— “I am not even sure if we’ll still be here by morning. The
reinforcements are proving worthless. And are we to surrender the city?” He shook his closed fists in the air,
revealing the hairy, emaciated backs of his hands. “Without delay, or mercy, Zudin must be shot!!”
The red pile of the tablecloth smoothly sucked in even the sharpest words; that was why they all sat silently
looking at it, by a kind of tacit agreement.
“You have the floor, Shcheglov.”
“Well, here’s what I have to say—“ his voice broke. He got up nervously; one hand felt tremblingly for the tuft
of hair on his head, the other aimlessly pulled at the black rope belt. “Here’s what I have to say: a more villainous
flood of gossip—” But at Stepan’s compelling, knife-sharp look, Vasya was forced to lower his voice from its
shout of protest. “Never in my life have I witnessed such treatment of one of our oldest comrades. Zudin took
bribes, you say? Has it been proved? I’ll answer with my own life that it isn’t so. I’ve known Alyosha since
childhood, and he’s the same fellow he always was. And then you say he didn’t come to the meetings of the cell:
how extraordinary, you think! But wasn’t his work at the CHEKA even more important? And then, as Chief of the
CHEKA for this region, he had to be present at every meeting of the Committee. Why did Comrade Shustry, that
‘objective reporter,’ never say a word about that? And since when have the activities of the CHEKA ceased to be
Party activities, and the most responsible part of them, what’s more! But we must bend our minds to the question
of the cell! And what was he playing at, there in the CHEKA? Jacks?”
“Jills, more likely. He went about with women!” put in Tkacheev, clearly and calmly.
“With women? With women? Ah, comrades, it’s an obscure affair, this woman business … a bad business. The
devil induced him to take pity on that bitch. How she was able to stir him to pity, I am simply unable to
understand. If we judge them by our own lights, clearly such fine ladies are not good for us. They’re a kind of lace
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frill, not human beings at all. And only the devil knows if he met her by chance or if it was all predestined. As I
see it, we shouldn’t even touch on this business. It belongs to them. Bitches will always be bitches, as we know.
For, of course, he took pity on her for nothing. In fact, she did him an evil turn. But Alyosha is guilty in absolutely
nothing toward us. It’s true he is guilty of a tiny error, he was caught off guard. Who among us is never tempted?
But he has always been our faithful fighter and scout to the very end. And a scout always goes on in front, he is a
lonely figure. In so doing he may even sometimes make a mistake. But is he to be branded with guilt? Is it
possible to shoot him for it? The strength of the revolution is as mighty as a mountain in him. And Shustry calls
on us to shoot a man like that! No, comrades, I am sure we are not going to do that. We Bolsheviks are going to
do no such thing. If we decided to transfer him to another town, to do another kind of work, to be on closer terms
with the workers, I would concur. But as for what Shustry demands"—and Shustry dug his nails hard into the
tablecloth—I would as soon hand Shustry himself over to the Party tribunal right away because of his erroneous
juggling with the facts!”
“Beg leave to speak!” Shustry was on his feet.
“I shall not allow any personal quarreling!” cut in Stepan decisively. “Your own fault …”
Shustry’s eyebrows flew up with surprise and stayed there.
“Of course your duties were not easy, unearthing every kind of meanness. So you have got into the habit of
seeing everyone either as an inveterate scoundrel or a godlike hero. Hence all this talk of ‘evil intent,’ ‘injustice,’
and other Philistine rubbish. About terrorizing the masses, I think you go too far. It would be more profitable if the
Central Committee were to transfer you to another job. In your own interest …”
Stepan looked thoughtfully at the others. “What do you say?”
Just at this point, slowly and wearily, Tkacheev raised his eyelids. And then a terrible cold ran over Shcheglov,
as though he had seen a storm approaching like gray, swirling smoke. As the cloud crept nearer, it filled the sky
with an evil omen, and no one could say whether it would water the still cornfields with a pelting shower or
silence the greed of the fields with crackling, leaping hail. And it seemed to Shcheglov that he was caught in that
storm and must bow before it, and that there was nowhere he could hide while the confident, unyielding hail of
Tkacheev’s words beat and danced on his head.
“Both are wrong: Shcheglov as well as Shustry; both have failed to grasp the essence of the affair. Shcheglov
himself has admitted that Zudin blundered over a woman of the town, a venomous creature in frills and
furbelows. And Zudin took pity on her. He took pity on the hothouse parasite that is feeding on our blood and
sweat. He took pity on her because he knew she would perish, a delicate, charming thing, under the heel of our
peasants’ boots. He felt pity for her in spite of us, and contrary to us, and he was ruined. These are the basic
facts.”
Tkacheev tore off the edge of a piece of paper lying before him, rolled it into a tube, poured shag tobacco into
it from his pouch and, lighting it with the brimstone-smelling blue flame of a match, went on:
“All these last days Stepan and I have been going around the factories.” He wrapped himself in dense puffs of
smoke, like a steamer. “They didn’t let us speak. They ganged up on us and shouted, ‘Hey, Commissars! You treat
us factory workers like a military governor treats a town. Where have you been till now? Gorging yourselves on
chocolate? Where’s your Zudin? Hand him over to us, we’ll deal with him. We get two ounces of tea a day, and he
—gets chocolate! Our children are dying of hunger and cold, and he goes out with ballerinas dressed in silk! What
are you hiding him for? Unless you root out that weed of a fellow in our presence, we shan’t trust you any more.
And we shan’t go anywhere for you. You can go gobble your chocolate!’ And this is what all the workers are
saying. You can call it demagogy, or say they’re only the backward masses. If you ask me, they’re right. Did he
take chocolate, or didn’t he? He did. Now prove it wasn’t a bribe from one of the White Guard, but a gift from
one of our own people, a Bolshevik girl. You think you can get away with it? The whole town knows about it: the
Red Army, the factories, everybody. Just you try now, Shcheglov, try and explain to them that it’s all been a
mistake, there’s nothing in it. Just try and speak to the workers. Persuade them to go to the front or else the city
will fall. But let’s leave out the workers. Even try to explain to our Party in general that Zudin never took gold.
And where did it go to? That’s why the Socialist Revolutionaries and Mensheviks have got the upper hand. Only
to think that in our Soviet there should suddenly arise a question of the corruption of the CHEKA! And at what a
moment, too, just think of it! And do you know, Shcheglov, that the better part of our Communist Party voted for
that institution, not to mention all the non-Party men! What do you say to that? Was it for this we became
Bolsheviks—to give explanations and change things around? Tell us where, tell us when, they say, and then you
try to make them understand that Zudin isn’t guilty, that he’s a lonely fighter, and a scout. You harp on one string:
'He isn't guilty.' And then the question arises: 'Who is? Who is guilty in general?' Nobody is guilty of anything.
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Not you, not me, not Kolchak, not Denikin. And what will be the result? In our ‘innocence,’ we perform shady
acts, and the factories as well as the Red Army say nothing about it: we are innocent, you see. No, my dear fellow,
it can't be done. We may not care a straw for the Mensheviks and the Social Revolutionaries and all that pack of
Philistines. But not to care what our workers and soldiers think!—no, old fellow, excuse me. We can’t separate
ourselves from them. You can say what you like about them: they lack culture, they descend from the petty
bourgeois, they don’t understand politics. We can slander everything about them, but stand apart from them we
cannot. It’s as if we were world-tugs pulling a world-class behind us. And it’s not for nothing they’re all aroused
against Zudin. None of your tricks with the working masses, no, there can be no yearning for silk stockings, as the
worker sees it. It’s as if they had you and your work under a microscope. Setting a fine example is much better
than all your propaganda.”
“So what do you suggest?” whispered Vasya Shcheglov.
“What do I suggest? First of all, no harking back to a time that no longer exists. Now you can’t pull the wool
over anybody’s eyes. And you never will be able to do so again. All the comrades are fighting at the fronts. The
enemy is pressing hard. This is the moment to rouse all the workers and move them to battle—otherwise the city
will be lost. And so this is no time for long-drawn-out deliberations. There’s no taking into consideration the fact
that he was once a good comrade. Supposing he stumbled again, and brought corruption into our ranks, and ruined
our cohesion with the working masses? No, there is only one way out. The blood of the working class is more
precious for us all than the blood of one individual.”
Shustry was nodding staunchly. And Vasya Shcheglov shook himself like an autumn bird that has got its
feathers wet, and his sharp little nose became more pointed still. With protruding lip, Stepan hastily wrote on a
small piece of paper, folded it and, beckoning to Shustry, handed it to him, whispering in his ear. The other
scurried out with an air of concern and, as the door opened, a current of damp air penetrated the room. Vasya
shivered with the sudden chill.
“Yes, he has fallen into a terrible difficulty,” he sighed, “but there must be a way out of this without killing
him. I’ll tell you how—”
“How do you mean, how?” Stepan had not been following.
“Well, we could hold him up as an example and say we’d shot him, but really smuggle him out of the country
to do secret work somewhere a long way off—America or some place like that.”
“Are you asking us to deceive the Party?” Stepan smiled maliciously, ironically.
“No, Comrade Vasily, we don’t deal in political intrigue. We must hide nothing, but instruct the Party openly
on what we have decided.”
“So all we care about is ‘what Auntie will say’?” mumbled Vasya Shcheglov.
Stepan stood stock still, his face suffused, and smashed his fist down on the table with such force that the
pencil flew headlong to the floor.
“Ah, don’t provoke me, brother! It’s no ‘Auntie,’ it’s the Party! Yes! Our Party! We don’t allow jokes here.
We’ll have to retail this vivid example to the Party, just as it is, show them where your idealistic approach is
leading! ‘Lonely figures!’
“That may be, but don’t forget the relation they bear to the rest of our class. Because then they will start
aspiring to ‘decency’ and ‘critical reason’ and forget the workers’ miserable stolen kopek.”
It seemed to Vasya Shcheglov that the falling leaves of September were floating and spiraling before him, rows
of countless workers’ stolen kopeks.
It seemed as if Vasya Shcheglov had been in this reverie since the beginning of time, but it was only for a
moment. The window panes quivered dully. Unbidden, the dark blue dawn was already creeping over the black
windows, and Stepan still kept on slashing at the air with the pencil tightly grasped in his hand. “And if anyone of
us can go so far as to allow himself to be softened by the beauty and sweetness of those blood-stained kopeks that
the parasites turn into luxury, it can only mean that he is decadent. Then, if there is time, save him, plunge him
into the lowest stratum of the working class. If there isn’t time, cut him down. Otherwise, all our work, all our
great struggle, will go for nothing.”
“But I feel so terribly sorry for Zudin,” sighed Shcheglov in utter weariness. “Oh, if only you knew, comrades,
how sorry I feel.” And his voice stopped short in his throat.
From inside Stepan’s grip a brittle snap was heard. And Tkacheev suddenly stood up and tugged at his shirt
collar. The button flew off and clicked along the floor.
“‘Sorry’? But do you imagine we aren’t sorry, too?” And he included everyone in his quick, comprehensive
glance. “Sorry?! You know Shcheglov—“ Speaking in a hoarse quaver, Tkacheev abruptly knocked over a stool
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as he took a heavy step toward the other man and seized him by his dejected shoulders. His beard moved like a
dark cloud pierced by the lightening shaft of his yellow teeth. His heavy eyelids lifted like hatches, revealing a
glare as glassy bright as a red-hot furnace. “Ah, Shcheglov, anyone of us would stand up against the wall, and be
glad to do it, for a comrade. But would it be of any use if we did? And would you save our cause from the White
Guard by it? Is this the way you would free the workers in their hovels from the bloodiness of unjust punishment?
And can you really be sorry only for him? Aren’t you sorry for the rest? What will happen to them if we neglect
them?”
And in that second Shcheglov’s vision of the sunny warmth of the elder tree melted away. Before him now was
the buckling of girders, the jangle of breaking glass, the muffled screams of violated women. It was enough to
make you grind your teeth, chill your blood, set the dogs howling.
The blue window panes tinkled again.
“It seems it has begun,” said Stepan, rousing himself. “We must make haste because the battle has started. If
we can only hang on till tomorrow, we’ll show them a thing or two.”
The door creaked open and Shustry darted into the room, out of breath. He was breathless.
“Things are going badly.” He hoisted himself up on a stool. “During the night we surrendered Osennikov and
Steglitsy. The enemy has been bringing British tanks in. Fomin has just arrested eleven officers out of the
regiment that came in: they were getting ready to cross over with a whole unit. Our reinforcements are still
holding the edge of the forest by Krastilitsy.”
Quickly Stepan unrolled a crackling, crumpled map and bent over it diligently.
“Yes,” he murmured.
“Ignatyev is talking direct with Moscow. He promised to follow me here, if nothing happens to delay him.”
“So what are we to say?” Stepan shook his head. “What’s there to write? Quite plainly, there is no time. I’m
referring to the one who neglected the matter of the kopek. We must move all the workers to the front at once.
And precisely on that occasion, and not because of anything else, Zudin will be shot.”
Silence. The rustling of the map as they smoothed it out, and the tick of the watch on the secretary’s wrist.
“But suppose,” Shcheglov got out at last; his face was gray, his eyes dejected, and his Adam’s apple moved up
and down. He sighed. “Suppose,” he said, “we could tell future generations all about this struggle of ours …”
“There will be no occasion to do so, man,” interrupted Stepan, rising swiftly to his feet, “and they might not
believe it even then.”
“And then again they might,” said Tkacheev in a strained voice, “but, to be sure, not everyone will understand.
And the grumblers will certainly have something to say about sacrifice and cruelty. But the devil with them!—it’s
not they who bring the revolution.” He got out his tobacco again and smoked.
“Well, now, here you are,” said Stepan, once more making slits of his eyes and addressing the secretary, “write
out a resolution to read something like this: ‘Subsequent to the alienation from the working and the Party masses
of the former Chief of the Provincial CHEKA Zudin, and further, in consequence of his admission to employment
at the CHEKA of the White Guard spy and extortionist, the former ballerina, Citizenness Valtz—from whom
Zudin accepted on behalf of his family stockings and chocolate, and for his insufficient supervision of the duties
entrusted to the said Zudin as Chief of the CHEKA for this region, following which … there transpired the bribery
of his co-worker, Citizen Pavlov, and others, the results of whose operations are still in evidence …’ Have you got
that? Now take this down: ‘Whereas, by these and similar crimes, Zudin has undermined the confidence of the
working masses in Soviet rule, and has at a critical moment in the White Guard offensive brought disruption
within the hitherto united front of the working class, the above-mentioned Zudin, the former Chief of the CHEKA
for this region, and similarly, his co-workers, Pavlov and the former ballerina Valtz—are to be shot.’ Period.
‘Sentence to be carried out immediately. Signed, The member of the responsible Commission …’ Ready?”
He took the written record of the proceedings, squinting as he read it through, and signed it with a flourish.
Tkacheev also signed it. Then Shcheglov added his own signature. His eyes had a staring, anxious look.
Shustry was pacing the room to and fro, from corner to corner, looking at the empty walls with his small
troubled eyes. Outside the window the blue was now complete, and they all could hear distinctly now the
incessant tinkling of the windowpanes at the thundering of distant artillery.
“Now,” Stepan addressed the secretary, “please tell Ignatyev’s secretary to type out our resolution. One of the
copies is to be marked ‘Urgent’ and sent to the CHEKA. The other must be taken to the printer’s at once: in three
hours’ time it must be posted at all street corners and taken round all of the factories. Then it must be sent to the
newspapers at once. Ignatyev and I are going out to the front, right away, that is.” He looked at his watch. “Only
someone absolutely must go and see Fomin. I don’t know what he could have pulled off in one single night at the
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CHEKA, but however—weren’t you going to drop in on him, Tkacheev?”
“No, I’d better take control of the factories as soon as I can. By lunch time I shall have been around them all
and recruited strong troops from among the workers. By this evening they’ll all be at the front. That would be
best, I think.”
“Yes, yes, you’re right! But you stay here, Shcheglov,” Stepan flung at him as he stood there buttoning the coat
he had just put on. “You stay here and keep in touch with Moscow and with us.”
“Oh,” Shustry sucked in his lips with displeasure, “and I too was just getting ready to go to the factories.”
“No, you’ll have to spend the day here in Ispolkom. Tkacheev will do the rounds of the factories, and he’ll
pick up some local people here and there who are left in town. You wait here till we get back. You’ll be in direct
contact with the CHEKA. But, there—I nearly forget! The brigadier sent me an urgent wire yesterday evening:
he’s in desperate need of sixteen machine guns. I gave the order at once, so they must be ready by now. They must
be dispatched to Shklyaev at once, by car. Talk to Lavrukhin about it. I would have taken them myself, only I
think we should go to Krastilitsy first and have a look at what’s happening with those boys of ours.”
Everyone was already in outdoor clothes; Shustry was pulling on his raincoat. The secretary picked up the
report and turned off the light. The walls turned bluish gray. Outside a thin mist was spreading. The windowpanes
were still quivering.
“You will allow me—” Shustry stepped to one side before Stepan. “You will allow me to get those machine
guns from Lavrukhin and take them to Shklyaev. In fact, I could stay there with him for as long as the situation
remains serious. In any case, I have absolutely nothing more to do here.” And he lowered his eyes.
“Very well, then,” answered Stepan. “That’s an excellent suggestion.”
They went toward the doors.
“Yes, but someone will have to acquaint Zudin with our decision. What about you, Shcheglov? Do you want to
do it?”
“No, please, Stepan, I couldn’t, I wouldn’t know how …”
“Well, I haven’t got time now. It seems to rest with you, Tkacheev, to go and see him a minute.”
They all went out at the same time, crowded together in a manner both quick and businesslike. The room at
once went gloomy and dull. The floor was strewn with cigarette stubs and scraps of paper. On the tablecloth lay
the remains of the pencil Stepan had snapped in two. And the stool used by Shustry and his tightly buckled black
portfolio suddenly looked abandoned and redundant. There was a smell of tobacco smoke; indeed, it hung in the
air like a thick, bluish shroud reminiscent of the boom of the battle nearby and the abrupt report of the coming
execution.
9
A long heavy chain was pulling on Zudin’s arm, and he had no more strength to oppose it. He groaned, turned,
and opened his eyes. The gray morning shone soberly into the room, beside the bed stood Tkacheev. Zudin leaped
up. It was suddenly so hot, so oppressive, that his heart beat against the walls of his breast like a machine gun.
“I woke you, comrade?” His words had a soft and friendly ring.
Zudin’s skin was burning with anxiety, he was drenched with sweat. “But I couldn’t wait. I had to hurry and
inform you of our decision.”
He sat down next to Zudin, on the hard, prickly mattress. Zudin eagerly searched his sunken eyes.
“Yes! You’re to be shot.” Softly and sadly he answered Zudin’s unspoken question, without raising his eyes.
“I knew it,” whispered Zudin, and took Tkacheev’s hand. “I knew it.”
Tkacheev sighed.
“They wanted to send Shcheglov to you, and then Stepan wanted to come, but they’ve known you for too long.
They said, ‘A good comrade, what a pity,’ and they couldn’t bring themselves to come. I don’t know you so well,
so I had to be the one to tell you of the verdict. It is a hard task, Comrade Zudin. Please believe only that we did
not decide out of hate or revenge: there was no other way!” And now for the first time, he raised his deep-sunk,
tormented eyes to Zudin.
“The nonsense Shustry talked disgusted us all. But he’s a good fellow, honest, of sound and morally upright
principles, perhaps a little narrow-minded, but one can’t encompass everything in one’s head. Of course, we were
not in agreement with him.”
“And I thought …” ventured Zudin, nervously, fearfully.
“No, we simply reasoned from the start that you were guilty. You had aggravated the mistrust of the workers,
which might ruin our cause. Not us, you understand, but our cause. The devil drove you to take pity on that
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terrible woman. How many of that miserable scum we still have! But you, an old revolutionary! You should have
fixed your attention only on the facts of the matter and, as for anything else, passed on, passed on! But it goes
without saying that this old mud is very sticky. If one examines oneself, one sees that that is the way things go,
with very few exceptions. If we are so audacious as to want, as we do, to raze a mountain, we’ll be disgusted at
the amount of mud that will fall on us. All this would not, of course, be of importance if we were our own
subjects. Man is as man is. There’s no making a black horse white. But we are the leaders. Often, at a meeting,
one can stand somewhere and count nothing but heads, heads, heads, a whole sea of them. And you know, the
revolution, the shifting of the world onto new foundations, is done by those heads, and not by us. Comrade, it is
only self-deception and illusion to think that it is our will that will be imposed on those heads. Only a fool would
think that. We only hammer a united will out of their elemental needs. We are authorizing the unproductive
expenditure of thousands of those heads as targets in the struggle that signify our class strength. We don’t, and
can’t do otherwise, other than what affects the simplest and most basic interest of those heads. The most lofty
ideals must be founded on and harmonized with the urgent and limited interests of the masses.
“‘Children, would you like some fresh white rolls? like these?’ And you throw them one to taste. First, they
begin to whoop with enthusiasm, then they foam at the mouth. ‘I’ll tell you how you can get them. Follow me!
Knock down this! Grab that!’ And then fall the walls of reinforced concrete, the cast-iron girders crack like rotten
wood, and it is the masses who do this, the masses who know nothing, to be sure, but believe they will get the
longed-for bread.
“And now the walls have fallen, but there are no rolls. They throw you distrustful looks from their weary eyes.
Have you deceived them? Didn’t you yourself believe that this was the way to fresh white rolls? And you look
them frankly and honestly in the eye, because you know that right is on your side, and that you have not deceived
them. You have stayed true to the interests of the masses at large. This calms them. ‘Comrades, be patient! You
have overcome only the first obstacle. Arm yourselves with hatred and endurance, so as to strike a fresh blow at
the enemy. Don’t you see that you are getting nearer to your crisp white bread?’
“‘We see, we certainly do see,’ they cry in their enthusiasm, though they see, and can see, nothing, yet they
steadfastly believe that they see.
“You lead them, and they are blindly devoted to you, they make a god of you. You are their hero, their idol,
their dictator, their good witch doctor, in short, you are their all. With them, you surmount the obstacles that bar
your way. And these masses are happy, everyone of them, to give their lives for you. And the white bread rolls? At
times they forget them completely. They are bewitched by the noble spell of the struggle. But don’t believe for
one moment that you can lead them forward on enthusiasm alone. The beacon of that fresh white bread, on
account of which they were roused to arms, will shine still nearer and more dazzling. Only then is the
continuation of the fight for a better world order assured. Only then are the masses ready to follow you, ready to
give their lives for your ideal, for an ideal that is probably not clear to them, not understood, but which they feel
in their unconscious mind to be good. They feel it in you, in your heart, in your whole bearing, in your open,
honest love for those suffering masses, love for which you are ready at any second to die for them, for those in
chains. Then you become the pulse, the heart, and the mind of those great sacred masses. And then, through them,
you can accomplish marvels of the sort that occur in fairy tales, marvels the world has not yet seen, marvels that
leave the heavens gaping with wonder. Only, see that you yourself betray no weakness. Think, consider, go over
every step of everything you do, for what is personal behavior becomes general. Fix your mind on the essentials
of any situation, so as not to be confused later by any fresh obstacle, except the kind where you can stay smiling
and steadfast in bearing, and say, ‘And now, what?’
“Only look at yourself and your gleaming eyes as you eagerly follow my every word! And now picture to
yourself one of these mighty leaders who has led the hungry suffering masses from their first uprising to the last
resolute battles—led them to glory, you understand—suddenly, and without stopping to think, stooping to pick up
some chip of a bygone luxury and put it in his pocket. And they all see him do it. Only think of that!”
Tkacheev sighed again and slowly shook his head.
“We are placed too high, comrade, we may not stoop. How could we? The struggle is too crucial to take any
chances. One false step, and mistrust raises its ugly head. Every day a friend notices something about another
friend. Every day you can observe some common unrest. Mistrust of us, mistrust of Shustry, mistrust of you. They
do not waver. I saw how you looked at us on the Commission, and how narrow-minded the proceedings appeared
to you. Yes, that is how we felt. But the masses have suddenly come to a standstill and have raised a whole forest
of even stronger fists.
“‘Liars and traitors!’ Can that be true? Yes, indeed, you may all be such! All are tarred with the same brush!
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‘Strike them down!’ cries a single, bold voice. So then what happens? Another moment’s delay, and we shall all
be torn to pieces. It’s too late to try to explain, and impossible. The masses can never grasp any attempt at
justification. The masses understand only yes or no. Our whole cause, you understand, our great struggle for the
happiness of millions, everything we’ve attained with so many sacrifices, with so much hardship, suffering, and
blood on the part of many generations, can vanish like smoke, like a soap bubble, because a good comrade
allowed himself to be negligent out of kindness, or because he was tired and was caught off guard. Now tell me,
what should be done with him in order to save the great cause?”
“Cut him down!” rapped out Zudin, in tones both hollow and sharp.
“Yes, cut him down,” echoed Tkacheev. “So we are cutting you down to save our cause and, in departing, we
press your honest hand.”
He gripped Zudin’s hand hard and stood up.
“Yes, it is frightful if you look at it long enough. Shcheglov tried to pass a motion not to execute you but to
pretend that we had, and send you into perpetual exile where you could work under another name. But it would be
hard—impossible—to conduct yourself in such a way as always to go unrecognized and unknown. We are all too
much in view, the eyes of the world are on us. Besides, we are a Party, a great Party. And is that all we are? We do
not wish to speak of things we have already dwelt on: of how their eyes go everywhere, and we must always keep
very careful watch. How many honest and righteous men are there who have gone forward hand in hand with us,
but who have strayed from our ranks because of some petty misunderstanding and lost their footing, so that they
grasp at every straw that comes their way. And if we were to tell these sincere and upright masses now that Zudin
is not guilty but wasn’t conscious of what he was doing, do you think they would understand? Or believe it?
Maybe, in time to come, when the long struggle for a better social order will have brought them to a maturer
mind. But now, in the present state of things, they’ll never understand. No one will believe it. Take Shustry, for
only one! And do you know what they will say?” Tkacheev made an embittered gesture. “The devil knows what
they’ll say!
“And think how great those risks were that took the form of chocolate, silk, dancers, music, wine, and all the
rest of it, things that are not at all mean or contemptible in themselves—quite the contrary!—but things that are
still unattainable by the masses and to which they are not accustomed, for these are things that belong to the still
glittering ruins that are reminders—however slight—of the sovereign lords of a past world. Are there not too
many of these risks in our path? Tell me! In our path and in the Party workers’ path. Or is a man to believe that the
temptation is not too great? Certainly, there are many among us who have been reared in the monastic asceticism
of the Party’s underground movement. But even so!” Tkacheev was pulling wrathfully at his beard. “What will
they say when it all comes out that even Zudin, who seemed to be the most honest of men, has vilely betrayed us
all—this is the kind of thing they’ll say, brother—taken bribes of chocolate, silk, and gold. There will be no
excuse we can make to them, for the deprivations of centuries have made them mistrustful, and men will say,
‘That bandit Zudin, who they said had been shot, has really been hidden by our leaders! That’s our leaders for
you!’
“Zudin, you will understand that this would be like a warm shower of blessed spring rain on the seed sown by
those self-seeking hypocrites and other scum, whose only thought is how to bring shame on our cause: ‘If Zudin
can do it and they cover up for him, so can we.’ So we must wipe out this scandal with a sharp and bloody retort,
effective for ourselves and for others.
“Merciless terror! Blood-stained horror! On the heads of all those who forget, who grow weary, all those who
have had the naïve temerity to place themselves in the foremost rank of the revolution, in full view of the millions
of eyes of the whole world, without considering their own strength. And only see how we shall use this to drive
forward, like a chisel of steel into the wedge. What though shivers of our steel armorhead fall away at the impact?
The struggle demands sacrifice. Think of that gigantic wave of universal proportions that we have raised for
ourselves against this obstacle, and how we must press through a swell made up of the generality of mankind, a
swell grown hard through centuries of exploitation of man by man. And you know that we shall achieve our goal
only when we can remain honest and severe with others and, in the sight of others, with ourselves.
“That is the fate of us all and, Zudin, your fate, too!
“I still have something to tell you of minor importance. We have resolved not to delay, but to execute judgment
tonight. Then, what else?”—and again Tkacheev clasped his hand.
“Valtz and Pavlov were shot this morning.”
He was silent a while.
“And something else: your wife and children asked for permission to visit you. We refused up till today. But
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today—well, it’s as you like. They must now be downstairs in the commandant’s office. Will you see them, or had
you rather we refuse again?”
Utterly broken, Zudin sucked in air through clenched teeth. “Let them come,” he said wearily.
“So, now, good-bye!”
“Good-bye!”
“Brother, don’t be angry. Face it bravely!”
But Zudin could no longer stand on his feet. Strength leaving him, he fell back, his face upturned. In his
earliest youth he had been in the habit of stretching out flat on his back, as he was now, and staring at the blue,
boundless sky that suddenly seemed to come nearer. He would push his hands into the earth around him, to get a
hold. The thin silver cobwebs hovered in the air, stirring at the slightest breeze, and in the hollow nearby, for the
most part overgrown with dry prickly burdocks, there flew and chattered swarms of colored goldfinches. It was
gay and friendly, and at the same time sad and melancholy. Beyond this was a stretch of barren grass, warmed by
the setting sun, and a flow of water, over which great green and golden flies whirled and played. So lying, he liked
to forget that nearby, at the rear of the dirty courtyard, his mother might be impatiently waiting for him in her
squalid, musty cellar, with rags covering her faded bosom, with fingers shriveled and raw from washing, waiting
for him to come back from the store with the laundry blueing she had sent him to bring. He felt sad now as he had
then, yet he knew no more why he felt this now than he did before.
From the corridor loud, familiar voices came to his ears. Zudin jumped to his feet, tidied his bed, and forced a
smile to his lips as, the sentry standing close by, a white and trembling Lisa appeared in the doorway with Mitya
and Masha clinging to her in fear.
The thought, “Still the same old, worn-out shoes,” flew through Zudin’s mind, and with a lack of restraint and
a gaiety unnatural to him, he stretched out his hands to them.
“Well, hallo! You missed me, did you? You were really worried?” He looked searchingly at Lisa, who sank
abruptly onto the stool.
“Lyosha, my dear! Whatever’s happened? Whatever’s happened?” She burst into tears.
“But, Lisa, what is there to cry about? What’s so out of the ordinary? That I was placed under arrest for a few
days? You should be used to that by now.”
“Yes, when it was the gendarmes.\fn{ The police of the old regime .} But now—our own people! And everyone said
—everyone said that we were ruined, that you’d been shot, and they’d found gold, chocolate … Lyosha, dear, it
was torture, torture, imagine!” And again she started to quiver with hysterical spasms that went through her whole
body, gulping out words that were stifled with her fast-flowing tears.
“‘Everyone said!’ Don’t you yourself know best what the truth is? What frightened you then? Old wives’
chatter! Now be a good girl and leave off crying, calm yourself. It’s all over, and there’s nothing more to cry
about. Now, smile!”
“Mitya, Masha, come and sit on Father’s knee. I’ll show you how the Cossacks ride. Don’t be afraid, that’s
right! Now, hold on tight to my neck. ‘This is the way the Cossack rides …’”
After a while he set the children down again.
“Now, Lisa, do stop howling. Or have you made up your mind to sit there crying till the stool comes unglued?
Now, what’s there to cry about?”
“Oh, Lyosha, my dear, my darling, I’m so afraid. I don’t understand or know what to think: what, how, why?!”
“There’s nothing to understand. The White Guard used the fact that we accepted those stockings and chocolate
and made a whole business out of it. So I was arrested until the case could be proved. And now it’s all been
threshed out that it was a trumped-up business, and the affair is over and done with.”
“Oh, Lyosha, Lyosha, I was so frightened. I was arrested, too, that day, and they came to search the house, and
turned everything upside down—for two days I couldn’t move out of the house—they posted a sentry at the door.
The people flocked into our courtyard—oh, they must have come from all over the city; someone threatened to
smash our windows. They were bourgeois, and also there were our own people.
“Then a quick little man with short hair came with a briefcase and kept on asking if I’d ever accepted gold.
Everyone said you must be dead. Then the sentry moved away from the house and told me I could go out. But
they wouldn’t let me come to you. I was afraid to leave the house, but it was terrible there, too … And then, you
know, they said all sorts of vile things about you, that you had lived with Valtz …” She reddened with
embarrassment as she said this.
“Lyosha, can that really be true? Have you? Have you been unfaithful to me?”
“Oh, Lisa! What nonsense! I’m your faithful old Alik, always true, never changing.”
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She uttered a sigh of relief. “But what’s to happen now? You say the case is over? So will you be released?
Otherwise, we’re lost without you! Dear Heaven, how thin you’ve got. Haven’t they fed you here?”
“What? … What did you say? … Oh, food! … Don’t worry, they’ve fed me very well. Perhaps I’m thinner
because I had a cold. But that’s all over now. Tomorrow I’ll be out. Only, Lisa, you should know this has been a
very unpleasant case. The word’s got out that Valtz was nothing but a White Guard spy and a thief. Remember
what I told you then? Chocolate and stockings don’t make a brother. And how right I was! She has compromised
me so that it’s impossible for me to stay in Russia. The CHEKA is sending me abroad, to Australia. It’s very, very
far away and the mission will take at least a year, if not longer. The worst part is that I won’t be able to write. I
may even have to stay away for a few years, and even as much as ten. But there’s nothing to be done about it; the
revolution and the happiness of the international proletariat is worth it. Don’t you think I’m right? …” And he
looked into her eyes that had again filled with tears.
“Lyosha, how terrible! For us to be deserted again, without you, and alone in the world! Lyosha, my dearest,
talk yourself out of it somehow. Oh, my darling, don’t go away!”
“What sort of rubbish is this? You’re the wife of a revolutionary! So be proud that your husband has left his
family and home, perhaps for a long time or even for ever, to go to the other end of the world and break the chains
that bind us. Lisochka, dear, think of the glory: doesn’t it make you terribly proud?”
A long silence fell, broken only by the woman’s stifled sobbing.
“You and the children will be taken care of; you won’t be deserted. In case of need, call Shcheglov—Vasily
Prokofich. He is here from Moscow now. You could work at a factory. You should certainly go and work at a
factory. The children could go and live with your sister in the country. Besides, you’re completely free. There is a
possibility I may not come back. I shouldn’t be offended if you had a companion you wanted to marry, as long as
he’s an honest man, like me. In fact, that would be far more natural for you than to stay on like a nun and live out
the rest of your life, remembering. Of course, you must always think of the children. They must grow up to be
good and strong people and know how to take life by the throat and never bow their heads in slavery!”
“Lyosha, I’m afraid. You speak so strangely, as if you were really going away for ever. Or are you hiding
something from me, something dreadful?”
“You’re a silly! What should I be hiding? There’s nothing dreadful: would I be behaving like this if there were?
No, I’m only taking the long view of the matter: I must soon go very far away, and who knows if and when I’ll
come back, maybe we shan’t see each other again.
“I’ll probably have to leave tomorrow morning. So, without our wanting it to be, this will be our last meeting
today. I’ll tell you what: let’s take each other’s departure as being for ever, so we’ll be even happier to see each
other again, that’s all!” They embraced each other tenderly. He stepped back to stroke the frightened children’s
hair. Lisa went on spasmodically sobbing.
“Oh, Lyosha, if you knew how hard this is. What an awful affliction it is to have our whole lives suddenly
wiped out like this! Of course, I’m proud of you, terribly proud! You’re my only pride and joy! You’re not like
anyone else. That’s why I love you so very much. But living without you and knowing that, somewhere in the
world, you’re trying to manage all alone, or may be ill, or dying, and I don’t know it and can never get there—can
any torment be worse than that? Ah, Lyosha, Lyosha, I haven’t any strength left. My whole life is going. From the
moment I met you I’ve been heartsick for you—and, now …”
In hopeless pain, this pale, unprepossessing woman lowered her transparent, tear-washed gaze, as if she were
seeking for something in the depths below, but could not find it.
“Lisa, it’s the rule here that visits shouldn’t last longer than ten minutes: we’ve gone a long way over. You’ll
have to leave, my dearest. Come again tomorrow. But telephone first to see if I haven’t gone.”
Lisa drew a deep, painful breath and began to prepare for departure, tying her warm scarf about her head.
“Oh, yes, another thing—I nearly forgot to tell you the most important part: what I told you about my journey
is a great Party secret. No one must hear about it, do you understand? You must swear to me that you won’t ever
breathe a word of it to a soul, otherwise it would mean death for me. Do you understand? Outside yourself and
three members of the Central Committee, no one knows about it. For anyone else it will be openly passed around
that Zudin was shot for being in league with the White Guard. But it’s all untrue. You know the truth now: I’m
alive and have gone on a long journey, that’s all it is. Now, farewell, Lisochka! Bear up, and be worthy of your
husband!”
He hastily kissed the children. Leaning his forearms on the table and forcing his lips, as if with tongs, into a
smile, he saw how his wife went bowed with grief through the door, and how the children anxiously clung to her,
and then, in the distance, he again caught the sound of their familiar, strident, beloved little voices.
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Now Zudin could resist no longer. He threw himself on the bed. He began to weep soundlessly, with sobs that
shook his whole body. He bit into the pillow.
It was all past and done with. There remained to him only a poor little long-drawn-out empty second, and then
—death. What’s past is past, thought Zudin, there is nothing more, nothing, not even death, because I’ll not sense
it. There may be a sharp physical pain probably lasting for one or two seconds, a sense of taking leave of life for
the last time. But of death itself I shall have no sensation, because there is no death. For an alive man there is no
death. And a dead man doesn’t sense it.
It vexes me that they will not only execute me but sully my name as well, and everyone will believe that
Zudin, the head of the regional CHEKA, allowed himself to take bribes, and that shooting me was a victory over
capitalism.
Ah, if you could only live it over again, even a little of it, if only you could work again … you’d go straight to
the front. What a fresh and joyful aspect that would give to life. You would turn your energies to completely fresh
fields.
It will be bitter shame for the children, when they grow up, to discover what a slur there is on your name. They
will find out the details and curse their father. Couldn’t something have been done to avoid that? What a pity he
had not brought up the matter when he talked with Tkacheev. It had not even occurred to him then.
He thrust his hands into his pockets, went to the window, and looked out at the river. He could see the ice
moving in defiance and beauty, where before there had been only gloom and mist over everything. Below, beyond
the yellow stone wall, children played on the stone-paved quay; he could hear their voices, though not clearly, and
see their gestures. A little girl with thin braids in a short velvet coat hopped on one leg from one white-chalked
square to the next, her braids flapping as she went. Zudin thought of his own little Masha, and again something
struggled in his throat. But he overcame it and sat down quietly at the table.
Perhaps no other solution was possible. The only important thing is the cause—that the cause should not suffer.
That alone matters, and all the rest … Zudin pondered deeply.
Now what if, when they’d shot you, they then said they’d shot an honest man? But that would be foolish.
Nobody would understand or believe it. People would say, “If he was innocent, why did you shoot him? That sort
of thing isn’t done, you know! So you’re not as steel-infallible as you were thought to be.”
And there would be some who chuckle craftily and prick up their ears and greedily drag their tasty morsels
into the corner to the sound of their “lady secretaries’” gay laughter. Or don’t such people exist?
But how many honest comrades are there, how many of them would wish a pure idealism to sweep away the
fragments of chocolate, ballerinas, and other rubble of the past, things that adhere to past luxury? Such persons
must be borne in mind so that, at every opportunity, people could cry, “Remember Zudin! He was a poor wretch
who for one moment betrayed the future to the past. We shot him down like a dangerous beast, like a dog. Are you
tempted by his fate? Then drop all the mud of the past, however glittering and enticing it seems, and think of the
future. The future and the present!”
But it may be, thought Zudin, that lone beings will arise who wrench themselves entirely away from the
masses in their work and their mode of life, who begin to philosophize and think about the obverse: how to save
the revolution—from the masses, from the workers, from mutiny—and even go as far as ballerinas and chocolate,
and smoking Havana cigars, blowing on their chocolate in fine china cups, toying with massive watch chains that
dangle from their vests, they may mumble in refined tones from shaven lips:
“We are Communists.”
What? What about Zudin? Have you forgotten how he was punished for your sake?
No, may the name of that pitiful wretch burn itself into the minds of all men and be a reminder of treachery
and baseness and transgression in the face of that most pure and noble cause, the Revolution. For on this
steadfastness, on this eternal movement forward, on this life in the future and the happiness of mankind, that
Communism for which it is rewarding to live and die is founded.
Zudin straightened in gladness and pride, his eyes shone with courage, he took a pace up and down the room,
sat down at the table and began impatiently to drum on it with his fingers.
Far in the distance, beyond the river, the black ripples of endless columns of workers were already streaming
onward, and above them, the spring air swung and vibrated deeply with the noble strains of the mighty
International.
86.182 The Last Expedition Of Baron Feuhbel-Feuhtzenau\fn{by Andrey Michaelovich Sobol (1888-1926)} Saratov,
Saratov Oblast, Russia (M) 3
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This is the story of how Baron Oskar Bernhardtovich Feuhbel-Feuhtzenau, the last of an ancient line, the sole
surviving male issue of the Russian Feuhbel-Feuhtzenaus, the descendant of a Knight of Malta, came to perish; of
how Baron Feuhbel-Feuhtzenau, who lived near the Arbat, in Nashchekinski Lane, was struck off the roster of the
inhabitants of Moscow.
And also, this story shows how our neighbor down the hall may become both guardian angel and murderer—
but how was Oskar Bernhardtovich, Baron Feuhbel-Feuhtzenau, supposed to know that ineluctable fate was
entering his house together with Pembeck?
Pembeck was quartered upon the Baron on a blizzardy day in January, when the snowdrifts were playing leapfrog on Arbat Square, while the wind dashed about the roof of the erstwhile Prague Restaurant more frenziedly
than any pick-pocket caught red-handed. But Pembeck himself was quiet and modest; of the Baron’s three rooms
he contented himself with the dark one where, in former days, all the traveling gear used to be stored, all sorts of
trunks and valises: the Baron had been an ardent traveler once upon a time—but more of that later. Pembeck
heartily kissed the chairman of the house committee, who had acted as his guide and, when it came to the Baron,
held out his hand to him and said pensively: “Ah, life! A fellow is forced to trouble noble people who are
strangers to him. Because of all that, I hope you'll be gracious.”
And he scraped his tiny foot; that tiny foot was in a yellow shoe, with buttons, while on his head he had a
sumptuous fur cap, with ear-flaps like tails, so long you could easily tie them under your chin and then wind them
twice round your neck; on his back, however, he had a none too good spring overcoat, the color of brick with the
plaster peeling off—the kind of brick you can find in a Moscow house that has fallen into rubble.
A little later after fussing about in his new room for a while, coughing a little, blowing his nose a lot, and
fingering the wallpaper, at about nine he tapped on the Baron’s door. “May I come in?” When he took off his
polar headgear, it turned out that all of his head was about the size of a baby’s fist and that there wasn’t a trace of
hair about him: even where his eyebrows should have been, there were just blank places.
And in a gentle voice, gentle even in the six-degrees-above- zero warmth of the Baron’s room, a voice gentler
than a maiden’s sigh, the new tenant introduced himself:
“Pembeck, Capiton Ioannovich, an Orthodox intellectual despite the foreign-sounding family name, a name
almost out of Dickens, to quote a close friend of mine, an artist of the First Studio of the Art Theater.”
And seating himself next to the Baron, Pembeck informed him:
“You need have no doubt, my dear and highly esteemed Baron, that in my person you will find a good
neighbor in our present-day dog’s life. Ah, life! I shall respect your venerable years, your title of nobility, which is
not subject to annulment. I’m all for the aristocracy and, incidentally, for culture.”
Having bowed himself out, Pembeck vanished; the long, lively tails of rabbit-fur flitted by, swiping Baron
Feuhbel-Feuhtzenau across his face, darting past his perplexed, senile eyes, and vanished likewise.
The tails disappeared without a trace; without a trace disappeared Pembeck, until morning of the next day—
only, almost with the dawn, when the windows were still lifelessly blue, to root himself deeply, ominously into the
Baron’s poor Russo-German existence in Nashchekinski Lane, during a January day of whistling snow.
At an early hour on that morning the Baron’s food-card was reposing in Pembeck’s pocket. Madam Toteil, who
lived in the basement and acted as negotiator in the liquidation of the Baron’s remaining possessions and as
purveyor of his prime necessities, was repulsed in twenty-four minutes and incontrovertibly sent back into her
subterrain.
Toward evening the Baron’s keys—down to the little key of his sécrétaire—found themselves in the same
company with the Baron’s food-card.
In the boxes and trunks Pembeck came into possession of catastrophic emptiness; piled up in the secretaire
were letters tied with ribbons, and papers. For a long time the rabbit, tails twitched grieving; for a long time they
could not quiet down.
Three days later Pembeck moved in on the Baron, took possession of the ottoman, covering it over with the
last rug that had remained whole—the very same that hung over the Baron’s bed and concealed the dampness, the
suppurating blotches, upon the tormented wallpaper.
Screwing up his face, the Baron crawled out into the hall-way, oh-ed in the darkness; out of that darkness he
dragged an old, faded screen and fenced off the ottoman.
Then, toward the end of the week, Pembeck declared that .the Baron’s family name was far too long and jawbreaking, while his first name and patronymic were by no means admissible, and that it would be necessary to
abbreviate the family name in keeping with Soviet ways.
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There were two small holes in the screen (Pembeck’s points of observation), and one night Pembeck, on his
ottoman, shouted through one of them:
“Baron Feuh-Feuh”—the Baron was perched on the edge of his bed and, hugging his knees with all his might,
was trying to grasp why he wasn’t alone in his own room—“Feuh-Feuh, lie down—you’re keeping me awake!”
And, three days later, the Baron walked up to the other little hole and said, in tears: “Mein Gott. What a
malicious and indelicate man you are!” and pressed one of his gray temples against a faded, silk-embroidered
peacock on the screen.
And this was at night, just as it was night when Pembeck said through both of his little holes: “Nothing of the
sort. I respect your old age and your coat-of-arms. I am by no means a democrat, and I have been schooled in
nobility from child-hood. I have come to love you, and I am taking care of you. Do I fire your stove for you? I do.
Who treated you to incomparable potato pancakes yesterday? I did. Who promised you a ticket to a lecture of
Lunacharski’s? I did. I, at every turn.”
“Lunacharski I do not want,” the Baron replied dryly, and with a last effort tossed up his head. “We are not
acquainted.” And again the shoulders sank, and the spine along with them—not for long had it been stiffened by
courage; again it bent in two. “The stove mit mein own armchairs you fired. Like a hungry lion mein furniture you
smashed. Very much I curse the hour I your pancakes did eat—even though the oil mein own was. Mein Gott,
mein Gott! With another person in the same room I cannot live. My underdrawers very torn are. Ashamed I am.
Ashamed I am! I very much cannot. Alles, alles, you may take, nothing I need—only, in mein own room let me
alone be!”
And then through his little holes did Pembeck chant, ingratiatingly, more ingratiatingly than the first violin of
the Great Government Theater: “You have podagra; you can’t speak the language—which is not at all a good
thing. You’re sixty, and I feel a noble desire to help you, to light up your old age with the torch of goodness and
love. I’m going to marry you off.”
“Wass?”—and stumbling, Baron Feuhbel-Feuhtzenau clutched at the screen; its silken peacocks swayed; they
floated off, floated off; the Baron floated off as well.
“Yass, yass!” mimicked Pembeck, giggling through one of the little holes. “I’m going to marry you off!”
Pembeck’s naked, conical head was just made for the rabbit-fur cap; in an instant he had the monstrosity with
its long lappets tight on his head and had darted out on the Arbat, through the snow-barriers, going about his
affairs, businesslike, hurried, and preoccupied, hastening along just as honest clerks do to their work at tariff-andvalues graphs.
Pembeck has matters to attend to everywhere, even on the Taganka, even amid the windings of the Cow
Rampart. The Baron, however, has only his sparse hair, each hair plastered down neatly next to its fellow; he has
no monstrous cap with lappets—all he has left is an opera-hat, from his last trip to the Spa.
And the Baron hasn’t the strength to hurry anywhere, and he hasn’t a soul to hurry to, not even in the next lane,
the Athanassievski, and the Barc; he wouldn’t be able to surmount the tiniest of snowdrifts without somebody to
help him—where are ye, ye mountains of Switzerland, where art thou, thou summit of the Urirotstock, from
which once (it seems quite recently) the Baron had yodeled through the clouds to the earth below: O-ho-oo!—and
where are ye, ye blue-watered fiords? Ah, not a little had the Baron traveled in his lifetime; he had seen Tunis and
Bergen, Capri and the Golden Horn. Now this keen-sharp homunculus, without any eyebrows, driven like a
splinter by the hand of the chairman of the house committee into the round of the Baron’s life, will do some
traveling, riding the Baron’s Russo-German shoulders—and like whips, like little whips, the rabbit-tails will snap.
Ah, not a few women had the Baron kissed during his journeyings through life-white, swarthy and of all hues
—and whom is Pembeck foreordaining now for the lawful, connubial kiss?
“Mein Gott! Mein Gott!” Scrabbling, aching, his hands fumbled to catch the door-chain, to screen him as
tightly, as closely, as strongly, as reliably, as quickly as possible, against Pembeck; against Pembeck and, with
Pembeck, against all that sprang up three years ago, that had burst in through snow, blizzard, and wind, amid a
hurly-burly, amid a whirlwind, amid flame, amid outcries, amid pealing bells, amid rumbling, amid the stamping
of boots, and that had torn into shreds railway reservations, guides, Chablis, hotels and under-drawers.
And then, toward evening, crooking one of his tiny fingers, Pembeck tapped on the door—and the Baron
without any delay took off the door-chain—hopelessly, submissively, like a dead man.
On that evening a good half of the sacred secret ire was fed to the stove; Pembeck barely consented to
surrender the letters.
That secretaire warmed well. Pembeck even took on the slightest of glows—and Pembeck ticked off on his
fingers the dot the bride would bring:
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“One hundred and eighty and a half pounds of rye flour. Good flour—saw it myself. Over thirty-six pounds of
fuel for the cooking-stove. A drab overcoat for me. One Caucasian cowled muffler for you. A can of vegetable oil.
Two dozen handkerchiefs—no monograms. Sugar—and here,” Pembeck said, still more tenderly, “on the day the
infant comes into God’s world; two months or so from now, we’ll receive from your father-in-law three boxes of
chocolate. He’s speculating in chocolate just now.” And, completely mellowed by the warmth of the secretaire,
Pembeck lisped out altogether in a whisper: “And all this in double quantities for a church marriage. Two
Caucasian cowled mufflers. Think of that! I’m all for a church marriage, Soviets or no Soviets. Her old man keeps
weeping: ‘We on Taganka Street respect barons and such, and hold them highly.’ Tomorrow we pay the first visit
and get the down-payment. What pancakes I'll treat you to! In the evening we’ll go to the Studio—my friend and
crony is playing Dickens.”
That night Pembeck again chided the Baron through one of the little holes:
“Time to sleep, Feuh-Feuh—put out the light.”
“Putting it out I am,” answered the Baron and, after stretching himself to the switch, began to sink back in bed.
In the morning Pembeck led the Baron off to Taganka Street to call on the bride, to show her father the
documents—German patents of
nobility with seals on them big as pancakes, so that they of Taganka Street
might become convinced with their own eyes to what extent the land of Russia had not yet become impoverished
as far as nobly born persons were concerned.
And Pembeck had ordered the Baron to bring along the family photographs: he had looked them over first and
chosen those showing military uniforms and decorations.
Nor had Pembeck forgotten to bring a small sled along—to transport the down-payment on the dowry over
Moscow's rails of snow.
Thus it was, on a February morning with the mercury trying to crawl out at the bottom of the thermometer, that
on the Arbat an opera-hat appeared: black, glossy; while a monstrous cap with lappets, sweeping its tails just as if
they were oars cleaving the water, took it in tow: the monstrous cap with lappets out in front, the opera-hat behind
it and, bobbing in the opera-hat’s wake, like a boat on a painter, a small sled with a discarded empty crate on it.
Just fifteen or so minutes later, approaching Mohovaya Street, the Baron could not catch his breath; the
monstrous cap with lappets, however, kept tugging and tugging him along; it dragged him to Theater Square, it
made him swerve into Varvarka Street.
And then the baron started turning blue: at first it was his ears that turned blue, then the blueness started
creeping over his cheeks. Pembeck tugged him to the right: some personage with a portfolio, in an overcoat of a
continental cut, was heading from an imposing entrance to a sedan, and the Baron had almost run smack into the
machine.
As for the blueness, it had reached the Baron’s neck by now. Tearing at his collar, he tossed his head
convulsively, and the eyes of Baron Feuhbel-Feuhtzena beheld before them, after all these years, a hat from
abroad, a muffler from Berlin, the edge of a starched collar.
With an abrupt, strained cry, frozen through and through, lacerating the throat, the larynx, the roof of the
mouth as if with a barbed point, the Baron tore loose from Pembeck, drawing nearer to the muffler, to the hat—to
Europe, to the Spa, to hotels with parquet flooring:
“Urn Gott . . . Ich . . . sterbe!”
Soft is the snow on Varvarka Street, not far from one of the entrances to the Commercial Block; softly,
caressingly it received the last of the line of the Barons Feuhbel-Feuhtzenau.
A snowdrift to the right, a snowdrift to the left—and the opera-hat became still and chill between them; as for
the monstrous cap with lappets—the monstrous cap with lappets was lost without a trace. All that remained was
the small sled, and the discarded, empty crate.
31.145 & 198.113 1. Seeing In The Twentieth Century 2. Excerpt from Walks Through Armenia: “Erivan” 3.
Three Looms\fn{by Marietta Sergeevna Shaginyan (1888-1982)} Moscow, Moscow Oblast, Russia (F) 8
1
Everyone, unless he is very young, can most likely remember celebrating last New Year’s Eve. However, in
1999 it will be practically impossible to find anyone who will be able to recall how he saw in the new twentieth
century a hundred years ago. To do this the person would have to be at least a hundred and ten or twelve years
old, to possess a computer’s memory, and to have been sitting up with grown-ups on that far-off night instead of
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dreaming sweet dreams as he should have been at that tender age. Even if you scoured the mountains of Abhazia
and Azerbaijan, you would hardly find such a unique old person. And even today, thirty-two years before the end
of the twentieth century, there are very few people still alive who could describe how they celebrated it. But such
stories are needed, for they will convey to descendants the various hopes and desires which make up the
meaningful word “presentiment” on the eve of a new era.
History teaches us that every century is pervaded by its own characteristic features which give it its face.
Mankind, as it were, sees this face of a past century as a whole. Historians define it by some qualitative epithet.
Playing with the Russian word for “man” (chelovek), the poet Andrei Biely once deciphered it as chelo veka (“the
brow of the century”). So, what sort of “brow” has our twentieth century and what was in the thoughts of those
who saw it in?
But, first, let us do away with the superficial answers that at once spring to mind about its being the Atomic
Age and century of space conquests and fantastic velocity. All this has to do with a final, and not initial appraisal
and is not related to man in the direct meaning of the word. All this is not wished you when you raise your glass to
the coming year: what you are wished and what is foremost in people’s minds has to do with deep and most basic
needs such as happiness, health and dreams come true. And people think of the future of man on earth, simple
man in his private and social life as a thinking being. To gain a better understanding of what is meant by
“prevailing” features and the “face” of the era when people see in such a long period of time as a century, I shall
cite two different predictions, two opposite poles of opinion, which were expressed by poets at different times:
Blok’s Voice From the Chorus, as it were, a boulder breaking different eras’ links; and Goethe’s renowned
apothegm linking the past with the future.
Here, first, is Blok—what he says is dreadful to read even for the hundredth time for there’s no getting used to
it:
… Deceit and cunning without end,
But death is still far off;
All will be a more deadly shade,
All the more frenzied the whirling of the planets,
For centuries, on and on!
And the last one, the worst of all,
Will be seen by you and by me.
Vile sin will blot out all the sky,
Laughter will die on the lips of all,
The sorrow of non-existence …
You will call the sun to the sky—
The sun will not rise.
And your scream when you start to scream,
Will plummet like a stone …

And here is Goethe's prediction from the poem Vermachtnis (Testament; 1829) which sounds like a soothing
lullaby sung at the cradle of the newly-born age:
Das Wahre war shon langst gefunden,
Hat edle Leisterschaft verbunden,
Das alte Wahre, fass es an!
The truth has long since been known,
And has become a bound between noble intelligences;
Grasp it, the age-old truth!

It is similar to Blok’s even in rhythm and form, and that is why I have quoted it in the original. However, in
meaning it could not be more opposite.
If you were to decipher Goethe’s laconic vision, instead of terrifying black chaos, instead of the disintegration of life and the destruction of time through which a scream of despair will plummet like a stone, you enter a
sunny realm of lucid thinking. Perhaps by degrees, but man has always known the truth: he discovered it long
ago, and at different stages of his development, with this degree of knowledge, he linked hin:lself to his descendants—the past with the future—creating a spiritual community of noble intelligences. And it was inevitable to
find truth in the distant past for, you see, truth (Wahre) was the most accurate reflection of material being, and the
world of objects. Look how many lines of prose were needed to explain, very approximately, three lines of poetry!
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Whatever century it is, be it the Atomic or the Stone Age, an age remembered for the first landing on the Moon
or Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata—that’s not what counts here. What counts is man’s frame of mind when he
enters a new era and the atmosphere in which he is living; his moral make-up, the direction of his strivings, the
invisible world of the soul which, like soil, nurtures the most powerful source of energy in the Universe—man’s
creative energy. This is what we shall look at.
But wait! I have gone ahead of my story by no less than sixty-eight years. You see, it just so happens that I am
one of the few people still alive who had the good fortune to see in the twentieth century. And, what’s more, to do
so among a huge number of grown-ups. And not only did I sit up with them at the table on December 31, 1899, I
also eagerly listened to what they were talking about, hugging an oilskin-covered exercise-book on my lap with
Impressions written on its first page.
*
I was twelve at the time. Christmas Eve had been and gone, the tree in the drawing-room had begun to shed its
needles, the sweets had been taken down from it and eaten when all of a sudden my favorite festivities, which
were nearly over, were interrupted by a telegram saying that my grandfather, my father’s father was dying. He
was dying very far away, almost at the other end of the world, in the small unknown town of Grigoriopol where
he served in the Armenian cathedral as an archpriest. Father got ready in a trice; and then the festivities suddenly
sprang to life again for without rhyme or reason he decided to take me with him. It was to be a fairy tale journey:
nearly three days on a train, then a whole day in a coach passing through strange villages inhabited by strange
non-Russian people and with strange names such as Tashlik and Maloesht.
“Take your exercise-book with you,” mother told me, “you’re going to write a diary.”
Though hasty, our preparations were thorough: we took along blankets and pillows, a hamper with plates and
cutlery, bottles of boiled water, a bulbous metal kettle, packets of provisions and gifts for relatives. And at the
station a bell was rung once, twice, three times, no less, to give people a fair warning of the train’s departure. I
said good-bye to my younger sister and then the train, emitting a protracted triumphant hoot, set off into the
unknown. The carriage was very well heated and as the second-class couchettes were not partitioned off from one
another, all the passengers walked about, dropping in on each other. There was a bitter frost and the windows
were patterned with white stars. And to start off with, everything went as usual: people ran off to fetch boiling
water, drank tea, and then ran off again to fetch more boiling water and drank tea again. One of the passengers
had a dog in the luggage carriage, and the main topic of conversation was whether it would freeze or not. Only in
my childhood do I recall such lovely crisp frosts with melodious crunchings and cracklings, blue clouds of breath,
spiky sparks of snow in the air and snowdrifts as high as fences.
But on the second night something out of the ordinary happened. I was awoken—by the constant thud of
footsteps—doors kept being opened and shut, an icy spectre would come flying in, and the candle in a lantern
being carried by someone along the corridor flickered. It was impossible to tell whether the train was moving or
standing still. People were talking loudly, oblivious to those asleep, and some of the things they said puzzled me:
“It’s easing off.”
“It keeps coming down.”
“Now, this very time last year.”
“Well, maybe it’ll be cleared.”
“Anything may happen.”
Father was not there and there was nobody to ask. But then he came in, all covered in snow, with a wet beard
and brows and said, “Snowdrifts. Go back to sleep.” And I wrote “snowdrifts” down in my exercise-book but
could not go back to sleep.
In the morning it became clear that we were stuck fast at Birzula Station. Indeed, not just our train but
seventeen trains were trapped at the small station of Birzula by white banks of snow, two-metres high. Several
hundred people—nearly the entire population of a small provincial town found themselves face to face with each
other … all sorts of people wearing winter clothing, shipskins, uniform coats, shabby fur coats, long-waisted
coats, felt boots, galoshes, with and without mittens. That is at any rate what they seemed like to me. In my
exercise-book I jotted down:
“They clap their hands and stamp their feet to stop the frost from biting.”
Such was my first impression of a lot of people. Very demure and independent, I also went out for a walk and
saw the carriages standing still and steam engines sticking into the ends of other trains, and they were not
breathing, belching steam, hooting or showing any other signs of life. It did not take me long to get to the
snowdrifts where the railwaymen, soldiers and passenger volunteers were working away. But the shovels looked
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like toys while the snow was menacingly real: it reminded me of a house, a street of houses. And in front of these
frozen white mounds was the tiny peeling station building with Birzula written over its doors which even two or
three dozen passengers could not be squeezed into.
And to crown it all, it had started snowing, and, what’s more, it was coming down thick and fast, and the sky,
which seemed to have sunk very low, was a bluish gray, dense and foggy. The people who had been walking
about, climbed back into their carriages. Smoke was rising from the people’s mouths and it also started coming
from the chimneys over the station building and carriages, but it soon cleared, and everything was still and
motionless. In my book I wrote:
“The railwaymen talk among themselves—goodness knows how long we’ll be stuck here and so the coal’s got
to be rationed. It’s not as hot in the carriage as it was, and it’s even become cold and we have wrapped ourselves
up in shawls and scarves.”
My father, a doctor, got his medical bag out for some reason and went off. There must have been some sick
people. In our carriage they were all grown-ups except me and very few women. It appeared we would have to
remain standing for at least two days and the day after tomorrow was New Year’s Day! No, the beginning of a
new century! Grandfather and father’s sister, Auntie Nina, were most likely expecting us to arrive the following
day, and Auntie would have baked and pickled all sorts of delicious Armenian dishes-smoked sheep’s tongues,
sheep’s tongues in vinegar, wafer-thin sausage meat with the unpronounceable name of ereshkik. But what could
be done about it now?
And things continued to happen.
Father was elected to represent our train and he began holding meetings with the representatives of the other
seventeen trains. And then a stranger sat down on my bunk and said:
“Your father has asked me to look after you, Mademoiselle, and escort you to lunch—he’s up to his eyes in
work just now as our train’s representative.”
This new guardian bought me beetroot soup at the station buffet and gave me an orange and then back in the
carriage presented me with a small book which he had written himself. Its cover was inscribed with:
Lolo Mundshtein

The Eternal Festival
A Play in Three Acts
“Lolo” was written in Latin script. He turned out to be a fashionable Moscow poet-playwright, and from him I
received my very first copy signed by the author. I kept it for several years although I was not very impressed by
the satirical salon play about two married women’s adventures with two men at a resort in Kislovodsk. However,
Lolo spoke to me in a respectful tone as though I was a grown-up, and I jotted down a few of his stories in my
exercise-book.
Several hundred people at a tiny station, cut off from the town and neighboring villages. A limited supply of
fuel. The immediate future uncertain. The shoveling continued day and night but then so did the snow. Delighted
at first by his increased earnings, the owner of the station’s only buffet suddenly panicked and started hiding his
supplies. There were snowdrifts blocking both sides of the track. All the passengers had to be fed and kept warm
and under control. And this meant organizing them. And in order to organise a large number of people who had
been thrown together by chance, one had to gain command over them and win the right to speak out and give
orders.
“Your father and a few others have fortunately won this right. We’ve got order here: groups have been formed
to clear the snow, supervise the fuel and provisions. The ladies are keeping watch in the kitchen and the young
people are serving in the dining-room. The mealy-mouthed buffet owner’s been taken in hand—he may be a
rogue but he understands there’ll be a famine otherwise and then an epidemic will break out or they’ll loot his
shop without much ado. That’s the situation.”
And I carefully copied the word “situation” down in my book.
*
When I recall now all that happened sixty-eight years ago, without even looking in my oilskin exercise-book
which I still have, I am amazed how extraordinarily vivid and fresh my memories are. Not only can I see
everything as though it was now, I can even smell it: the early dusks at four o’clock; the snowflakes at thirty
degrees below zero for some reason smelling of spring, water and fresh fish; the fir branches which someone had
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cut down and strewn across the snow instead of sand; the short paths which had been trampled in the dead snow;
the reddish glow of the kerosene lamp in the station windows; the shadows of people picking up shovels in turn;
the watery smell of beetroot soup and potato peels coming from the station buffet; and the quite unique sensation
of that superb hale and hearty winter in which everything seemed just as it should be. It appeared to me then as if
the holidays were over and I had started at a very pleasant new school which I had once fallen in love with but it
was no ordinary school, it was a school where, first and foremost, characters were formed.
New Year’s Eve came which we had all been waiting for and contributing to. Lolo was practicing something
on the piano which had been brought out of the station-master’s <office>. The ladies were busy round the kitchen
stove and the crackling birch-log campfires in the yard. And they weren’t just keeping warm: over the fires hung
cauldrons of bubbling food. I was given the job of pouring rather dark coarse-grained salt into cellars and setting
them at equal distances along the long tables. Everyone did everything for everyone else, everyone was in high
spirits and nobody felt like sleeping. I certainly did not. I wanted to jot things down. I, too, felt the suspense of
this very special occasion.
“Not everyone in his life gets a chance to see in a new century,” people told me in our carriage. “Remember
how you celebrated it traveling on a train in the snow.”
And so I did. I refused point-blank to go to bed because I wanted to sit with I everyone at the celebration
dinner and listen to what people would say and then when the creaking old station clock struck twelve, raise my
glass with all the others and cry:
“To the new century!”
And now at nine o’clock everyone started sitting down next to each other, regardless of rank, sex or attire.
Everyone had clubbed together to pay for the meal, other people paying for those who were not in position to pay.
The food was nothing special, because there was almost nothing to buy. I don’t remember about the drinks—I and
the other “under-twenty-ones” were poured a glass of sweet fruit juice each.
I do I not want to make things up and so I’ll truthfully say that I do not remember the speeches. There were a
great many and even the tipsy station buffet owner made one. There were provident toasts for that time to the tsar
and his “most august family.” But it was the end, and it was a powerful end coming like a thunderclap, and, as it
were, knocking the sleep from my drooping eyelids, that made such an impact on my memory that I still
remember it and always will. A man in epaulettes with a shrill, almost feminine voice, which rose to a screech at
the end of sentences, made a toast in which he wished our state honor and glory, victories on land and at sea, and
hoped that the Russian flag would fly high and our prestige would stand firm … and every time he finished a
sentence in his falsetto, hurling it upwards like a flag, people showed their approval by clapping.
As soon as he had finished, and wiped his face with a handkerchief and emptied his glass, up got a small man
with a. short chestnut beard and kind sunken eyes. I already knew he was a teacher and suffered from a heart
complaint because my father had been to see him in his third-class carriage with his medical bag. He spoke very
quietly and I’m glad now that in those days my hearing was still good.
“What is prestige?” he began his speech. “Our great Russian literature has indeed raised the prestige of the
Russian people abroad. How? Through ideals, lack of envy, a capacity to understand and love all that is good in
others as if it were one’s own, a broad understanding of man and of humanity as a whole. Through noble feeling
—and we, too, have raised the prestige of Russians here although nobody is going to make a big song and dance
of it. There could have been a real shambles here, and people could have been at their worst, demanding and
seeking privileges, bribing officials and shirking work and goodness only knows what ugly things might have
happened at Birzula station which would have been dreadful to look back on. But now we’re feeling as happy as
sky larks and celebrating the new century in an organized and decent manner. So, it means we can live like this,
too. My toast is to the new century—may it come to us in a decent, humane manner and teach us how to live
correctly!”
The note in my oilskin exercise-book says:
“To live correctly!”
This is how I saw in the new twentieth century at Birzula Station.
2
At four in the morning it is still dark outside, although stars are already expanding like circles in water around
a falling stone: in just a second they will vanish completely. A monotonous ringing can be heard from around the
corner. Large, gray animals that look like a pile of stones liven up, stand up, shake themselves, and quiet shadows
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load large boxes on their backs; in a minute a caravan will parade down the street. Camel after camel, shuffling
their hooves, leave behind them huge flat prints the shape of pancakes. Each is attached to the other by rope.
Not one animal in the world, except the camel and birds, have such a keen sense of a straight line. Perhaps this
sense has been trained by the rope that is the caravan chain. As they shake their heads the camels make the crude
and strange bells hanging from their necks ring out the doleful music of drifters.
The caravan goes through Erivan\fn{The official name (until 1936) of Yerevan, the capital of Armenia. This little piece was
written in 1927} from the Ararat valleys, along the road to Kanakir. It takes bees to their “country home.” The boxes
contain beehives where the sojourner bees wait patiently; they do not like the heat. At the end of June, when the
heat becomes unbearable in villages near Erivan, beekeepers put their bees on camels and send them off to the
mountains.
The last camel shuffled out of town and the morning begins. A rose-coloured tint touches the Ararat. Overhead
is a naked, still wet blue cloudless sky. People are beginning to appear on the streets: waterers. Three times a day,
sweating to death, they fill pails of water from sidewalk ditches made in Erivan as in oriental cities. The ditches
murmur to the right and left of crosswalks but do not make the place cooler. The waterers pour water from the
pails onto the streets until the layer of dust turns to mud: within an hour it will again become dust.
All the soil here is volcanic: the dust is acrid and makes breathing difficult, the dirt is like glue. Watering the
streets was started since the establishment of Soviet government\fn{Armenia was one of the fifteen constituent
republics of the Soviet Union; it regained its independence in 1991} and is done in a strange way. It is not clear
why an ordinary barrel with a water spout is not driven through the streets, or why a hose is not used. The people
who do this terrible job look tortured. And so the labour safety authorities have found a solution: once a week, on
Wednesdays, the streets are not watered. The Tantaluses take a breather and the people sneeze.
The morning is filled with the drawn-out voices of vendors advertising their wares, scurrying carriers with
wooden backpacks, and a donkey loaded with fresh greens. The city rises with all its inconspicuous features,
uncomely at first sight, brownish from tuffa rock used in construction, flat-roofed, scrubbed up by the Soviet
sanitary culture, and filled with tall waste bins—just like Moscow. Despite all its outward modesty Erivan is the
world’s most captivating city.
To appreciate the beauty of its crooked streets due to be pulled down, its arches, and its extreme provincialisms
you have to live here a long time and learn to observe. You won’t understand anything here with ordinary
concepts of beauty. Whoever comes to Armenia from picturesque parts of the Caucasus, from the Black Sea, or
from Georgia is disappointed. Such people expect at least to see the same huge conglomerations, effects and
abundance: cliffs, ravines, luxuriant forests, the bright glow of greenery—in other words, an ornamental land.
Instead they find themselves in desert expanses that are so vast that even large objects tend to get lost.
It is like moving into a flat without furniture. But if you watch for along time and get a feel for this scantiness,
Armenia begins to look like a beautiful ancient carpet that has gathered lots of dust. Erivan charms you like this
dingy carpet. Look until you can see the pattern through the grime and the colours become distinctly seen. Sandy,
smoky, pale blue, and ash gray, but they are at least not artificial, they cannot be removed any more than it is
possible to take away from this harmony the secret of its style.
The outskirts of town, the Muslim neighbourhoods, look like a cemetery. The roofs have been pulled off, the
houses are dilapidated, the structures smell of dust, the clay is chipped and the whitewash pealed. All this is going
to be pulled down. Also doomed are the small side-streets with their high-walled homes whose windows do not
face the sidewalks, and the Muslim women wearing veils bent under the weight of water pitchers. They will all
disappear and become things of the past; the precious arches and niches fixed in the walls will be taken apart. The
city is being planned anew; it is being rebuilt.
The one who heads this demolition is a tall and gray-haired man who wears brown glasses, and who is called
“people’s architect of Armenia”. He has the wisdom of a reaper who mows and mows, cutting the wheat-ears,
making the grain immortal, reviving it the next sowing season.
Academician Tamanov, one of the most popular figures in Armenia, gave up his vice-presidential post, fame as
a superb architect, his customary environment and comfort to take up the extremely difficult job of building a new
country in a remote provincial area and despite the bitter complaints of those whose gardens and orchards are
being razed and homes pulled down. He began by selecting good architects to work with him and by organizing a
workshop where specialists would collect and study with thoroughness and appreciation, through the prism of
ethnic instincts every detail of the fanciful Armenian architectural style.
From its very outset the Armenian “Renaissance” has been on the right track. There was the temptation of
taking a purely aesthetic approach to Armenia’s past. The intelligentsia that came to Erivan essentially found itself
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in an outdoor museum of endless ruins; surrounded by history, it would have been easy to be content with
describing, collecting and cataloguing, the esteemed work done before the Revolution by the persistent staff of the
Echmiadzin.
What was correctly decided instead was to promote living culture and not just get up a lifeless museum.
Tamanov mercilessly replanned Erivan and other towns and villages. Numerous “museum” streets and buildings
have been marked for destruction. He will cover Armenia with convenient residential well-planned settlements
whose locations have been rationally chosen. Yet none of the elements of Armenian architecture will be lost—the
arches, corner decorations, the sad and gently proportioned covered niches, the distinctively laid stones, love for
the semicircle, and clear-cut ornamentation that tends to be designed horizontally rather than vertically—a style
typical of peoples who build with wood and work on wood. They will all be revived in new structural ensembles
just as wheat-ears are revived from grain that has been sown.
The wise blend of ethnic style and modern techniques is already evident: Tamanov has built a powerful
hydroelectric power station on the Zanghi River. This station now serves Erivan and in the future will supply
energy to factories and neighbouring towns as well. The hydroelectric power station stands over the river in a
ravine made of hexagonal basalt columns. These huge posts do not in any way overshadow the magnificent basalt
slabs used in the structure. The impressive yet exquisite building contains all the elements of Armenian style—the
excellent use of space, precision stone laying, niches that are modest but all the more expressive for it. All in all it
is a familiar, musical, and organising landscape in the integral unity of its style.
3
This took place in Leningrad, last year, at the very height of the campaign to increase the productivity of
labour. The textile union was living through troublesome days. The problem was to shift the female workers of the
textile cotton factories from two to three looms. And in order to understand the complexity of this problem, all the
delicacies inherent in it, it was only necessary to pass some time in the headquarters of the Leningrad army of
textile workers, in the Gubsoyuz, where at each conference you could see men and women whose names had
become legends, men and women who had once performed miracles of underground work in Ivanov-Voznesensk,
Yaroslavl, Kostroma, Orekhovo-Zuyev, and other textile districts.
The honorary chairman of the union was Comrade Tiushin, a patriarch with the head of a Lev Tolstoy, with a
shamefaced, childlike smile—a large, soft man—in high felt boots, an old workman whose past resembled a
fairytale. At these conferences you could meet old textile workers, warriors of two revolutions, who had passed
through prisons, convoys, and exile. Their biographies in the archives of the union would fill you with childlike
awe. The keeper of the archives himself, Comrade Perazich, with a face made transparent by years of
imprisonment, with a noble gray head bent day in, day out, from morning to night, over the historical documents
of the union, could add to these dry records, in his quiet voice, and with his blue eyes shining, stories that grew
into your memory.
These legendary people had once called a strike and inflamed the workmen because of the very same thing: the
shift from two looms to three. But at that time the task was imposed on labour by capital. And now these same
leaders were forced to conduct meetings in the textile factories and urge the workmen to accept what years ago
they had themselves called “mean exploitation, prison labor, and a new noose around the neck of the toiler.” It is
not to be wondered at that the situation was so hard to meet and that in many it inspired serious fears.
*
But what did it really mean—the shift to three looms? In textile factories the experienced weaver tends two
looms, which stand before and behind her so that on turning she can move from one to the other. The loom is
started by a foreman and is dusted by a special woman attendant. The weaver works between starting and
cleaning. Her work consists in watching that the thread is not torn in the web, that the woof is worked correctly,
and that a fresh spool is put into the cradle on time. In American factories technic is so far advanced that one
weaver tends, if I am not mistaken, seven looms. But the norm in our factories was two looms, and they were
always worked by experienced weavers. A new weaver, until she gained her experience, worked on one loom.
Manufacturers had long considered the shift to three looms. This was supposed to bring in tremendous profit,
cutting one-third from the cost of labor. As the raise promised the weavers was infinitesimal, the direct profit was
almost equal to the cost of labor saved. But when the manufacturers introduced this innovation, it created a storm,
incensed the weavers, and was widely exploited by the underground workers for the purposes of agitation.
Then came the Revolution, threw out the manufacturers, gave the factories to the workers, and now Soviet
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economy demanded exactly the same thing that the manufacturers had wanted. The hands of the administration
were bound—there was not enough money to operate the factories which were tied up, the administration had to
use everything at its disposal to increase production and save every penny possible. It asked the Union—Help the
country! Win the fight for three looms! The union had to face the Leningrad proletariat, the most powerful army
of weavers in the world.
A delegates’ meeting was called in one of the factories,-the one named after Nogin. The chairman of the
Union, the chairman of the Administration, the representatives of the district committee and many others—in a
word, society and power—came to that meeting. It was a winter evening, and the gloomy city was dressed in
whitish coats of snow. The Shuisselburg district loomed like a ghost beside the white and slumbering Neva. An
automobile rolled along like a ball, and it seemed as if it were gathering itself for a leap into the darkness, the
unknown—nothingness. On either side moved the historic factory buildings with their colourful necklace of lights
—the factories where revolts burst out in the worst days of the reaction, where people heard the careful words and
saw the bald head of Ilyich long before they shook the world.
And at last, the old, low-built, window-eyed walls of the Pal factory, which had become the Nogin factory. The
automobile stopped. Silently the passengers got out.
*
It was an evening of frost and angry wind. But the chilled arrivals had only stepped into the meeting hall when
they became instantly warm, and even broke into a sweat.
Women workers filled the hall. So many had come that there was no place to sit—they stood, breathing on
each other’s necks. The air was unbearably foul. It was as hot as in a bath. The platform towards which we made
our way was bare of chairs. Willy-nilly we had to stand. But before we could stand in our places we had to make
our way to them, and that was rather hard.
The women looked angry. Their faces were red, their eyes gleamed. We were met by a hail of such abuse that
my unaccustomed soul turned rabbit. Against my will I looked from the corner of my eye at the member of the
District Committee. He walked as if nothing had happened, listening to what went on to either side of him as if he
were sucking the abuse into himself as a barometer sucks in the pressure of the atmosphere. The fleshy chairman
of the Administration fared worse than the others. He and his rich raccoon coat were subjected to a pitiless
hailstorm of curses.
We were met by an embarrassed young man with a face that was covered by what seemed to be the last ounce
of sweat in his system—the Red Director of the factory. Somehow he managed to drag us to the green table, and
got a few chairs—each had to serve for two, and the conference began, or rather, the cries in the hall decreased a
trifle in volume.
It was as clear as two and two is four that the workers were enraged, that they did not want to work on three
looms, that they would not be moved by eloquent reasons, and that in the end they would vote solidly against the
proposition. it may be asked what words, what reasons, what compromises, what yieldings could have moved this
excited, suspicious, and completely united crowd which was defending its own interests.
*
The meeting began with partisan bickerings. At last the long and disorderly report of the Red Director on the
theme “it is necessary to increase production” was finished. The Red Director had been born in the union house of
the factory, he had grown to manhood before the eyes of the workers, he was a hereditary factory worker, he was
their own man. He was listened to with sneers, often interrupted, there were sarcastic remarks. He had hardly
finished, with a movement of the hand that meant: “anyway, you’ll never persuade them,they’ve got the bit in
their teeth,” when the chairman of the Administration, the most unpopular person in the hall at that moment, rose
to his feet. He stood immovably, waiting for the cries to cease, and then began to speak, quietly and without the
least bit of bombast.
You think he offered them promises, compromises, palliatives, a raise, in a word all that one side offers to the
other in the hope of victory? Just the opposite. He said:
“Girls, you say it is hard for you, we press too much, we rip the hide from you? You are perfectly right. What
do you think—whom else can we press except you? Who’ll carry us over the top, if you don’t? Do you imagine
that the capitalists will run your business for you? That the merchants and the foreigners will save your business
for you? Who turned Yudenich away from Leningrad? You. Who hungered and suffered cold in the factories? You.
Who started those factories working? You. And if you don’t work until it hurts, we will not be able to continue
your business, to open new factories, to give work to the unemployed, to fill the markets with goods, to satisfy the
peasant. Without your help we can’t do a damned thing. It can’t be helped. It’s up to you to make a last effort.”
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The last sentence sounded gay, and carried trust in it. It seemed as if all of us had turned into children who
complained that they could not learn their lesson.
“Well then, instead of one page you learn two, and I’ll see how you make out.”
I don’t know what they call this method in pedagogy. It was often used by Napoleon, and Napoleon was
adored. For what?
For the faith that men can accomplish miracles. Man loves the highest expression of his own strength.
The meeting hall became very quiet.
*
In the silence were suddenly heard the dry, dragging footsteps of weak old feet. A thin, ancient woman,
wrinkled, with tightly stretched lips, with no eyebrows, her head covered with a clean white shawl, a heroine of
toil, a weaver with forty years of labor in Pal’s factory behind her, approached the green table.
The old woman took the ends of her shawl in both hands, lifted them higher, and tied them under her chin. She
coughed. And then she said in a businesslike voice:
“Well, girls, we’ll try. You can tend three looms. Although I’m old, I can tend three looms. It isn’t hard—only
give us clean thread, and it isn’t hard.”
Something suddenly seemed to have taken hold of the delegates—laughter, applause, cries:
“Good for the old woman!”
The stream of hundreds of wills had been turned, shaken, thrown into a new riverbed by an unseen hand. Yes,
it was possible to do the work, and easy if they wanted to. And the delegates had begun to want—had begun to
will, as every one who understands that the work is his own, wills. A second—and the fate of the shift to three
looms was settled.
128.87 The Old Woman\fn{by Lydia Seifullina (1889-after 1934)} “in a village near Chelyabinsk,” Chelyabinsk
Oblast, Russia (F) 3
The old woman was in the yard when her son came home. She had carried out a bucket for the pigs. She saw
him when he was still far away, from the little sty at the gates. She recognized him at once: her own blood. But
she did not go to meet him. She straightened up, wiped her hands on her skit, and looked straight into her son’s
face.
The son, too, saw her at once with one lift of the eyelid: his mother had grown old. Her back was bent, there
was something like a small hump on it. The breasts had dried and fallen in. From underneath the head-shawl the
little hair that could be seen was no longer black sprinkled with gray, but all a dull white. The look in the clear
gray eyes had not died yet, it was still sharp. As if a hot coal glowed inside. He smiled at that.
“Hello, Mother. Why do you meet me so coldly? As if a strange passer-by walked into your yard.” The old
woman tightened her thin, colorless lips. She answered unhurriedly and unwillingly:
“We used to welcome strangers, too, once upon a time. We never refused them bread and salt till we were left
without anything. You came on leave?”
“Well, yes. I wanted to see my own mother. And it looks as though you won’t even let me into the house. I
heard you were angry, but I thought, after all, a mother—”
“Why not let you in? It’s your father’s house. He built it for his children, for his family. And you’re his own
son. Walk in. Maybe you’ll chase me out yet.” Antip slapped his side, and laughed.
“Well, and I knew, Mother, that you would welcome me this way. But it’s nothing, it won’t hurt me, I’m not
the scary kind. It’s not for nothing that I look like you. Mammy baked me into a copy of herself, you might say.
But I want a drink. I came from the station on foot, and my throat is burning. What about the samovar—have you
still got it or not?”
They were already standing in the house. Antip looked around with cleared and softened gaze at the dark
sleeping bunks, the corner with the gloomy faces of the old ikons, the benches and the old home-spun cloth on the
table. His face became joyfully abashed—as if some spring had weakened in him. It was softer and gentler. But
the old woman grew darker, her gaze sharper. She said in an angry voice:
“The comrades didn’t take the samovar away yet. But I want you to know this: when you were born, when you
were little, you were my own. I fed you, I took care of you. But now that you have turned against your parents,
and brought an untimely death on your own father, I won’t feed you and take care of you, snake. The house is
yours. Live in it. But as far as food goes, take care of it yourself. They took away everything. And what I eat I
earn myself in my old age. And I won’t give it to anybody.”
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Her anger made her face look younger. Antip threw his soldier’s cap on a bench.
“Well, if you talk like that to your own son after not seeing him for five years, I won’t bother you. But now
give me some tea. I told you, my throat was dry. And give me something to eat. I’ll pay you for it.”
The old woman looked at his wind-beaten face, his dry lips; she, heard his deep, tired breathing, and her eyes
seemed to grow a trifle softer. She answered thoughtfully:
“All right, if you say so. You’ll pay me after, after. I’ll put up the samovar now.”
But while she attached the chimney and fussed over the samovar, she watched her son out of the corner of her
eyes. And her heart was again inflamed with anger and pain. No, my dear, no, sonny, borne and reared by me only
to cause me grief and trouble, you won’t make your mother think as you do. I have carried my faith with me into
my old age. It was not in peace and sweetness that I carried it. It is not for nothing that my back looks like a
wheel, and the veins are knotted on my hands, and there is a lingering pain in my bones. But into my old age I
have carried my faith: man must walk in humility before the Lord. Each under his yoke, each in his place. For the
muzhik who is a muzhik in bone and flesh, it is written: win your bread by hard work, bear your children and leave
them in your place harnessed to the same life that harnessed you. We lived, and we worked. Not without grief, not
without pain, but we got somewhere. Not among the first, but not among the last either, of those who were
respected in the village for their work. Three sons grew out of our root to live in the service of God. Daughters—
well? They work for others. We married them off into other villages. They bring neither profit nor loss.
*
Sometimes they bring the mother’s heart cares, sometimes joy. But not for the family, not for the future. She
and the old man had laid all their hopes on the sons.
God was not pleased. He took the good ones to Himself. One was crushed by a wagon. He was riding home
from the mill and was hurled off the seat. Another laid his life down in the Tsar’s war. And he left no branch of
himself. His wife wasn’t good for anything, barren. Now that she had a second husband there were still no
children.
But to the smallest, to the youngest, they always looked with more hope than to the others. He was sharp and
clever. But it seems that she and her old man had sinned before the Lord unforgivably. He punished them with the
child from whom they had expected joy in their old age. When the Tsar was removed and murder stalked the
whole empire, the boy came home on leave.
At the beginning there was nothing wrong. Everybody in the village was satisfied. He knew how to read, his
brains were in the right place, he always knew just what a muzhik was supposed to do. The war had bitten into
their farm a bit. In addition to the hired hand a young, careful owner was needed. The old man suffered from a
rupture. His care and his energy were lessening. They thought they could get out of their troubles a little later.
But their son, their joy, turned coat—ruined them. On that leave of absence, when he brought joy to his
parents, he had stayed but little. He returned a year later another man, both in blood and brain. After a bit of
hemming and hawing:
“I am a Bolshevik,” he says. “Why,” says he, “do you lean to the other side? You have but little, anyway.
There’s no use shielding another’s barns with your backs.”
The father was a humble man at heart. In truth the mother was the head of the family. In the village people
laughed:
“If you want anything from Demyan, ask his wife. She wears the pants.”
But he was a decent man. He did not like disorder, and was always pious. And the old woman was ardent in
her faith. That was the kind of heart she had. She loved prayer, and spent whole nights at it. How many times she
asked forgiveness of God because she had not become a nun!
When she was a girl, she had been different. In her youth she had shared many sweet and secret sins with her
husband. Nor had she repented. But with old age there came a longing for .God. And because of this, although the
hurt their son had done them was deep, although he was turning the life they had laid out for him in an altogether
different direction, although their attachment to what they had saved and gained was strong, still they could have
made peace with him. They had saved for him. Time would pass, and real order would come back into their life,
and their son would change his mind. He would begin thinking of his own farm, of his own good instead of the
needs of others.
It was on account of faith, of loyalty to God that they quarreled. The son had declared that the Bolsheviks
wanted to remove not only the Tsar, but God, too. He insulted his mother:
“What are you howling about? A lot your God has helped you! When you beat your head on the floor in prayer
for Petka’s life, did my brother live?” And with bitter laughter:
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“In the whole village you pray and serve God more than anyone else and yet Mokel Stepanich, who almost
never prays, has an iron roof on his house and everything is all right with his family. He gets away with graft! It
seems that your God is like our old district delegate—he likes graft.”
He excited the hot heart of the old woman. She stamped her foot, pointed with awe to an ikon and disowned
him.
“You are not my son! I will not burden my soul with the sin of having a son who is a blasphemer. Go where
you will. And don’t come back while we’re alive.” And like his wife, the old man, too, spoke bitter words to his
son.
“We dragged our burdens and waited, and this is what we get in our old age. We can’t bear it. It’s a sin that
can’t be washed away with prayers. All of us have always honored God. We can’t live in the same house with you.
When I die you’re my son and heir. And now God tells me not to suffer you near me. Move back to the city. We’ll
manage to drag our lives out to the end without children, me and the old woman.”
He said this, but when the son left the house, he began to long for him. He grew thin and weak, and could not
or would not pay attention to the farm. Whenever he would rise from bed gloomy, the mother knew that he had
seen Antipka in his dreams.
And they heard about Antip often. Even in the city everybody knew him. The villagers were angry at Antip’s
parents for the requisitions that the city was making.
“Some son you have. You let loose your own curse on the whole world. It would be all right if only you
suffered. But why should we suffer?”
But the poorer inhabitants of the village, grown loud these days, came to them with undesired news.
“They say Comrade Antip is coming here to the village at ploughing time. Everybody says he is a good man, a
real man.”
But who praised him? Those whom she and her husband liked and with whom they lived at peace turned their
heads away. But the loud-voiced, shiftless tenant-farmers, they who weren’t rooted in the soil, treated the two old
people too much like relatives.
The old man sighed, coughed sorrowfully. He looked at his yard with darkened, tired eyes—a yard without
cattle, with only one horse. He did not even speak of sowing that year. The old woman prayed longer and more
passionately than ever.
“Lord Father, merciful God, be not wrathful. Forget the sin of Antipka; Do not punish Antipka’s blasphemy.
Have mercy.”
But God did not forget that sin: He punished without mercy. The power of the Bolsheviks had come to stay. It
was as Antipka had said. And he was held in great honor by the new ring-leaders in the village. They celebrated a
new holiday of their own, not godly, not religious. They spoiled more than five yards of red fustian. Just on a new
invention of theirs, besides the fustian for the red flags. They fastened the strip of fustian to two sticks and placed
it over the steps of the old village meeting room. And on that fustian a newly arrived painter lettered in white
paint:

Long live Karl Marx and Comrade Antip Semakhin!
That was about Antipka of course. And Antip got some sort of a job for the painter in the city in return for that.
And he had his name printed side by side with the name of the Bolshevik chief. The old people couldn’t even
pronounce the name of that Bolshevik.
And the boys from the richer farms began to make fun of Antip, referring to him as “Karla.” They were afraid
of the old woman. Although she was old, she was always ready to fight. But they poisoned the life of . the quiet
old man. Whenever they met him they yelled: “Mars’s pop!”
The old man buried his head deeper in his shoulders. He hurried home. He was ashamed and stopped walking
in the street. He could hardly make ends meet on his farm. But when requisitions were being made, he suddenly
became active.
“We have to hide it. Let us save a little bit if we can. We’ve lost enough as it is.” And he added quietly, with
fear and longing:
“Maybe Antip himself will need it some time.”
He stopped and waited for answer. But the old woman did not say a word.
He hid things. And the people who helped him were the first to betray him. That was to pay back Antip in his
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own coin. The old man was taken to the city. And there, from fear or longing, he met his end. He did not return.
And it was his dear son who had dragged him into the grave. Maybe he would have lived longer if it was not for
that hidden property.
*
And now his son is sitting at the table and waiting to be fed. And without a thought or a care for his father. He
didn’t even ask anything, he didn’t even say he was sorry. And he sits there under the ikons, in his hat, like an
infidel. It was on his account that God was angry with them. That everything was ruined. All that was left for her
old age was anger and grief.
She became mad. Her burning eyes moved from her son to the ikon. Her heart was lost in a secret and
passionate prayer.
“Do not remember, oh Lord. Give him rest afttr death at least. Let him into the heavenly kingdom. Don’t let
him be tortured in hell.”
And she looked at her son as if he were her deadly enemy. She gave him to eat in snatches. He looked back at
her with a quiet, thoughtful look, and said:
“You are not forgiving, Mother. You’ll never give up what your heart is set on. Well, and I am just like that,
too. Neither your anger nor your talk will move me. We couldn’t live in the same house. All right, you gave me to
eat; now I am going. I’ll find another place to live. How much did you say you wanted for the meal?”
His .mother looked at him angrily. But her voice was quiet when she said:
“I’m not going to lose anything on you. You ate eggs and bread, and drank milk. I’ll count up right now what it
amounts to in your city prices.” Dryly and stonily she named the price. Then she added:
“And I must say that I don’t know what to do with your paper money. Even if I get it, it will not mean that I
was paid. You’ve brought things to such a pass that even money means nothing.”
Antip smiled bitterly.
“I will give you a shirt. I have a clean one in my knapsack. You may as well rip the shirt off your own son,
once things have come to such a pass.”
She took the shirt quietly. She smoothed it out, folded it carefully, and put it in a trunk. Antip rose, coughed,
and said hollowly,
“Well, all right. Meanwhile good-bye.”
He walked quietly to the door. Then he stopped and looked at his mother again. Her face seemed to be made of
stone. Two pairs of eyes, very much like each other, met. The old woman was the first to drop hers. She said
dryly:
“Good-bye.”
The son pressed his lips tightly together, as if his teeth hurt him. This made him resemble his mother even
more. He looked older, more severe. Then he turned, and walked out.
That night bitterness gripped her heart. She had driven out her own son. Maybe they would never see each
other again. For a long time she bent before the ikons, and her thoughts hardened.
“The holy saints suffered greater grief than this for the sake of God.”
Her son did not come to the village again. But in his wanderings he took a girl with him. Lawlessly. Again
there was much talk and humiliation. But the old woman soon stopped it.
“I have no son. That infidel is no son of mine. I disown him. And don’t bother me with talk about him.”
After another year the Cossacks came into power in that countryside. They returned and took the place of the
Bolsheviks. The old woman heard rumors:
“It seems that Antipka has been killed, or he is hiding somewhere. They say he got caught. But it looks more as
if he is killed. His woman, Dunka Voroshilova, was dragged through prison. They let her out now, she lives in the
city.”
This time the old woman did not drive out the rumor-monger. She moved her shawl lower on her forehead, and
asked in a subdued voice:
“Is the woman with child or not?”
“They say he left her with child. They say she lives badly. She is paying for others’ tears.” But the old woman
cut the talk short:
“I must go to Marya to receive her child. They called me. Well, it is work. Nowadays children don’t feed their
parents, and strangers won’t do it for nothing. I need food and I have no time for talk.”
And she walked out of the house. But from that day it seemed that she was melting away. After a week she got
ready to go to the city. She even prepared a stick for her journey, but illness swept her off her feet.
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Toward death she seemed to become milder. She said to Marya, the soldier’s wife, who ran in to see her:
“I suppose I’ve got a grandson born in the city now. I wanted to see him. But God did not wish it. I suppose He
hasn’t pardoned Antipka. Well, I suppose it will be as the All-merciful commands it.”
And suddenly she began to sob pitifully, like a child. Marya was astonished. The old woman had been strong.
She showed her tears only when custom demanded it. and now there she lay bawling. Just before death.
Two days later the end came.
86.191 The Fleecy Jacket\fn{by Anton Ulyansky (c.1890?-

)}

Russia (M) 4

It is difficult now to say precisely what kind of material it was made of. Difficult, because it’s gone. But even
in its day this was a question I could never really get to the bottom of.
It was given me by my aunt before I left for Moscow. This good deed was accomplished hastily and almost
without a word—rather more by dumb show than in conversational style—and naturally it was not for me to
break the sad silence which accompanied the scene by asking questions. It was my aunt herself who broke it, but
beyond advising me to brush the jacket often and on no account to loll about on a plank bed wearing it, she threw
no new light on the matter.
In consequence, when the question of selling the jacket came uip there was still a chance of having word on
this subject with the dealers at the Smolensk Market. But even then the question remained a vexed one, for the
dealers’ opinions differed.
“Sealskin,” said one and offered me seven roubles for it.
“Beaver,” corrected another and raised the price to eight.
“Blanket cloth,” frowned a third and wouldn’t go above six.
Personally, I believe the third man was nearest the truth. For in fact, on the brown pile at the edge of the back
there was a kind of selvage of a different color from the remainder, which disappeared very cunningly, cutting a
corner, into the left arm-hole.
Nevertheless, whatever the jacket’s previous history had been, one must give it its due: it looked solid and
respectable—you could go anywhere in it. I prized it, for it was the only capital I possessed at the start of my
career in an unknown city, and if the circumstances of my life had permitted me to follow my aunt’s advice, if
conditions generally had been more favorable—it might, perhaps, have served me to this day: and if I had kept it
the whole course of my affairs would, naturally, have been quite different.
With the jacket, unfortunately, things turned out badly for me. In Moscow at Yermeki, on the very first night it
caught the attention of Vasya Praktik, my neighbor in the next bed. This man has stayed in my memory. I can say
nothing about his physiognomy: the yellow ceiling light made it hard to examine. What I judged him by was his
conversation and his hoarse, disenchanted voice, which I had ample opportunity to hear, for in that room Vasya
was the chief source of background music, his voice a steady whine, now softer now louder, but always spiteful,
always envious, and never a laugh or even a smile to go with it. Incidentally, a crook who doesn’t know how to
smile always creates a bad impression and puts people on their guard.
At the very beginning of the evening Vasya had quarreled with some newcomer or other who tried to take the
berth Vasya had reserved for himself. Vasya promised to “plug” him. This put me in mind of Pomyalovsky and the
tobacco with which they used to plug sleeping boys’ noses at school, but then I realized that the plugging was
going to be done with something altogether more serious and in a different part of the body. On Vasya’s lips the
promise sounded bored and routine, as if the whole thing were only a matter of time.
Vasya began by giving me a crooked and reluctant grin, not considering it necessary to disguise with a smile
what was automatically taken fore granted.
“A nice job,” he said, jerking his head in the direction of my jacket. “Just the ticket for the autumn weather.”
“I agreed, but involuntarily drew the jacket closer about me.
“A high-quality job,” Vasya went on, stroking the pile like a cat. “Sova in the washroom would give you a
tenner\fn{A ten-rouble note.} for it.”
“Maybe,” I said.
But I stealthily fastened my belt to the tab inside the collar and wrapped it round my hand, so that I should
wake up when they tried to jerk the jacket off me.
Vasya and I had no further conversation on that occasion. I closed my eyes and prepared to await the sequel.
But Vasya set off on a tour of the other floors in search of business.
Until late into the night shadowy figures roamed from room to room, all engaged on the same search,
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examining the sleepers, sizing them up, winking at one another, disappearing. Their eyes slid over the sleepers’
feet—and what these feet were shod in—but they dwelt even longer on what the sleepers were wrapped in. for
warm clothing was the order of the day. A wind had been blowing since morning—winter was setting in—and
people who were not well wrapped up, who had frozen in the queue in front of the dosshouse, went into it firmly
determined to get themselves a skin at any price. In the murky light of the dosshouse the identically tattered
figures all looked alike and reminded me more than anything else of the saying: everyone wears out in his own
way.
That night, when they were already snoring in various parts of the room, a conference was held on Vasya’s
bed. A list was drawn up of the propositions in the different dormitories.
“There’s a medium-sized service jacket in number sixty. …,” reported Kolya.
“In number twenty there’s a fur coat that’s not too bad. …,” said Syenka.
“Too far,” hissed Vasya. “There’s something nearer than that.”
“Where?” asked Syenka and Kolya eagerly.
“Over there. …”
The bed creaked and heaved underthe three friends as they all turned in the same direction, and the breeze
caused by their motion blew down my back.
“A nice bit of work,” said Vasya. “Sova in the washroom would give ten of the best on the spot. …”
“I dunno,” responded Syenka after a pause and in a different key from his friends. “If you ask me, it’s not
worth dirtying your hands on.”
This was useful to me, although insulting to my jacket, and from his first words my impression of Syenka was
of a shallow person, ignorant of the value of things. Subsequent events, however, obliged me to change my
opinion of this man and to regard him in a completely new light. For Syenka, of course, was well aware of the
value of my jacket, and if he didn’t want to soil his hands with it, this was only because his love of profit was
overcome by somewhat loftier considerations.
“It’s not enough just to take the thing,” said Syenka judiciously and earnestly. “You need to know who you’re
taking it from. What sort of a man is he? What are his circumstances? Maybe he’s on the rocks himself.”
Such were the views that have brought fame to Arsène Lupin, Cartouche and many other gentlemen thieves,
and I was glad to note that the humbler practitioners of larceny, in far less favorable circumstances, were no
strangers to them either.
“Those boots of his aren’t much to look at,” went on Syenka, turning from the general to the particular. “
Maybe he’s some kind of actor? Or a student? Or maybe one of us—in business? I don’t touch those types. …”
“You’re breaking my heart,” was Vasya’s reply to all these observations. “When did anyone ever take pity on
you?”
“How’s he worse than the others?” said Kolya, puzzled.
“he’s not worse,” answered Syenka. “It’s just that he’s not my line of country. …”
“Do you want to go it alone?” asked Vasya, finding a simpler explanation for his obstinacy. “Go ahead.”
And Syenka said no more, got up and went off to look for his line of country elsewhere, while Vasya and
Kolya continued their conversation about the jacket.
“God, we could just do with that tenner right now,” whispered Vasya. “First some long togs for you and me.
And then clean drawers and the bath-house. What a treat that would be, Kolya, the bath-house.”
“Not half,” replied Kolya dreamily. “I’ve got enough lice on me to suit a gypsy. …”
“We’ll demolish those lice out of all recognition,” said Vasya excitedly. “We can put our feet up, get a hot
meal.”
Growing animated he even stopped whining and spoke simply and with warmth. The prospect of even a bare
minimum of human comfort—long togs to wear and no lice eating you—was enough for this hunted and half-wild
outcast to forget his malice and the whining cynicism he affected.
“He’s tied the inside of the jacket to his arm, blast him,” said Kolya. “He thinks we don’t know about tricks
like that.”
“If he wakes up, we’ll put a half-nelson on him and that’ll be that,” said Vasya decisively. “Right, Kolya, we’ll
take it in turns to sleep. First me and then you. And at five we’ll go to work.”
“Right,” agreed Kolya.
And Vasya went to sleep on the spot, while Kolya, fighting against sleep, began to whistle softly. I lay there
under my jacket and wondered why five o’clock should be so convenient for putting a half-nelson on one’s
neighbor. Was it because at five o’clock the doors opened and it would be possible to disappear without fuss after
458

the deed was done?
I considered my cause already lost. At five in the morning my jacket would be stripped off me. If I heard
nothing the operation would be carried out without fuss. If I woke up—they would put a half-nelson on me. My
only defense against Vasya and Kolya was to run away: but where could I run to if there was no exit until five and
all the rooms contained their own Vasyas and Kolyas? It would, of course, have been possible to attack on the
moral front, to open my heart to Vasya, tell him about my affairs and advise him, for his part, to “try going
straight” and not to build his happiness on other people’s fleecy jackets. … but, of course, God knows what kind
of a hornet’s nest would have been stirred up by such words in a room where one section of the inmates lived
from one nick\fn{Theft.} to the next, while the other, numerically the larger, honestly ransacked the rubbish heaps
of Moscow to earn themselves bread, hooch and a bed for the night.
I dozed off. There was no sense in resisting sleep, the matter was in any case already settled. But long before
five I was woken by a great racket. The racket was being created by a newcomer, the one Vasya had promised to
“plug” and who was so green that when going to the lavatory for a minute he had left this overcoat and belongings
on the bed, returning, of course, to find them no longer in their place. It had all been done so quickly that he was
completely mystified and even thought it must be someone’s idea of a joke.
“If this is a joke,” he said, pacing the room in his underthings, “then it’s a stupid one. give me back my things.
I’m cold.”
He started looking under the beds and wandering senselessly round the room, but encountered only
indifference and curses.
“For God’s sake,” he asked all his neighbors, “didn’t you notice who took my things?”
But his neighbors didn’t answer. It may well be that they would never have taken his things themselves and
were even quietly cursing those who had taken it upon themselves to do so. But none of them actually ventured to
speak out openly against the crooks.
“That’s how fools are taught a lesson,” said one to the newcomer.
“Go and look for your things tomorrow at the Sukharevka Market,” advised another.
“It’s your own fault,” said the warden, brought in by the noise. “There are warnings up everywhere.”
And he pointed out a notice on the wall, to which the rubbings-out of some humorist had already given a
somewhat ambiguous meaning.
BEWARE OF EVES
read the notice on the wall, then thought for a moment and grew resigned.
Kolya lay there whistling to himself. Vasya wasn’t there. He returned a little later, when all was quiet again,
and whispered to Kolya: “Nine of the best. …”
And I realized that fate had sent the friends a victim in place of myself and that now that they had money for
drawers and a bath they might well be satisfied with this instead of waiting up till five to put a half-nelson on me.
That evening the situation was exactly the same except that there was no jacket; wanting to sleep undisturbed,
I had handed it in for safe keeping. In the attire of the two friends no change whatever had taken place: they still
had no long togs and were dressed in dirty shirts, which meant that their nine of the best had been blued on
something else.
“What fools we were to oversleep this morning,” said Vasya to Kolya when the conference was resumed on
Vasya’s bed. “That tenner was ours for the taking.”
“He’s handed in his jacket, the bastard,” opined Kolya. “There’s nowhere else the scum could have put it. …”
“What good does the skunk think that will do him?” said Vasya angrily. “He must have the ticket on him. All
we need to do is find out which boot he’s hidden it in.”
“What about the left one?” Kolya suggested. “The lace on that one is done up round the top.”
“We’ll soon see,” said Vasya, “We’ll check ’em both. Bot your razor on you, Kolya?”
“I don’t care for tickets,” observed Syenka, who was also present at the meeting. “You’ll never get away with
it if they can read. They remember the number.”
“Let him remember it,” grinned Vasya. “He’ll wake up at seven and we’ll collect his things at five. …”
Listening to them I shivered, for the ticket was indeed in my left boot and I could only be amazed at how little
chance I had of outwitting Vasya and Kolya. I waited for the right moment, then went to the office and handed in
the ticket for safe keeping as well, then went back and changed my boots deliberately in front of Vasya, so that he
could see there was nothing in them. He watched me with a bored expression, showing that he was long since fed
up with such jokes.
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The night passed without incident but in the morning I decided to sell the jacket so as to be rid of it for good:
keeping it brought nothing but trouble.
It was now that the conversation with the dealers too place, the one I spoke of at the beginning. When the
dormitory origins of my jacket came into the open its price stuck at six roubles. I should have reconciled myself
to this figure and taken the six roubles, but I kept delaying, waiting to see whether someone else wouldn’t come
along who would give me more. And sure enough a man did come up to me who told me that if the thing was as
good fit, he wouldn’t grudge a tenner for it. Accompanying him and acting as his consultant was a man who
assured me that they wouldn’t cheat me over the price, that if I had been a dealer they would have had one kind of
conversation with me, but since I wasn’t trading for profit, since I was selling the last thing to my name, and was
hard up—was I some kind of actor, perhaps, or a student?—then their conversation would be of quite a different
character. In this man’s voice there was a note that was somehow familiar to me, a note of sympathy, conviction
and high principle. ...
Unfortunately it was only some minutes later that I finally remembered who he was. …
That evening I lay down once more near Vasya and Kolya, smoking a dog-end but saying nothing and just
listening. That day the weather had started to thaw a little, granting a respite to people without togs. Kolya had
two black eyes, the result of an unsuccessful operation at the Sukharevka Market, where they had tried to do a
snatch job. Vasya hadn’t suffered in this affair: he had wheedled his way out of it. Now Kolya was taking his
revenge on him, loudly tell us how Vasya had sniveled when it came to blows, how he had begged forgiveness,
pretending to be dimwitted, and wailed: “I’ll never do it again.”
The story amused everyone in the room: they looked at Vasya and tried to picture him in this situation. And
only Vasya himself looked away in boredom and disgust, surprised that people should see anything funny in it.
“I saw someone with that fleecy jacket at the Smolensk Market today,” said Kolya to Vasya, when their
attention had turned once more to me. “The bastard went and sold it. …”
“Good for him,” grinned Vasya. “That means he’s got the money on him. I know his little secrets. She couldn’t
have got through a tenner in one day. He’s stuffed his gut with white bread and sausage, of course, but he’s still
got nine roubles fifty on him. Don’t go to sleep, Kolya, keep your eyes skinned. …”
But at this point I turned to the friends, feeling for the first time that my dependence on them had come to an
end and that I could be frank with them. For although it was true that earlier they had indeed known all my secrets
in advance, there was one little circumstance that had escaped their notice.
“Don’t waste your time on me,” I said to them with gloomy candor. “I have no money. And I don’t have a
ticket either. I’m skint. If you want to know how much my jacket fetched and where the money is, ask the crook
who conned me today at the market. It was your friend, Syenka, the man who said that skinning people like me
was not really his line of country.”
38.10 1. The Baroness And Her Maid 2. A Day In Trimmings 3. The Foreman And The Forewoman 4 The Row 5.
The Women Run Everything 6. Leaders: Factory Sketches\fn{by Ekaterina Strogova (c.1890?- )} Moscow area?,
Russia (F) 10
1
Baron Shtakelberg had married his kitchen-maid. This kitchen-maid, Nyushka, a brisk, swarthy girl with a
tongue like a razor, came from a village in the middle of nowhere. Once ensconced as the mistress of the Baron’s
Petersburg mansion, Nyushka quickly got used to her position. She started to wear fashionable dresses and fancy
hair-styles and to yell at her maid. In just a few years Nyushka had become plump, dignified Anna Ivanovna, a
Baroness accepted everywhere in society and respected by all who knew her. The Baron spared nothing on tutors
to improve Anna Ivanovna’s education and, even more important, her taste.
The more brilliant the young Baroness’s society successes, however, the greater the hatred felt for her by that
rich mansion’s many servants. They could not forgive her her brilliant career; still less her rudeness.
“Just see what a swell she is now!” said the Baroness’s senior maid, Klavdiya, who came from the same
village and hated her shrewish mistress most bitterly. “Fan her here, and powder her there. Seems to have
forgotten running around the village with hardly a rag to her back and snot dripping off her nose, begging bits of
bread from better folks. Now, if you please, it’s “Madame parle francais!” From rags to riches! She puts on airs
with people right and left, but meantime at home she hollers at you-know-who worse than a carter. Pfah, a
somebody!”
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And plain-faced, cross-grained Klashka banged around furiously in the corner with her dustpan and her fancy
little feather dusters.
There is an end to everything, though; and that included Nyushka’s happiness. October came,\fn{ A reference to
the Communist revolution of October 25, 1917 .} and the treacherous Baron, abandoning his young wife along with his
pouffes and his Chinese screens, high-tailed it across the border.
Baroness Anna Ivanovna, now demoted to Nyushka once more, knew many bitter trials and tears; then at last
she found herself back in her remote little village in Moscow Province. Six years later, when they started up the
silk factory that had stood there idle for so long, the Baroness became a worker.
She didn’t stop looking after herself, though. She was still curled and dressed up and thought of nothing but
good taste. That’s the Nyushka we see every day in the factory now. She works as a silk-winder: Comrade Winder
Shtakelberg, Worker Number 563. And right next to her on the machine is Klavdiya Kryuchkova, a Communist
since 1918, a Party bureau member, an active worker correspondent, but in the past—Baroness Shtakelberg’s
senior maid.
Soon after she arrived, the Baroness was “sniffed out” by a group under Klavdiya’s command. Klavdiya wept
at the insult to the fabkom.\fn{A note reads: A contraction of fabrichnyi komitet (Factory Party Committee).} She and the other
womenfolk demanded:
“Out with her, the stinker! Run the bitch out of the factory! First they forget to shoot her, then she creeps out of
the woodwork and worms herself in with the workers. As if she hadn’t lorded it over me enough, now she has to
be one of the girls. We aren’t going to work with her!”
But the fabkom took a dim view of the whole matter, and Shtakelberg kept her job. A good many of the
womenfolk. started fawning on the Baroness and asking her about her grand life in Peter,\fn{ A note reads: An
affectionate nickname for St. Petersburg .} which the Baroness was willing enough to talk about. Then she began
attending the women delegates’ assembly, listening silently and attentively, and in 1924, after Ilicho\fn{ A note reads:
The patronymic of Vladimir Ilich Lenin, use of the patronymic alone being the standard form of respectful or affectionate address to older
people in villages or working-class communities.} died, she applied to join the Party.

Everyone remembers those days. The club’s huge hall full, the tension in the silent crowd of thousands, who
had buried their grief far below the surface. The workers went up on stage one after another.
The womenfolk have a special feeling and love for Ilich. When they went out on stage and started talking
about him and the Party, they choked on their tears and couldn’t finish, they would toss their applications to join
the Russian Communist Party down on the black crape laid over the boards. Shtakelberg came out on stage, too.
She began whirling around hysterically, flailing her arms, crying and laughing:
“Comrades … my dears … Our bright sun has set! Our llich has passed away … Women, why are you
wailing? … You’ve been wailing your whole lives long. Do you have to wail now, too? Rejoice, women, our Ilich
is calling on us to act … Let us vow, women, my comrades, let us vow: let us stop our wailing and take up action.
Let us join the Party in triumph!”
There were shouts in the crowd, everyone climbed up on stage, and bundles of applications rained down on the
table. But when the Baroness’s application fluttered down on top of the others like a crumpled leaf, Klashka
jumped up on the stage. The room hushed, her face was so fearful. She began railing in a strange high voice:
“Comrades, what is going on here? We are defiling llich! Our enemy is sneaking into the Party. So a Baroness
from the enemy class is trying to sully our vanguard?”
And, grabbing the Baroness’s application from the table, Klashka tore it to bits.
That’s why the Baroness wasn’t accepted into the Party.
2
“Hello, dearies.”
“Hi there, Panya. How’s your Tamarochka?”
“Oy, don’t ask! What kind of a life can a child have with a father like that? Last night he came home drunk as
a skunk, to celebrate them putting out some eighty proof-may it rot in hell! Beat the girl and laid into me: ‘Where
were you hanging around yesterday? Who’re you mixed up with?’ When yesterday I was at a Party meeting. The
no-Party scum—you should hear his dirty talk about the Party. Call this a new life, I ask you! Whatever my boy
manages to learn in Pioneers, his father just knocks clean out of his head, the leper! He was sick just now—had an
operation—his whole inside nearly turned upside down. But he survived, to hell with him!”
Panya is pretty and petite, she has curly hair, and her eyes are big and green. She wears a stylish gray suit and
high yellow boots. Even though she’s 35 years old, she’s still fresh-faced; every day she comes in so pretty and
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pink you wouldn’t think she was more than 20. Her husband is a flabby drunk who’s let himself go. No match for
her at all. The womenfolk say she cheats on him lots.
“So, Buzlova’s late again, eh. How many times this month already!”
A day in the trimmings shop has begun. The chain-stitchers are chatting and gossiping, bent over the table.
Their fingers are just flying through the air as they overstitch the raw edges of the scarves; fringe piles on fringe
gaily. Their hands are working mechanically—with simple and practiced movements—and their tongues are in
thrall to gossip. The trimmers are driven to that, it’s in the nature of the work.
You don’t gossip like that at a machine: a machine absorbs the whole person.
“What can I tell you, dears! They say our Buzlova’s a right tart. Dunka Frolova lives by her: every night men
drop by her place, she says. And today she was late—had herself a high old time, I bet.”
“Sure, Balashikha, you go ahead and talk. Who’s going to believe you? We haven’t forgotten the Belova story,
after all.”
Polka Balasheva and Katka Tsvetkova are the number one gossips and whisperers in the whole factory. They
know all there is to know about every woman there. Polka is a dried-up old worker who’s produced ten boys and
girls, her face is wrinkled to folds, and her breasts hang to her belly like lumps of soggy dough.
This is the “Belova story” that made her famous.
Belova, a stupid, chubby, ginger-haired girl, got taken on under-age. The womenfolk latched on to her the way
they would with anyone new to the factory (probably to check up on whether she’d been hired properly):
“How’d you get in? Are you a Komsomol girl, or did you come through the exchange?”
The girl didn’t understand what they wanted from her and replied any which way. It turned out, though, she
was a neighbor of Polka’s, and Polka said that her father was a rich man, her grandfather worked at the next
factory, and there were only two children. But at the labor exchange we have a waiting list of under-age girls who
really are starving, they’ve nowhere to turn.
So we decided to send Belova away from the factory. We set to work, but it was hard. People stood up for her
at the fabkom, they said the Belova family was very poor. But Polka kept egging us on:
“The labor inspector’s her friend, we know that dad of hers gave him a bribe. They even have five whole
cows!”
Our cell went through the official procedure to get Belova laid off.
When the Komsomol sent the lawyer to Belova’s house for the final investigation, this is what he found:
horrible poverty and a cartload of kids, all of them in rags. Then they sent someone into the shop from the
fabkom:
“Who was the information on Belova from?”
“It was her neighbor told us.”
But by now our Polka had her tail well between her legs:
“I don’t know anything. Really and truly, I’ve never heard the least little thing about any Belova.”
“Well, that Buzlova sails close to the wind,” the womenfolk started nattering.
“So then, here’s Marusenka,” Polya sang out in her sweet little voice, greeting the tardy Buzlova.
Polya’s face blossomed in a smile.
“Oh, dearie, we were just saying: our Masha must have fallen ill. Everyone was feeling so sorry for you. After
all, we love you so much!”
“He-e-ey, Kafistka, there’s more dirt around me again!” shouts Buzlova angrily, her face all creased and
sleepy.
Poor little Kafistka, the funny, dark little Tatar cleaning girl, the womenfolk have completely ground her down.
They lord it over her and order her around: sweep here, dust there.
“Did you hear what’s happening? Lay-offs. They’re letting thirty people go!” cried Katka Tsvetkova, a plump,
red-haired young woman. No sooner was the foreman out of the shop than she ran from her ironing-board to
gossip with the womenfolk.
“That means some of us will get moved to the machines, right? Bet I know who! Foreman Konstantinich’s
favorites, that’s who. And no matter how much I beg and wheedle, they won’t take me. You can see our bosses
don’t like hearing the plain truth to their faces!”
Katka is incredibly lazy. Because of that she doesn’t stand a chance of being transferred anywhere, and in fact
they are even planning to fire her from ironing. And speaking “the plain truth” just means starting rows. Katka
raises scandals in the shop over every little thing. Not a day passes that she isn’t hollering or kicking up a fuss
with the foremen and the womenfolk. She curses like a carter, a regular fishwife. But later on she’s everyone’s
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friend again, as if nothing ever happened. She and Balashikha squabble all the time.
“I’m going to ask to go to the tie shop,” cheeps skinny little Varka, with her short, birdlike little head; a Party
candidate. She’s pregnant: her huge belly rests on her knees. But pregnancy is not spoiling her looks.
“You’re not going anywhere, big-belly! You’ll most likely be going on leave in a month.”
“Oh, you swine!” Varka goes pale. She’s a mean little bitch herself, when it comes to it.
“Soon as I’m pregnant I’m not a person to you any more, you want to peck me to death! Fling it in my face,
see if I care: ‘Big-belly, big-belly.’ I don’t want maternity leave, I’m a totally equal worker and ‘'m going to work
right up until the birth. You’ll see, I’ll be standing by my machine.”
“Fool, you’ll be the death of the childl.”
A bitter sense of insult eats at Varka. It’s tough enough being pregnant. All those months absent from the
workers’ ranks! But it’s even worse when you discuss the changes with everyone and suddenly feel how helpless
you are.
“It’s all right, Varka dearie! We’ve all been through it, after all, we’re womenfolk, too. But then what joy you’ll
have when you give birth, and the baby will be so healthy,” Panya consoles her.
Varka is 26. She’s been married since she was I7. And she’s given birth every year since, nine times in all. But
her children don’t survive: they live a few months and die. But she, ever the mother and mourner, hasn’t lost
hope: she doggedly keeps giving birth.
Now it’s time for the midday meal, and the womenfolk pull out their bundles: it’s raining outside and you’d get
soaked running across to the canteen. They eat with zest, with feeling. They treat each other: one has brought
candy, another jam, someone else marinated mushrooms.
Our womenfolk begrudge their comrades nothing, they share everything one and all. If you don’t have money,
they’ll scrape the last coppers from their pockets and give them to you; nowhere to sleep, they’ll take you home,
put you to bed, and give you a nice warm blanket. Not to mention feeding you! Often new workers are fed by the
entire shop until their first pay packet comes through, for a month or more.
“Oy, girl, look at you go for that sardine! Bet I know why.”
Katka Tsvetkova looks straight in the eyes of the young woman greedily demolishing the sardine, pickle, and
dried flounder all together.
The young woman blushes and lowers her eyes.
“Your very first, is it?”
Katerina fawns and whispers her brazen woman-to-woman advice.
Varka is sitting in a corner gnawing quietly on a crust. She never eats anything but dry crusts. We’ve offered to
treat her, but she refuses.
“My bloke gets by half-starved, too,” Varka brags, “but last month we bought a sideboard, all walnut, and with
such a sweet little green door, and another month we got this bed with all shiny knobs on. Oh, dearies, and this
month I’m going to buy a tea service: I already have my eye on one. The cups are so tiny, with a thin pink rim,
and these little speckles all over underneath.”
Varka’s face lights up with joy and satisfaction.
3
The women-winders are sunbathing in the factory yard. It’s mealtime. Summer. And hot. The older womenfolk in their navy overalls are sprawled out across the grass, their faces covered with kerchiefs. The young girls
are giggling together on the logs, showing off in their white blouses and nice shoes; they’ve left their work clothes
behind in the shop.
Lots of Soviet and Komsomol girls still haven’t shed their leather jackets, crumpled skirts, and patched shoes,
in their naïvety thinking that this shows their indifference to worldly goods and their great devotion to the
Revolution. They’re utterly convinced that working women—who they imagine are always heroic and solid as
rocks—dress in just that way.
But our factory girls (not that the womenfolk lag behind them in this) are all avid followers of fashion and
primpers. Yes, when they had to wear leather jackets at the front, they wore them. But now there is no front,
wages are decent, and you can think about yourself a bit. You’ll see our girls wearing stylish checked caps, and
coquettish yellow shoes, and beige stockings. At work everyone wears very simple and elegant light-colored
blouses. Even the poorest—the under-age workers (who only get twenty-eight roubles a month)—are neatly
dressed: nice dresses specially made for them, and always carefully ironed. At parties you wouldn’t recognize the
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factory girls decked out in all their finery: silk jersey blouses (our factory’s own manufacture) in all possible
colors with stylish trimming, fancy shoes, and extravagant hair-dos. The only thing missing, of course, is makeup.\fn{\fn{A note reads: From the end of the New Economic Policy until the mid-1930s, when an indigenous Soviet manufacture was
begun, make-up was not generally available in Russia, its use being limited to well-off women in large cities. The New Economic Policy
(1921-1925) was a phase of Soviet rule during which limited freedom was allowed to private enterprise, a toleration which had knock-on
effects on pluralism of other kinds.}

We also have quite a few “old ladies”—sharp dressers who pay for expensive costumes from good tailors.
These “old ladies” even come into the workshop in curls and powder. The girls on the logs start kidding around
with the passing workers:
“Hey, Kirillych. How come you go around unwashed and uncombed? Or has your wife run of!? Come over
here, we’ll wash you.”
The men joke back awkwardly at the sharp-tongued girls. They rush by like big shots, across the grass.
“Vovka, come on over, come on over, we don’t bite!”
And the curly-headed Komsomol secretary, a man anxious to please the womenfolk, is knocked to the ground
with one shove. A merry row begins in the grass.
Our winders are unruly, shrewish females. It’s hard to get on with them. A whole lot of “old ladies” have ended
up all together in winding; they’re stuck in the past and they swear at the Communists and stir up the young folk.
The winders made their peace with their forewoman, Praskovya Voinova, only after a lot of water had passed
under the bridge.
Praskovya, her hair cut short, parted skew-whiff, and greased back with a dog’s lick, doesn't look anything like
a woman. She speaks like a bloke and wears a shirt and tie. She’s a Communist, a worker promoted from the
ranks.
Here she is lying with the womenfolk, next to plump Sashurka Gribkova. It may have been Sashurka’s imagination, or maybe something really did happen—but soon after that sunny, happy day a dark rumor started going
round that forewoman Praskovya wasn’t a woman at all, but a man, or “half-way in between.” They said she had
made a pass at Gribkova like a man would.
Rumors flew around the workshops. Voinova was put under surveillance, and here’s the evidence that turned
up. During work Praskovya sends Komsomol girls notes:
“I love you.”
“How pretty you are.”
She often spends the night with the fabkom chairman’s wife, and is often seen kissing her (everyone’s seen it),
and then winking at the Baroness—that means she’s sleeping with her, too. The cunning womenfolk began trying
to get Praskovya to go to the bathhouse. Praskovya replied that she’d washed at home. They set some menfolk to
wooing her: she snubbed them. The whole factory started talking about the man-woman. The winders lived only
for this story: they almost stopped eating and drinking, and many weren’t meeting their quota. Finally, we heard
about a scandal in the winding shop: the Baroness had a fainting fit—the womenfolk explained it by saying she
was jealous of Praskovya over the chairman’s wife. Then the chairman’s wife came to the shop and shouted at the
womenfolk, also out of jealousy, apparently.
The director stepped in, and the Party cell. Voinova was expelled from the Party. Our secretary thought up a
reason to put in the minutes “repeated insubordination” and the minutes went to the ukom.\fn{A note reads: From uezdnyi komitet (District Party Committee). Until 1928, when it was replaced by rayon, uzed was the term for the administrative subdivision
of guberniya (government; later replaced by oblast, region).} Voinova was sent to the doctor, who issued a certificate stating

that said Voinova was a woman in the full sense. But no one believed the certificate, they’d all gone mad, so to
speak and Voinova was fired from the factory as a “socially harmful person.” After a very big scandal at the
ukom, she was reinstated in the Party just six months later and sent back to the factory, not as a forewoman now
but as a simple weighing machine operator.
That is how the women’s wild, barbaric fantasy ruined number one winding forewoman and worker-administrator Praskovya. If those women once take against you, you may be the most wonderful person but they’ll still
drive you out.
After Praskovya they sent a non-Party expert to be winding foreman, Ivan Semyonych. The womenfolk took
an instant dislike to him. On the first day he showed up at the workshop during the evening shift for some
unknown reason, when only the women were on. Elena had just got married, the woman had come in after the
wedding, she had to be congratulated and the ceremony celebrated. They quickly finished off their quotas and
stopped work; and right there, by the machines, they plaited the young woman’s braids, broke dishes (an old
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custom: after the young people’s first married night, you break crockery), and they danced on the fragments to the
sound of facetious jokes and songs. Ivan Semyonych hollered at them, complained to the director, and there was a
reprimand.
“Eh, you’ll not forget Praskovya, be sure of that!”
After that, the womenfolk began treating the foreman cautiously, with suspicion. One word from him to a
woman and she’d start howling her eyes out. Ivan Semyonych was a bit strict, it’s true, but the womenfolk
credited him with God knows what sins and exacted a harsh vengeance. Semyonych was never off the pages of
the wall newspaper.\fn{A note reads: A propaganda news-sheet for display in places of work, composed by some or all of the
employees.} Many of the stories were made up from start to finish, and later, retractions would appear. They
accused Semyonych of giving the best silk for winding to the young and pretty girls, while the “old ladies” got the
dregs, they said he was constantly threatening to get rid of the womenfolk, that he frightened them with talk of the
bosses and purposely stirred things up between the womenfolk and the Red director. Semyonych didn’t get a
moment’s peace, everywhere he went he heard whispering behind his back. Then he really did become bitter and
often shouted at the womenfolk unfairly. In their turn they sobbed, wailed, and transferred to other sections.
Taking advantage of the fact that the foreman wasn’t in the Party, they conducted a frenzied campaign against him
through the Party cell, the production conference, and the women delegates’ assembly.
No matter how much people told the womenfolk that Semyonych was a real expert at his job, and even if he
was a bit of a grumbler, it was no more than you could put up with, the womenfolk stuck to their guns—we’re not
going to work with him.
Because he was so good, Ivan Semyonych had been put in charge of the factory’s three most important shops.
But on the womenfolk’s insistence, he was prohibited from setting foot in the winding shop and his deputy was
sent to see him: forewoman, worker-administrator, and Party member Dusya Boikova.
Dusya is a marvellous person. Boisterous (as her last name suggests), with an intense, blue-eyed face, smart,
energetic, cheerful, always singing. She lives with her Communist husband seven versts away, in the village.
Together with her husband they have taken the entire volost\fn{A note reads: The subdivision of an uezd in Tsarist, and pre1928 Soviet, Russia.} in hand: they work from morning to night and from night to morning. They’ve set up readingrooms in the villages, traveled everywhere, gone to a lot of trouble, got hold of money, brought in books, started
up clubs, and got people to switch to the crop rotation system. Their house is always full of peasant men and
women. The womenfolk love Dusya very much: she is their number one helper and adviser.
Through Dusya the womenfolk maintain contact with their bosses—our factory women delegates.
But then Dusya too fell out of favor with the winders:
“Why weren’t any of us nominated, but only them from another shop, from the twisters? What, don’t we have
enough of our own or something?”
And they did everything possible in their work to make trouble for her: they didn’t obey her instructions, the
evening guard purposely didn’t turn off the electricity, forgot to turn off the motor, and threw armfuls of silk
scraps under Dusya’s work-table.
So even Dusya can’t get along with the womenfolk. A wilful mood has taken root among our winders, and
until they disband the entire shop and take on new women, no foreman is ever going to make headway in the
winding shop.
4
“This is it, comrades! You can forget all the talking we’ve done at these meetings, we have yet another row on
our hands!”
So Party Secretary Utkin opens nearly every meeting of the cell bureau.
Out of our 400 women, 50 are Communists. They’ve all joined since Lenin died. Only five or six are old
members of the Party. Our cell is all Leninists. Leninists look after themselves. And they don’t differ much, hardly
at all, from non-Party members. Is Varka from trimmings really a Communist? How could that tart Marusya
Buzlova be a Communist? But then, she is a Leninist, after all. You can imagine the trouble it takes to pick out the
ones in the squad the Party needs and make genuine Communists of them!
The womenfolk join the Party out of gut feeling, out of sentiment for the Revolution, and out of their womanly
love and emotion for Ilich and October.
Discipline is alien to the womenfolk, and they have a very vague idea of how a Communist should behave. No
believing in God, no drinking—that they’ve learned by heart—but when it comes to the everyday, to life in the
shop, the little things—then they fall apart.
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Our Leninists start all kinds of “rows.” In winding, the womenfolk didn’t want their beloved forewoman taken
away. Our young Party girls, instead of acting through the fabkom and the cell, are collecting signatures from the
womenfolk, writing a petition, and taking it to the director; they gossip in the shop about Party matters, blab about
what happened in the bureau or at a closed meeting of the cell; agitate for their own candidates during the fabkom
campaigns; they even start public fights and brawls with their own: with other Communists right there in the shop.
This is why they call two or three and sometimes even ten women into each Party bureau and shower them with
reprimands and punishments. But the punishments don’t do any good. It’s as plain as plain that the womenfolk
need a long training and a huge campaign of education for anything to come of them. The punishments just
embitter them and push them away from the Party.
The main rowdy is a Pole, Yanka Chakhurskaya. She’s quite a sight, flirtatious, with penciled eyebrows and
ringlets round her face, she wears jaunty little high-heeled shoes, she’s a real coquette and chatters away in her
Polish accent nineteen to the dozen. She’s never off the bureau’s agenda. No sooner does she leave a meeting
where they’ve decided to switch her to another shop for correction than she lands right back there again.
“What’s the matter with you now, Chakhurskaya? You just left the bureau and look at you, back already,”
Utkin says, sweating in exasperation.
“What have I done so bad?” Yanka is outraged. “I just said that I’d spit in Utkin’s face before I’d go to work
washing. I’ll see the bureau boiled in with the washing itself first.”
“Have you no brains? You’ve discussed party business with non-Party members, you’ve blabbed about the
bureau’s resolutions, and you’ve brought the bu-reau in-to dis-re-pute.” Utkin spoke those last words syllable by
syllable.
“So what? I only said …” And off she goes again, a hundred words a minute, like a machine-gun.
Rowdies can make very energetic and sensible women. Drill them some and you’ll have valuable workers. But
for now the old female gossipy ways are still intact in many, and they entwine in the most capricious manner with
the new Party way of life and the grave new cause.
5
At the textile factory, we often have women in charge of all the factory organizations: our woman textile
worker has a new strength, a typically female fresh and sharp enthusiasm for work, and a devotion to the cause,
and the patience, painstaking diligence, and honesty especially characteristic of womenfolk.
Our female half—400—has the men—600—completely beaten. Our fabkom chairman, Olga Kozlova, shaggyheaded and loud-mouthed (a rather hoarse bass voice), is straight-talking and bossy to a fault. She’s not afraid to
get bruised and bumped over fabkom business, she fights over everything, even down to the last work glove, and
she goes all the way up to the highest circle over run-of-the-mill conflicts. In company, when she’s had a drink or
two, she starts holding forth loudly and dogmatically about all kinds of fabkom matters—larding her speech with
obscenities as she goes.
“So I say to the director—you’re picking on the wrong person there. I was a weaver once myself. I was at
Sverdlovsk University, went through the first accelerated courses.”
The fabkom has two other women on it: a fat Tatar who works with national minorities, and skinny Lomonosova—who’s always running around shouting “no time, no timel”—to deal with labor protection. Come morning,
she’s rushing off to Moscow, and a few hours later she’s already helping the women delegates organize a first-aid
kit in the shop, and in the evening she’s sweating through interminable factory committee meetings.
The shop delegates are women, the commission members are women, the Party and Komsomol bureaus are
half female. In the club nearly everything is the work of women’s loving hands, the hands of our women
delegates, that is; in the study circles you’ll find the same women delegates, brows furrowed, stubbornly moving
their lips, wiping out their illiteracy, and in the party schools you’ll see them mastering the politics their brains are
so unaccustomed to.
“Pfah! Who the hell is there here to talk business? Spit where you like, it’s all womenfolk.”
A visitor to the factory was aghast.
“You’ll have to talk to ’em. The women run everything here,” the workers replied, abashed.
But they have no call to complain about the womenfolk. When Kozlova was elected, one of the menfolk
grumbled”
“What could anyone ever expect from you! Do you and these womenfolk really have the brains to stand up for
us?”
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But after Kozlova won a few major battles with the administration, even the worst sceptics started treating her
with more respect, and Olga was reelected to the factory committee unanimously.
You won’t just find our women delegates on the factory floor. Female intervention has gone way beyond that.
Stop by at the co-operative shop of an evening, and the plump faces of two tall, elderly women will smile at you
from behind the counter—Chasovikova and Pankratova, good friends and our two probationer-delegates.
Here, standing behind the counter in neat aprons and weighing out pounds of sugar, salt, and soap for the
workers, they are getting dug into the co-operative strongholds and learning all the skills of expert sales staff.
From their side of the counter they see a lot on the other side. They’ve already started figuring out about price
lists, stocks, shrinkage, and leakage. When the co-operative canteen once served the workers off meat,\fn{ Tainted
or spoiled meat; the British translator of this short story would say it had “gone off.” } their sharp eyes were able to catch a major
co-op swindler and embezzler—the cafeteria chief. Later a show trial was set up to deal with him.
In the clinic at the hospital you’ll see another delegate—chubby, curly-headed Shurochka, wearing a blindingly white jacket. She goes from doctor to doctor, sits in, learns how to do simple bandages, but at the same time she
quietly keeps an eye on the sick leaves the doctor gives (you should hear what goes on there: a perfectly heal-thy
man gets leave, but a pregnant woman is kept by her lathe up to the very last contraction, so that she ends up
giving birth right there, under her machine).
At the production conference womenfolk have lagged behind a bit. But not long ago Marla Gruzdeva, an old
working woman, amazed the entire factory. At the women delegates’ meeting she submitted a plan to reorganize I
the winding shop, complete with technical details: which silk would go better a slow rate, which needs its spools
changed, etc. The plan was discussed and brought before the production conference. The menfolk laughed at it, of
course: we’d better give it to the technical bureau to check over, they said. They did—and all Marfa’s suggestions
but one were implemented in the shop: what’s more, they yielded an improvement in quality and productivity too.
“Pretty soon we’re going to have to open up a men delegates’ assembly and drag you idlers along. You’ve been
falling behind,” the womenfolk tease.
“Go on and work, go on, work loves fools. This is all a novelty for you. We’re not going to get steamed up. We
know we have a director who’s a man and a secretary who’s a man, so all’s not lost, at least the production control
is in reliable hands. As for the small change—sure, keep it, potter around all you like.”
Whenever we need volunteers—in the shop delegate elections, for the sponsor society, when Party obligations
are passed out—the men are apt to decline, refuse to get involved, but as for the womenfolk—just pile it on, a
woman will take on everything willingly, unless of course she takes fright and says, “Ooh, no, I’ll never be able to
cope with that.”
The womenfolk sense their own backwardness and greedily grab at work—so as to catch up. And at work they
are starting to grow out of the gossip and squabbling and pull their lagging comrades along behind.
6
Our women “leaders,” the female organizers, change often. Two or three sent from the ukom couldn’t take the
womenfolk’s pressure: one got sick; two fled. Then the factory chiefs tried to nominate one of our own delegates,
but the fur flew at the delegate assembly.
“Look at them, trying to fob bad lots off on me. Why didn’t they appoint Steshka, she can read at least, but this
one can’t string two words together, and she hides behind other people’s backs!”
The woman was hounded out very quickly.
It’s not easy being the women’s leader. The womenfolk are awfully demanding. This one’s too quiet, that one’s
not too bright, and this other one—well, she’s a jack-of-all-trades, all right, but she doesn’t know much about
women’s affairs.
“You’ve got a problem, you come up to her after a meeting and she’s as much use as a lump of dead wood, she
doesn’t understand the first thing about our affairs. If it’s anything to do with your child or your man, don’t bother
asking her advice. She’s so dried up—you might as well talk to a brick wall.”
And so a new organizer was sent over from Moscow, Nastasya Petrova. An uncommonly ugly woman:
bulging, tin-pale eyes, a red nose like a gun barrel, warty skin, gray hair like a bundle of sticks, black teeth jutting
out every which way. A stout figure, holds herself straight, walks with her belly out front—very commanding! In
the Party cell they immediately stuck her with the nickname “the bus,” and the womenfolk say when they see her:
“Ba-ah! Do you see that mug the bus has on her: an orangutan, really!”
As soon as she arrived, the “orangutan” started issuing orders at the factory.
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“Why hasn’t your newspaper come out yet? Today’s already the fifth,” she said, taking the editor of the wall
newspaper’s breath away.
“All of you here aren’t worth a damn!” she flew at the fabkom. “Why haven’t work clothes been issued in the
knitting shop? A fine fabkom, I must say!”
“You’re not a Party secretary, you’re a miserable excuse for one,” she hurled herself at Utkin. “I can see they
don’t bother to do what you say. Why? Why do you let them talk back? You should give the orders, full stop, no
discussion.”
“But this isn’t War Communism any more.”\fn{ A note reads: The phase of early Soviet rule during the Civil War (19181921), characterized by the imposition of authoritarian centralist directives .}
Utkin was dumbstruck.
“Oh, so you’re all stuck on the NEP\fn{ See note earlier in these vignettes.} here! Well, I fought at the front, dearie,
and I insist on military discipline.”
At first, her raids just amused everyone, gave them something new to talk about, but later this senseless ordering around began to get on people’s nerves, and soon the entire factory elite was at daggers drawn with Petrova.
She got on specially badly with Kozlova and the Komsomol.
But Petrova brought the womenfolk to heel right away, or rather, got them twisted round her little finger. When
she thundered out her first speech to them at the women’s meeting, the womenfolk sat back stupefied: Petrova
does indeed speak beautifully, with tremendous fire, and the womenfolk prize this highly.
She managed to liven up the womenfolk’s lives right away, shook up all the women delegates, talked with each
one, ferreted out what most interested them, redid everyone’s assignments to factory organizations, based on a
genuine view of their own interests, not mechanically. And then—a first—she took the womenfolk out to the
country.
Our factory is in the central town in a volost; all around, for five or six versts, are villages, three of them under
our sponsorship. Our womenfolk, the district’s textile workers, are far from being true urban proletariat. They live
all around here in the villages (the factory has no hostel), and some even have smallholdings. True, hereabouts a
“village” isn’t a real village: it’s a half-village, half-workers’ settlement kind of place. The female workers are
constantly at odds with the real women villagers, who give them no peace:
“What’s it to you: you live like pigs in clover. You work your eight hours, then you roll off to bed if you want.
We toil our whole lives long without ever straightening up from the ground!”
Nastasya Petrova led her force in the village, woman to woman. The women delegates were going to work
among the peasant women en masse. They spent part of their Sundays fitting up a hut for a village nursery. That
autumn, they went from village to village in the slush, the dark, and the rain to agitate among the womenfolk for
the elections to the Soviets. Nastasya Petrova spent three evenings teaching her delegates how to talk to the
womenfolk.
The women felt strongly that they were involved in an important, responsible cause, and they came to respect
Petrova very much because they saw how tough she was. They respected her, though they didn’t like her. There
was no softness or soulfulness in her, and without that you can’t get close to a woman.
“A rail, not a human being.”
That’s what they said about Nastasya. Petrova often quarreled with her delegates; she wasn’t above bearing a
grudge either. If she didn’t get along with someone, she thought up a punishment for her right away:
“On Thursday you aren’t coming with us to campaign in Danilovka, you can sit at home.”
The womenfolk got the feeling that she was conducting some kind of underground campaign against the
fabkom and the cell. She talked people into writing denunciations of the fabkom on the wall newspaper and
bitched about Kozlova in the women’s presence. And this they could not endure.
Right from the start, Nastasya and Kozlova hadn’t got on. One factory was too small to hold them both. They
developed an intense hatred for each other, and Petrova never let a chance slip to catch Olga out somehow at a
meeting or in the shop. Their main bone of contention was who had more influence over the womenfolk. Petrova
felt that the women would die for Kozlova, but only respected her. She couldn’t forgive Olga this, so she tried to
undermine her authority.
When Petrova’s subterfuge was uncovered, an ukom representative was called in and a question was raised
about Petrova at the Party bureau. They called to mind both her forays against the secretary and her criticism of
the volkom\fn{A note reads: A Party committee at volost level.} and the ukom. What’s more, she had let no opportunity
slip of lambasting those in high places, with or without just cause, believing that this was what Party democracy
was all about.
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It turned out that at one time she had been a Socialist Revolutionary, and that the Soviet Party School she had
come to us from had given her an “unrestrained element” evaluation. And the bureau’s decision, along with that of
the ukom representatives, was to transfer Petrova to the ukom’s jurisdiction, “since the comrade has SR leanings.”\fn{The Socialist Revolutionaries were radical populists. They formed in the 1890s, and their wide support among peasants and the
a lesser extent workers made it the target of the Communist’s sepcial enmity .}
When Nastasya heard this decision, she burst into tears and sobbed for a long time, stretched out on the bench
at the fabkom. She sincerely loved the womenfolk and had thrown herself wholeheartedly into her work. She even
slept on the table in the Party cell room (she didn’t have a place of her own). She had waded many long autumn
versts through the mud out to the villages—and were the results of her work really so bad?
It was strange to see our stiff-backed Nastasya writhing in tears on the bench. Somehow you didn’t feel sorry
for her, though.
By this time Kozlova, having completely exhausted herself in work for the fabkom, was on a month’s leave. As
soon as she came back, the womenfolk started demanding her for their organizer. They stood yelling at meetings
and went in crowds to see Kozlova in her apartment.
“Come on, Olgushka, be our leader. Look, we’ve been left empty-handed again. We want you and only you!”
Everyone in the factory loves Olga, but the womenfolk think the sun shines out of her eyes. Even Parashka, the
very worst gossip, who calls the women delegates cretins and strumpets and can’t talk about the women
Communists without swearing, even she said about Olga:
“Now Olga Kozlova, there’s one who really is a true Communist, and I respect her for it. She worked an iron
in our shop, she was just a presser, fourth-category.\fn{ A note reads: All Soviet workers were assigned to categories of competence anachievement, ranging from first category downwards; on these depended salary levels, privileges, and perks .} All the womenfolk howl and fuss over what category they get assigned, but she got less than anyone and didn’t ask for anything,
even though she worked day and night without let-up for us, donkeys that we are.”
People love her way of speaking, which may be coarse and muddled but has a power that could break your
back. People love her for her merry ways and her open nature; Olga can play a prank, and tell a saucy joke, she
likes a drink with the best of them. And when she’s drunk, she first becomes excessively merry, starts doing a
country dance, and then singing some of the old factory songs. But then she gets sad, and starts crying, and
becomes unusually feminine and soft. She seems like a little girl (despite her 32 years). She gets melancholy and
talks about her loneliness, says that her beloved, the head of the secret police, laughs at her. Then Olga grinds her
teeth and pines.
Olga is one of the women, she grew up with them, she comes from their world. She has been in the factory
since she was 10. She never got a chance to study, so she’s barely literate. At 15 she was forced into marriage, but
she ran away from her husband and went back to the factory.
“Ooh, but I hated men then, when I was a girl!”
Yes, “when she was a girl.” But now, at 32, Olga is so lonely she can hardly bear it. She would like a husband
and a child. Often she’ll throw off her awful side-fastened blouse, dress up in her pink top, and set her sights on
someone from the factory, or one of the visiting instructors from the provincial office. She’s not bad-looking (a bit
unfeminine though). Her face is young and her eyes are black with a glint. She’s very sharp and funny like all the
womenfolk are.
Olga has attended the odd course at Sverdlovsk University. And even though it’s tough for her, being only halfliterate, working her way round the political-economic subtleties of it all, everyone appreciated her there and she
graduated as a women’s organizer.
Olga hasn’t been separated from the womenfolk once since. She was an organizer for four years, then she went
back into production, and then she ended up on the fabkom. But even when she was up to her ears in fabkom
business, she would sneak off to see the womenfolk, to peek in at the women delegates’ meeting and a have a chat
about the labor code or about how to restructure daily life. Olga may know very little, but what she does know,
mixed up and peppered with mistakes though it is, she does her best to put into the women’s heads. And the
womenfolk take it from her. Olga is so good at wounding women’s soft hearts with her words that often at her
discussions and reports the womenfolk weep copiously, they’re all prepared to follow Olga to the ends of the
earth.
Olga’s misfortune is having so little education. So last autumn she had a brainwave: she’d join the workers’
preparatory faculty\fn{A note reads: The continuing education department of a Soviet higher education establishment, responsible for
providing workers with a basic education, and for organizing courses leading to professional or other qualifications .} at the university. For some reason, the womenfolk are overcome with this mad lust to study and study every autumn. Olga got
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through all the commissions—at ukom and MK\fn{A note reads: The Moscow District Committee of the Communist Party .}
level—nearly worrying herself sick in the process. She met all their requirements, but when she got to the very
last hurdle, the workers’ faculty commission, they turned her down: you’re too old, they said, let the young study.
Here Olga sensed her doom: soon young, educated kids would be coming along, then, ignorant and rough folk
like her would be on the shelf.
She sent an indignant article to all the papers protesting; then she wept, then she pined, and then she took to
her bed and stayed there for a month.
Despite all the women’s entreaties, the Party cell held out against letting Olga be a women’s organizer for ages.
They wanted to make a supervisor out of her, they tried to make her the director’s assistant (he needed one of his
own people). But the womenfolk get whatever they want. They went to the ukom as a delegation and made their
demands there. Olga herself cried and begged to go to the womenfolk, said she wouldn’t stay on at the factory if
they didn’t make her an organizer, and anyway she didn’t know the first thing about supervising. The cell hurried
to appoint a women’s organizer from among the women delegates. The womenfolk chucked her out of the
meeting and out the door the very first time she appeared, then the whole gang of them went to the Party bureau to
demand Olga as a replacement.
And so the cell had to give in, and the womenfolk carried an expostulating Olga away on their shoulders, to the
women’s common room, to the sounds of loud singing and irrepressible yelling.
178.143 A Tale Of The Past\fn{by Veniamin Chistalev (1890-1939)} Pomozdino, Komi Republic, Russia (M) 4
That year the spring came early in the North. It was as if it knew that the people had had enough of hunger, and
how eagerly they awaited the first signs of green. It had been a hard winter. So hard that people had been glad to
get even a bit of sorrel.
Now the hungry cattle—not many left now, in the villages most had been killed off over the winter—wandered
over the meadows seeking out rare clumps of new grass. The people breathed more easily: now they would make
it somehow. And make it they did, and before they knew it sowing time had come round.
Vassily Trifonovich, or as we Komi call him, Tripan Vas, came out to his small field and walked round without
missing a strip of sown ground.
“Oh barley, you whiskered fellow! How often you fox the farmer. Sometimes an inch high, then up to the sky
If you’re too small, you’re no good, if you’re too high, you bend over and break, and we have to gather the grains.
Nigh on every other year the frost gets you and you have no time to ripen. Another spring [we] have to feed you
manure and turf to give you strength. The soil is so fat one could use it instead of butter in his gruel and you—
whimsical, nothing less! But take rye: it needs nothing. Good harvest every time. … If I’m still alive next spring
I'll put all my land under rye, the breadwinner. You know he won’t let you down. Oh no …”
These were Tripan Vas’ thoughts as he rubbed a dry clod of earth between his fingers. No-one else had taken
up the sickle and rake when Tripan Vas was ready to go up the Vychegda to make hay.
“Right!” he told his family. “No-one round here is making hay yet, so I’ll gather at least a few cart loads up
there.”
He had something else on his mind too. For several months Tripan Vas had been keeping eight kilos or so of
seed rye, from his people, and now sowing time had come. Although Komi farmers had taken up the three-field
system long before, many people still had plots in forest clearings. This spring most of the clearings were
overgrown, for there were not enough seeds for the fields. Over the winter all the grain, even seed-grain, had gone
into the bread. Can you keep it back when people are hungry?
But Tripan Vas resisted the temptation of using up the seeds.
“Cut some besoms while I’m gone,” he told his wife.
“Off you go, if you can. I’m not stopping you. I’ve.got nothing to give you, so what are you going to eat?
There’s nothing here, neither grain nor flour.”
“I’ll get my food from the river,” said Tripan. “Give me what you’ve got. What you haven’t got I don’t want.”
His wife put some cach-nyani\fn{A kind of pancake made from fir-bark. Some people die when eating them, especially
children}into Tripan’s haversack, filled a pot made of burch-bark with milk, and that was all. Vas took a tin for
water, his scythe, his whetstone and axe, and asked his wife for a larger birch-bark pot.
“What do you want that for?”
“To put the fish in. Kind of present. Can’t come home without a present,” said Vas, as though justifying
himself.
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His preparations complete, he said goodbye to his wife, kissed his daughter and went straight down to his boat.
It scraped along the stones, and plopped into the river.
*
Tripan Vas made himself comfortable in the stern and took the oar. Tripan Vas drifted up the river, and all
around was silence. On neither bank did he see the flash of scythes, or cut grass, nor any sign of a hay-stack. Only
once did someone call out to Vas:
“Where are you bound to? Can’t be making hay this early?” He had a ready answer.
“I’m going to collect birch-bark, not far.”
He had passed a mere three chomkosts\fn{Three stopping-places; the Komi measured the rivers with this term } when the
sun dipped into the water. At the fourth chomkost he had to make a halt. Vas pulled his boat up onto the bank, and
went up to a little hut which stood nearby, but he did not go in. A Komi will never spend the night in a hut in
summer—the bugs would eat you alive. It is another matter in winter, when sometimes up to twenty travellers will
cram into a hut. Even the bugs and the crowdedness are better than the freezing cold. You’re happy if your arms
and legs get warm. But it’s pure pleasure to sleep out in the forest in summer.
Tripan Vas got a fire going to keep the mosquitoes off, cut some willow twigs and pulled a blanket over
himself. Now he could take his rest. Vas sat eating his fir-bark pancake dinner, hiding his face in the smoke, for
though the mosquitoes swarm round the fire, they won’t go into the smoke. Even if a mosquito bit Vas, he was not
angry, for he knew that if there were no mosquitoes it would not be warm, and if it weren’t warm there would be
no harvest. Many gadflies and mosquitoes mean a good harvest, runs the superstition.
“Cuckoo! Cuckoo!” rang out a familiar song above his head.
He remembered another supersti- tion, that if the cuckoo goes on cuckooing for a long time the year would be
good, the summer would be long and the grain would have time to ripen. Vas counted and counted, till he lost
count, but the cuckoo kept on.
“No,:” he thought, “we’ll do without cach-nyani this winter, God willing. As it is we nearly finished ourselves
off on those damned biscuits. I’m not all that old, but I’ve got weak. Where’s my strength gone? I barely managed
to row up three chomkosts in a day. Hardly have I got started when the sun goes down into the water.”
Vas’ thoughts were very troubled, and he had something to think about. How he loved work, but wealth never
came his way. He had never known rest all his life. He had made clearings, ploughed, sowed, fished, hunted,
pushed rafts The only things he didn’t do were milking and cooking, but that was what the wife was for. He had
brought up five children, thinking they’d be a help.
Some help! The eldest daughters had got married, and the sons had left home too. One was in the Red Army,
and the other one was taken prisoner by the Whites on the Pechora River at the age of seventeen. Disappeared
along with his horse. Only the youngest daughter was left.
Vas has brought up his children on gentleness, and he never shouted at them.
“Let them play and be happy while they’re still young!”
But he taught them to work from their earliest years. Tripan Vas did not like idleness.
“If you do anything, do it well!” he taught his children. Sometimes the men would get to talking about Soviet
power, and how life would be, but all Vas would say was,
“Let the young sort things out as they like. Why should we interfere? We’ve lived our lives.”
Vas let his sons choose their own path, he didn’t pull them back to the old, and he didn’t talk them out of the
new. He didn’t believe in the priests’ God all that much, either. He had his own God: work.
“You can’t have a full stomach without work,” he often said.
But he worked, and he was still hungry.
*
Vas travelled upriver for two days, and on the third day he reached his meadow. Nothing had changed over the
winter, except that the old fir, with a girth of two hugs, that used to stand on the bank, had fallen into the river. At
flood-time the water used to wash the roots Now she had toppled across the width of the river, and the water
seethed across her like over a weir.
“Good place for fish now,” Vas decided. But he felt sad to look at the fir tree. Since his youth he had admired
the tree’s beauty and he never thought he would outlive her.
“That’s man for you—lives, works, reaps the corn, brings up his children and doesn’t know that death is
standing right there beside him. A man will die sometime, and what does he leave behind? At least the fir made a
dam so that Tripan Vas can catch some fish. A poor man lives for little reason, and nothing changes when he’s
gone. Nobody will remember unless his kin do.”
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He moored the boat near the dying fir tree, which still held into the earth by the roots and had green needles.
He unloaded, and wasted no time honing his scythe and going up to the meadow. The meadows along the upper
reaches of our rivers are neither wide nor flat. You really can’t even call them meadows; they’re more like
clearings. The flood plain is narrow, and there are mountains on both sides of the river, which flows between them
like through a trough. Sometimes the mountain stands back a bit, as though to see what the river will do. In spring
the water rises, and when it falls, there will be a meadow. But then the mountain, as though angry at itself for
showing kindness, drives the river right back into its channel, and once more, for a chomkost or two, there’s
nowhere to mow.
But the people learned to make hay on the mountain-sides too, and the little clearings are all colours of green
with grass until the hay-makers come, and in a week’s time there will be stooks on the clearings. One stook,
sometimes two, and haystacks of two or three cartloads are very rare, but then the water-meadows give wonderful
hay, and there’s no problem with transporting it. The men change their scythes for saws and axes, cut down trees,
make a raft and load up the hay. That way you get both winter firewood and feed for the animals.
Tripan Vas’ meadow was surrounded by forest on three sides. The sun’s rays could not break through the dense
treetops, and only the wind dried the cut hay.
“I’ll have to wait a few days,” thought Vas bitterly.
Of course, it wasn’t the first time Vas had been up here for hay. He knew how things were, but every year he
got annoyed, out of habit. He was in no hurry to go anywhere, for he still had to sow the rye, and that would take
a day or two, but by nature Vas didn’t like sitting with nothing to do.
Vas cut hay till mid-afternoon, and in the late afternoon he sat fishing by the fir tree and caught five perch to
make soup. Soon the tin was giving off the aroma of cooking fish.
“Oh, if only I could add a spoonful of grain and a pinch of salt!” Vas looked at the seed in the birch-bark pot.
“No!” he decided. “It would be a sin to touch it. That rye is our last hope.” Sitting by the fire, he sipped his fish
soup and chewed the fir-bark pancake. That was his supper.
For a long time Vas sat by the pot letting the seed trickle through his fingers in a warm, dry, golden stream. He
closed the pot tightly and put it under his blanket near his head.
Vas went to sleep with a quiet spirit. He dreamed of vast cornfields, such as he had never seen in his life.
*
Next day Vas went to look for a place to sow the rye. What he wanted was a patch of dry wood. He first made
his way up to an old meadow which he had cleared a few years before. Three summers he gathered a harvest here,
but then the soil was exhausted, and he had to let it rest.
“Oh, if only I could plough it up and leave it fallow for a year …! But how could I get a plough up here, so far
from home.”
Vas shook his head, and then walked on. He had walked for about a kilometre when he came upon a meadow.
“No need to burn off the dry wood—there’s been a fire recently, not more than two weeks ago,” he said
happily.
Formerly a mixture of larch and fir had grown here, and the ground was covered with thick moss. Vas
remembered that at one time he had felled larch trees here. Big trees, two hugs round, and they had left a lot of
twigs and branches when he had floated them down the river, so that everything had burnt clean in the fire. Vas
walked round the clearing looking for where the layer of ash was deepest. He found it, and his foot sank in up to
the ankle.
“Good!” he said, stopping and looking all around him. “Ah, if only I had more seed, what a harvest there’s
here!” Vas sighed. “What good’s my little pot of grain? I won’t even sow a quarter of the clearing.”
He began to clear the meadow. This seed was dear to him, so he decided to clear everything, down to the last
twig, the last cinder, so that nothing would hinder the rye from growing.
It was hot work, and the gadflies and mosquitoes were biting. He couldn’t breathe for the dust, but Vas took no
notice of all this. Sweat streamed down his face and dripped on the ground. He rested for a while, and then carried
on working. Every time he bent down yellow stars whirled before his eyes, his head span, and he almost fell.
It was quite dark when Vas came down to his meadow. He wasn’t up to eating, and he slipped under his
blanket and fell asleep. He was so tired that he had no dreams that night.
*
He rose with the dew in the morning, cut some more hay on the meadow, and then went back up to the
clearing. He tried to bend down, but fell over.
“It seems I can’t do any more clearing, but I’ve done enough for my seeds,” he said, taking a branch of a thick472

needled fir-tree, and mixing the ashes in with the soil.
When he had finished, he was ready to sow. Tripan Vas fixed the pot of seeds onto his belt, and began to walk
across the cleared plot. He sowed, guiding the grain smoothly and steadily with his hand, letting it fall through his
fingers so that it would scatter and not land in heaps. As he went, he mumbled a prayer under his breath:
“Nourish it, and make it grow, Mother Earth! Bright sun, don’t grudge your warmth! …” When he had sowed
the rye he harrowed the soil as best as he could.
He barely managed to get back to his blanket. The sun had gone down long before, and a heavy dew had
fallen.
“Today,” thought Vas, “I’ve bent my back from dew to dew!”
The cuckoos came to life. They had slaked their thirst with the dew after the hot day, and now the males and
females called to each other. Somewhere in the grass nearby a duck began to quack, calling her chicks out of the
forest.
“That’s enough of lurking in your secret hiding places! Come down to the river, and I”ll teach you to swim,”
was what Vas understood from the duck’s quacking.
“Right away! Right away!” replied the youngsters in their little thin voices.
Vas was resting. Though he was very tired, and his body acned all over, and there was a sucking feeling in the
pit of his stomach from hunger, his heart was easy. He had done what he set out to do! His grain had not been
used for flour, but had gone back into life. Now all his suffering would be repaid a hundredfold!
Vas had found more work to do as he sat by the firelight making tueses, pots and boxes, silver on the outside,
gold on the inside, beautiful as toys, out of birch-bark. You can keep milk in them, or salt, or grain.
“A tues always comes in handy,” say the Komi people, “at home or on the road. You can’t find a better vessel
—it won’t rot, rust or wear out.”
For a long time that night Vas could not get to sleep. He lay beneath his blanket, but his thoughts flew far
away. He remembered his sons.
“Where are you, my darlings? Are you alive? Will I ever see you again?”
His heart ached for them. During the day work would drive thoughts away, and only occasionally would the
beloved faces flash before his eyes, but at night …
“It’s for you I’m working myself into the ground, so that your lives will be better. I sowed the rye today, so that
if you come back tomorrow I’ll be able to feed you. Won’t have to give you fir-bark pancakes.”
The birds fell silent. Everything was guiet. Only high in the pine-forest did that forest dweller, the crossbill,
chatter away merrily, and the river constantly gurgled over the rapids by the fallen fir tree.
Only just before sunrise did Vas’ thoughts leave him, and he fell asleep for a short while.
*
He spent two more days at the meadow, gathering the hay into a small-stack, collecting birch-bark for tueses
and stripping fir-bark, so that they would at least be able make cach-nyani—God damn them! Tripan Vas had lost
his strength through eating them. His stomach was like a stone, he couldn’t sit nor lie down, and his legs had
swollen up like logs
He was in a hurry to get home. He loaded his boat right up with three armfuls of fir-bark, seven rolls of birchbark, a few poles to make forks and a few fish, enough for one meal, no more. He had had no time for fishing!
He sat in the stern and pushed off from the bank.
“Farewell meadow! Farewell my patch of rye! Wait for me in the autumn.”
Vas could not row, and he just left the oar in the water, and steered the boat with it from time to time.
“The river will take me home!” he said. Just before the boat went round the bend in the river, Vas looked back
once more, as though he wanted to remember this place for ever.
The Vychegda knew its business, and carried the boat quickly. Vas would have reached his village if he had set
off the night before, but half way down he became terribly ill, and there was no room in the boat to stretch out or
lie down. He decided to stop, and lie down on the ground jn the hope that he would feel easier.
He got to the bank, but he couldn’t pull the boat out of the water, and tied it on to a willow. He crawled on his
knees to a fir tree, wanting to make a fire to keep the mosquitoes off. He couldn’t do it, doubled up from the pain
in his stomach. Mosquito-bites meant nothing now.
“Home. If only I could get home Home!”
*
Tripan Vas did not get home, but fell asleep forever under the fir-tree.
At last his tired limbs could rest. His mother had borne him under a fir tree while working on a clearing, and
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now he died under a fir tree. His wife did not wail over his deathbed, and his children did not weep for him. His
only requiem was the buzzing of the mosquitoes and the sad song of the cuckoo in the treetop promising a long
fine summer. Or maybe it was counting the years Tripan Vas had lived?
Next day some of Vas’ fellow villagers came up the Vychegda to make hay in the upper reaches. They saw a
loaded boat rocking on its mooring rope. They came ashore and found Tripan Vas’ body beneath a tall fir tree.
They had no trouble guessing the cause of his death, for they found three armfulls of fir-bark under the rolls of
birch-bark.
They signed, and smoked for a while, and then laid the body to rest in the earth.
*
Summer and autumn passed. Winter came on. The sky was hung with a shroud, and the ground lay dead under
a white sheet. The bitter, tar-black, sad days dragged on. The people groaned, but this time not from hunger. In the
spring of 1919 the White Guards occupied the upper Vychegda.
But spring came round again, the snow melted, and the Whites, too, melted away. As the migratory birds fly
North on the Southern wind, so with the first warm rays of the sun Tripan Vas’ sons returned home, came back to
build a new life.
*
On a little clearing in the heart of the forest, between the tall black trunks of the trees grow the long green
stalks of rye. All round the fir-trees and larches whispered:
“Sh-sh-sh … sh-sh-sh.” But by the very edge of the forest, through the usual sounds of the trees can be heard
another, finer, gentler sound:
“S-s-s-s … s-s-s.”
The ears of rye, nine inches long, are bowing under the wind, bowing to the man who gave his last strength to
sow them here, in this lonely clearing.
199.72 The Bun\fn{by Mar’ia Andreevna Semenikhina (1890- )} Chavan’ga, on the Tursk coast of the White Sea in
Murmansk Oblast, Russia (F) 1
Now an old man and an old woman lived together. He said,
“Old woman, something makes me feel like eating some buns. You haven’t any flour in your bin, have you?”
She went and scraped around and baked several buns. She pulled them out of the oven. One bun fell and
started rolling away. And he said in a human voice,
“I got away from the woman, and I got away from the old man!”
And on he rolled. A wolf chanced to meet him.
“Bun, bun so sweet! I’m going to eat you.”
“Don’t eat me,” he said. “I got away from the old man, and I got away from the old woman, and from you,
wolf, I’ll get away, too.”
And he rolled on. A hare chanced to meet him.
“Bun! Sweet little bun! I’m going to eat you.”
“Don’t eat me,” he said. “I got away from the old man, I got away from the old woman, I got away from the
wolf, and I’ll easily get away from you, hare!”
And he rolled on. A bear chanced to meet him.
“Bun! Sweet little bun. I’m going to eat you.”
“Don’t eat me,” he said. “I got away from the old man, I got away from the old woman, I got away from the
wolf, I got away from the hare, and I’ll get away from you, bear.”
The bear took a swing with his paw, but the bun just rolled on. A fox chanced to meet him.
“Bun! Sweet little bun. You were baked with butter, made from the scrapings, sing me a little song, and I’ll eat
you!”
“Oh,” he said, “don’t eat me! I got away from the old man, I got away from the old woman, I got away from
the wolf, I got away from the hare, I got away from the bear, and from you, fox, I’ll get away easily.” The fox
said,
“Bun! Sweet little bun. Sit here on my nose and sing a little song.”
“I’ll sit and sing.”
“Ah,” she said, “I’m deaf, sit here on my tongue.”
The bun sat down and sang a little song as the fox widened her mouth and swallowed up the bun. The old man
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went to look for the bun. He asked everyone whether they had seen a bun.
“We saw him,” they said. “He was sitting on the fox.”
“Oh, that scoundrel, she’s eaten him, so no one else could.”
But she slept and slept, did the fox. So the old man loaded his rifle and shot the fox and tore open her belly,
and there was the bun! He carried him home, brought the fox, too, and brought the bun and brought water. Could
he be revived? He bathed him, he washed him, but the bun did not come to life.
“Better we take the bun and eat it!”
And they ate the bun, they drank some tea, and that’s the whole tale.
86.187 Letters From Tula\fn{by Boris Leonidovich Pasternak (1890-1960)} Moscow, Russia (M) 4
1
Under the free sky the larks were trilling, while inside the train coming from Moscow the sun was borne along
upon a multitude of striped lounge-seats. The sun was setting. A bridge, with a sign reading Upa, began to float
past the hundred or so small windows at the very moment when the on-rushing city, off to one side of the tracks,
was revealed to the fireman careering ahead of the train, in the tender; revealed in the midst of the wind swishing
through his hair and the exciting freshness of the evening.
At the same time the people there, as they greeted one another in the streets, were saying: “Good evening!”
Some added: “Are you coming from there?”—“No, we’re going there,” answered the others. “Too late. It’s all
over,” they were told, emphatically.
*
Tula.
The 10th.
You must have changed cars, then, as we agreed with the conductor. Just now a General, who vacated his seat
to go to the buffet, bowed to me as to an old friend. The next train for Moscow is due at, three in the morning.
That was his way of saying goodbye as he left. The doorman opened the door for him. The cab-drivers are making
a lot of noise outside. From a distance they sound like a flock of sparrows. My dear, seeing you off was madness!
Now the parting is ten times harder to bear. The imagination has something to start with. It will gnaw me clean. A
horse-car is approaching from over there; that’s where the cars change horses. I’m going to take a ride, to see the
sights. Oh, the longing! I will blunt it, deaden it with verses, rage as it may.
*
Tula.
Ah, there is no going halfway! It is necessary to leave before the warning signal or to set out on the journey
together and go on to the end, to the grave. Look: day will be breaking by the time I have performed this whole
journey in reverse, down to every trifling detail, no matter how minute. And now each such detail will be a
refinement of exquisite torture.
What a misfortune it is to be born a poet! What a master torturer the imagination is! The sun is now in my beer.
It has sunk to the very bottom of the bottle. Sitting at a table across from mine is an agronomist or something of
that sort. He has a dark-brown face. The hand he stirs his coffee with is green. There was one witness here (the
General), but he has left. There’s still another, a universal one—but he wouldn’t be accepted. The nonentities!
Why, they think the sun they’re gulping from their saucers together with the milk belongs to them. They think that
it is neither in your sun nor in mine that the flies become entangled; the assistant cook’s skillets clink together, the
seltzer water spurts, and silver rubles smack sonorously, like lips, against marble. I’m going to see the sights. I
had put it off. There’s a horse-car but it’s not worth while taking it; it’s only a forty minutes’ walk, they say. I
found the pawn-ticket: you were right. I’ll hardly find time to attend to it tomorrow; must catch up on my sleep.
Let it go for the day after tomorrow. Don’t be put out about it—a pawnshop can always wait. Oh, writing is only
self-torture. Yet I haven’t the strength to break it off.
*
Five hours passed. It was extraordinarily still. By now the eye could not distinguish where there was grass,
where coal. A lone star twinkled. There was not a living soul near the water tower. In a quaggy depression near a
moss-caulked shed, water gleamed darkly. The reflection of a young birch shivered on it. In an ague. But all this
was very far off. Very, very far off. There was not another soul out on the road.
It was extraordinarily still. The locomotive boilers, deprived of their breath, and the cars were hugging the flat
475

earth, looking like low clouds massing on windless nights. If it had not been April, heat-lightnings would have
been playing. Nevertheless the sky was agitated. Stricken with transparency as if with a malaise, sapped from
within by spring, it was agitated. The last Tula horse-car arrived from the town. The reversible backs of the seats
began banging. The last to step off was a man with letters sticking out of the wide pockets of his roomy overcoat.
The rest went into the waiting room, making for a group of quite queer young people at one end, noisily eating
supper. The man who had got off last remained in front of the building, looking for the familiar green of a letterbox. But one could not tell where the grass was and where the coal, and when the team of two weary horses
started dragging their shaft over the turf, furrowing a track with the shaft’s iron tip, there was no dust to be seen,
and only the lantern at the terminal stable made one dimly realize that there was any track. The night gave out a
long, guttural sound, then everything grew quiet. This was very, very far off, beyond the horizon.
*
Tula, The 10th [crossed out]. The 11th . 1 a.m.
Darling, check up in a textbook; you must have Kluchevski’s History with you—I put it in your suitcase
myself. Don’t know how to begin. Don’t understand a thing as yet. It’s all so strange, so frightful. Even as I am
writing you, everything is taking its usual course at the other end of the table. They are putting on the genius act,
declaiming, tossing phrases at one another, flinging their napkins theatrically down on the table after having
wiped their clean-shaven mouths. I haven’t told you who they are. The worst species of bohemians [This passage
painstakingly crossed out]. A movie troupe from Moscow. They have been filming Troublous Times in the
Kremlin and wherever they could find any earthworks.
Read up on the period in Kluchevski—I haven’t read the life of Bolotnikov, the adherent of the Mock-Dmitrii,
but I think it must be there. Those scenes are precisely what brought them to Upa River. I found out that the
filming was true down to the last detail; they shot the scenes from the opposite bank. Now they have packed away
the Eighteenth Century in their suitcases, but its effluvium still hovers over their messy table. The Polish Women
are horrible, and the Children of Boyars still more frightful. My dear friend, I feel nauseated. This is an exhibition
of the ideals of this age. The fumes they are sending up are mine—mine and theirs, both. The deadly carbonic gas
of boorish ignorance and most disastrous brazenness. It is I, myself. Dearest one, I sent two letters off to you.
Don’t remember what they were. Here is the vocabulary of these [Sentence crossed out, without any substitution].
Here is their vocabulary: genius, poet, ennui, poems, ungifted mediocrity, bourgeoisie, tragedy, woman, I, and
she.—How dreadful to see one’s self mirrored in others. This is a parody on\fn{ A note reads: This was left unfinished.}
*
2 A.M.
The faith of the heart is greater than it ever was; the time will yet come, I swear to you—no, let me tell you this
at some future time. Rend me, rend me, night; as yet not all things have fallen into ashes; burn on, you forgotten,
wrathful fiery word Conscience, you who have broken through the bul-wark-burn on clearly, radiantly\fn{ A note
reads: The stroke underlining 'Conscience' has, in spots, ripped through the paper .} Oh, burn on, frenzied naphtha-tongue that
has illumined half the night!
A certain mode of life has come into being, of such a nature that because of it there are no more situations in
which a man might warm his soul at the fire of shame; shame has everywhere become watered, and won’t burn.
All lies and involved dissoluteness. Thus, for thirty years, people out of the ordinary, young and old, have been
living and wetting down shame and have now shifted over to, and cast themselves upon, the universe, upon those
people who are obscure. For the first time, for the first time since my remote years of childhood, I am being
consumed by fire\fn{A note reads: This entire passage is crossed out.}
One more attempt. I have kept the letter back. How am I to describe things to you? I will have to do it by
beginning from the end. Otherwise it will never work out. And so permit me to do it in the third person. Did I
write you about the fellow who was hanging about the baggage-room? Here goes, then. The poet, who nowadays
puts this word, before it is purified with fire, in quotes, thus: “poet”—the “poet” observes himself as he is played
by actors who are carrying on scandalously at a disgraceful spectacle, which exposes both his fellow-poets and
the times. Can he afford to act coy? People assure him that his identity is no chimera. They stand up and approach
him. “Would you mind breaking a three-ruble note for me, Colleague?” He dispels their delusion. It isn’t only
actors who are clean-shaven. Here are enough twenty-kopek pieces to make up three rubles. He gets rid of the
actor. But the heart of the matter doesn’t lie in his having shaved off his mustache. “Colleague,” this guttersnipe
had called him. Yes. Rightly. This is an affidavit, forming part of the indictment. At this point something new is
taking place, a veritable trifle, but which in its own way overwhelms everything that has happened and has been
gone through in the waiting-room up to this moment. The “poet” recognizes at last the face of the man who had
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been hanging about the baggage-room. This face he had. at sometime or other. seen. The man was from
somewhere in the locality. The “poet” had seen him one day, several times, at different hours, in different places.
throughout that day. He had seen him when a special train, with a freight car to carry a coffin.\fn{ A note reads: The
coffin of Tolstoi, who died in the Station-master’s house at the little hat of Astapovo, now an important junction named after him .} was
being made up at Astapovo; and again when throngs of strangers were dispersing from the station on
differenttrains which had been switching around and criss-crossing all day, because of the surprises that had come
upon a tangled junctionwhere four railway lines, back-tracking, came together, gained momentum and rolled off,
and had been in conflict all that day.
At this point a momentary surmise falls upon everything that the “poet” had gone through in the waiting-room
and, as if with a lever, it makes the stage revolve—and to what purpose? Why? This is Tula! Why, it is night-night
in Tula! A night in a place connected with Tolstoi's life. Is it to be wondered at if compass-needles begin to dance
here? It is all in keeping with the nature of the place. This is an event upon the territory of conscience, upon its
gravitating, ore-bearing area. The “poet” will cease to be. This he swears to you. He swears to you that some time
when he shall see Troublous Times on the screen (for it is bound to be shown sometime), the projection of the
scenes taken on the Upa will find him utterly lonely, if by then the actors are still unregenerate and, after having
tramped for a whole day over the mined territory of the spirit, they remain whole in their ignorance and fanserenading, dreamers of dreams capable of all sorts of interpretation.
While these lines were being written, lights falling low on the cross-ties emerged from the signal boxes and
ambled off over the ways. Whistles blew, intermittently. The metals were awakening. Chains, smitten, cried out in
protest. Gently, ever so gently, cars were gliding past the platform. They had been gliding by for a long time, and
there was no counting them. From behind them approached something that breathed heavily, something unknown,
nocturnal. Fish-joint after fish- joint, a sudden clearance of the ways was drawing near, an unexpected appearance
of the night within the field of vision of the deserted platform; an apparition of quiet along all the breadth of
semaphores and stars; an appearance of the quietness of fields. The very moment was snorting at the tail of the
freight train, drawing nearer and gliding as it ducked under the low overhang.
While these lines were being written, the assembling of a mixed train for Eletz began.
The man who had been writing came out on the passenger platform. It was night along the entire stretch of
humid Russian conscience. Lanterns lit up this night. Against it, making the rails bend under them, came a slow
procession of flats loaded with tarpaulin-covered winnowing machines. Shadows trampled the night; wisps of
steam, struggling out of the valves like cockerels, deafened it. The man who had been writing turned the corner of
the station. He came out in front of it.
*
While these lines were being written nothing had changed along the entire extent of the conscience. A smell of
putridity and clay came from it. Far, far off, at its other edge, one could glimpse a young birch tree and make out a
depression, like a fallen earring, in a small bog. Streaks of light, escaping from the waiting-room, fell upon the
floor of the horse-car, underneath the seats. They were rioting, these streaks of light. Madness, stench, the tapping
of beer-mugs, found their way under the seats after them. And, as the station windows held their breath,
swooningly, crackling and snorting were somewhere near at hand. The man who had been writing was taking a
stroll. He was thinking of many things. He was thinking of his art, of how he was to come out on the right road.
He forgot whom he had been traveling with, whom he had seen off, to whom he had written. He supposed that
there would be a beginning of all things when he would cease to hear his own self, and a complete physical quiet
would come to reign in his soul. Not an Ibsenish quiet, but an acoustic one.
Thus did he think. A shiver ran through him. The east was graying, and upon the face of the whole country, still
immersed in deep night, quick, distraught dew was falling. It was time to think of getting a ticket. The roosters
were chanting and the ticket-office was coming to life.
2
Only then did the exceedingly strange old man bed down in a room in a hotel on the Possolskaya. While the
letters were being written at the depot, the hotel room shook from his light, short steps, and the candle on the
window-sill had caught sounds of whispering, often broken by spells of silence. It was not the voice of the old
man, although there was not a soul in the room besides himself. All this was amazingly strange.
The old man had passed an extraordinary day. He had left the little meadow saddened upon learning that what
was going on was not a play but, for the time being, still untrammeled fantasy, which would become a play only
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when it was shown through the sorcery of a projecting machine. In the beginning, at the sight of Boyars and
Leaders-in-Battle swaying on the other bank, and of the black rabble, bringing on bound men and knocking their
caps off into the nettles-at the sight of the Polacks clutching at the cytisus shrubs along the cliff, and of their
battle-axes, which were insensitive to the sun and giving no ringing sound, the old man began rummaging through
his own repertoire. He found no such chronicle in it. So he decided that this was something from before his own
time, something by Ozerov or Sumarokov. It was then they pointed out the camera-man to him and explained the
sorcery of the cinema, an institution which he hated with all his soul. It reminded him that he was old and alone,
and that times were different now. He had left, greatly depressed.
He walked along in his ancient nankeen trousers, and reflected that by now there was no one left in all the
world to call him Savvushka. The day was a festal one. It was basking upon the scattered husks of pollyseeds.
Through low-pitched, throaty speech these people spat that which was new at him. A crescent moon, like a
small loaf, was porously melting away on high. The sky, wonderingly far off, had a chill look. Voices were
thoroughly oiled by what had been eaten and drunk. Pickled brown mushrooms, rye wafers, white bacon and
vodka had saturated even the echo that was growing rather tipsy beyond the river. Some of the streets had many
people. Crude flounces gave a particularly pockmarked appearance to flirts and skirts.
High grass refused to fall a step behind the strollers. Dust swirled up, making the eyelids stick together, and
covered the burdocks that beat in clusters against wattled fences and clung to clothing. His walking stick seemed
of a piece with senile sclerosis. He propped himself with this continuation of his knotted veins, his grip upon it
convulsively and goutily tight.
*
All day he had felt as if he had been at an inordinately noisy flea-market. This was one consequence of the
spectacle. It had left unsatisfied his need of tragic human speech. It was precisely this taciturn lacuna which was
ringing in the old man’s ears.
All day long he had gone about ailing from not having heard a single pentameter line coming from the other bank
of the river.
And when night had fallen he sat down at a table, propped his head upon one hand, and fell into thought. He
decided that his death had come. So unlike his latter years, bitter and monotonous, was this uneasiness in his soul.
He decided to get his decorations of honor out of the closet and to warn someone—even if it were only the
doorman—of what was coming, but in the meantime he continued to sit there, waiting: perhaps this was nothing,
perhaps it would pass.
A horse-car jounced past, tinkling. It was the last one bound for the depot.
Half an hour or so passed. There was a lone star, shining not another soul about. It was late by now. The candle
was burning, chilled and tremulous. The blurred silhouette of the what-not was agitated into four black jets. At
this point the night let out a prolonged, gutteral sound. Far, far off, out in the street, a door was slammed and
people began talking, agitatedly—softly, as was fitting on such a night in spring as this, when there is not another
soul about and there is a light only in an upper hotel room, and the small window is open.
The old man stood up. He became transfigured. At last. He had found what he had been groping for. Her and
himself. He had found help. And he hastened to help these hints along, so as not to let both of them out of his
sight, so as not to let them slip away, so as to attach himself to them and become rooted to the spot. He reached
the door in a few steps, his eyes half-closed, swinging one hand and cupping his chin in the other. He was
recalling things. Suddenly he straightened up and walked vigorously about the room with a step that was not his
own, but another's. Evidently he was play-acting.
“How hard it’s snowing—how very hard, Liubov Petrovna!” he uttered and, clearing his throat, spat in a
handkerchief and began again. “How hard it’s snowing—how very hard, Liubov Petrovna!” This time, after
delivering the speech, he did not cough, and he seemed to have struck the right key.
He stirred his fingers and began tossing handfuls of air, as if he had just come in out of the blizzard, as if he
were unwinding his muffler, shedding his fur-lined coat. He waited for some reply, apparently from the other side
of a partition and then, as though having given up waiting, asked: “Aren’t you at home, Liubov Petrovna?” still in
a voice not his own—and was startled when he heard, as he was supposed to hear, coming, at a remove of two
decades and a half, from beyond that very dividing wall, the endearing, gay, drawling: “I am!” Then, speaking
once more, and this time with still greater verisimilitude, creating an illusion which would have been the pride of
any confrere of his in such a situation, he drawled out, as if he were fussing with his tobacco-pouch, at the same
time throwing sidelong glances at the partition, breaking up the speech pattern: “M-mm … pardon me, Liubov
Petrovna … but what about Savva Ignatievich—isn’t he here?”
478

But this was already too much. He had caught sight of both. Of her and of himself. Inaudible sobs strangled the
old man. Hours went by. He wept and whispered.
An extraordinary stillness reigned. And even as the old man was shuddering and helplessly mopping his eyes
and face with a handkerchief, and shaking all over, and crumpling that handkerchief, tossing his head and waving
somebody away, the way a snickering man does when he is choking and wondering how—the Lord forgive him—
how it is that he is still whole and hasn't burst from laughter—even as the strange old man was going through all
this they began assembling a mixed train for Eletz out on the tracks.
*
For a whole hour he preserved his youth in his tears as if in spirits, and when he ran out of tears everything fell
apart, whirled away, vanished. He dimmed at once and became covered with dust, as it were. And then, sighing
like one at fault, and yawning from time .to time, he began preparing for sleep.
*
He, too, shaved his mustache, like all those in the story. He, too, even as the main character, sought physical
quiet. In the story he alone found it, having compelled another to speak through his own lips.
*
The train was going to Moscow, and within it the enormous crimson sun was borne along upon a vast number
of sleep-laden bodies. It had just appeared from behind a knoll and was rising.
118.6 The Crystal Lake: A Folktale\fn{by A. N. Korol’kova (1892-

)} Voronezh

Oblast, Russia (F) 4

In olden times there lived this rich landowner. And he had many workers and servants of all kinds. There was
Ivan, who could do every sort of work but who most liked to go hunting. He hunted ducks and geese for the
landowner’s table.
Once he went out hunting and he walked and walked and got lost. He came out onto an open glade and there
he saw before him a crystal lake on which were twelve swans. He had never seen anything so beautiful before. It
was a pity to shoot them. He gazed and gazed at them, and then the swans flapped their wings and flew away over
the horizon. So Ivan set off home and when he arrived, the landowner asked him,
“Where are the ducks? Where are the geese?” So Ivan said,
“I didn’t kill any game. I didn’t hit anything.”
So the landowner ordered Ivan taken to the stables to receive twelve strokes of the whip across his back. They
took Ivan to the stables and gave him a few strokes. Then he set off very mournfully. He walked and walked
through the deep forest. There were all kinds of bushes there, and willows and trees, and even one brittle willow.
That’s the one he hid behind.
He looked as the twelve swans came flying by. One flew so close to Ivan that she almost brushed against him,
but then she touched the ground and became a beautiful maiden. They sang songs and danced the circle dances.
One—the youngest—danced best of all. Whenever she tapped with her little foot, the grass was a little greener;
when she waved with her hand, the flowers would bloom.
On and on the girls danced. They took off their slippers and white shifts, and threw themselves into the crystal
waters. They splashed and swam, and emerald circles went out from them. Ivan sat behind his bush, scarcely
breathing. He thought,
“It would be better to die than shoot these swans.” So Ivan went home with an empty bag. Again the
landowner asked him,
“Where’s the game—the ducks, the geese, the swans?”
“There’s nothing. I didn’t find anything.” Again the landowner ordered him beaten, even more.
On the third day Ivan once more went to the crystal lake and concealed himself behind the brittle willow.
Suddenly he saw the twelve swans flying toward him. As soon as they touched the earth, they became beautiful
maidens such as you can’t describe in a tale or write about with a pen. And the youngest was the most beautiful of
all. The girls held hands and started dancing in a circle. The youngest sang out and her voice was just like a bird’s.
Then they all began dancing. The youngest led with her hand—and everything around about was brighter. She
tapped her foot and all about the flowers bloomed and birds sang. Ivan looked: he could not look at them enough.
He listened, but he could not listen to them enough. So the girls danced on and on in the glade. They took off their
slippers and then their white shifts, and they threw themselves into the crystal lake and swam. And Ivan thought,
“No, I won’t shoot, whatever may happen.”
So they bathed and they splashed, and emerald circles spread out from them like rainbows in the sky. And Ivan
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thought,
“What am I to do?”
He took one of the youngest girl’s slippers and hid it. When they were finished swimming, the youngest girl
couldn’t find her slipper. The others threw themselves upon the earth and became swans before they disappeared
over the horizon. But the one remained. She walked and walked about, looking for her slipper, and she said,
“Who are you, kind man? If you are old, I will respect you as my own father; if you are young, I will love you
like a brother; but if you are my own age, I’ll marry you.”
So Ivan came out from behind his brittle willow and gave her the slipper. Now he himself was very handsome,
such as you couldn’t describe in a tale or write about with a pen. And he said to the girl,
“Maiden, maiden, will you not marry me?”
Her cheeks turned as red as scarlet linen, and her eyes burned like fire. She let her eyes drop and said,
“I will marry you.”
So Ivan took her by the hand and led her home. As he led her along, he thought,
“Where will I lead her? Our hut is falling apart and too small.”
They came home. It was dark, dirty, and uncomfortable in the hut. Maria the Swan soon plastered the walls
with clay, whitewashed them, washed out the hut, swept it, spread fragrant herbs in it, took the rubbish out beyond
the threshold, and hung a wreath near it. In her hands all had gone from unpleasantness to cheerfulness. The
young maidens all went out to walk, and Maria the Swan went with them. The landowner saw them from his
balcony.
“Where did that one come from?” And a servant said,
“That is the wife of Ivan, our hunter.”
So the landowner sent his servant for Ivan and Ivan came. The landowner said,
“Ivan, hand over your wife to me.”
“I won’t hand her over for anything in the world.”
“Then you must bring me the queen of all beasts, and if you don’t, then it’s my sword, and your head from
your shoulders.”
Ivan was saddened as he set off. He walked along, and Maria asked him,
“What is it, Ivan, that you are sad and don’t share your sorrow with me?”
“How can I not be sad? The landowner has ordered me to go into the forest and bring him the queen of all
beasts.” She said,
“Oh Ivan, that is only half a misfortune. The real misfortune is still to come. Lie down, rest. The morning is
wiser than the evening.”
He lay down, she sat down, and she wove a silk halter. Then she slept a little, prepared breakfast, and woke
Ivan.
“Darling Ivan, breakfast is ready! Here is a halter for you and a little ball.” She threw the little ball on the floor
and said,
“Wherever the little ball rolls, you follow it. Where it stops, you stop, too. It will roll into a deep and dark
forest, and there you will find a large glade on which an oak stands. The queen of all beasts comes to that oak to
scratch herself. If the ball stops, you stop; but if the ball rolls toward the beast, you also approach it.” Then she
kicked the ball with the slipper that she was wearing on her left foot.
Ivan went off and the ball rolled along. It rolled through the deep, dark forest to the huge glade in the middle.
In the glade stood the oak tree, which was about three hand spans around.
He looked, and out of the bushes came the queen of all beasts. She saw Ivan and rushed at him, wishing to kill
him with her horns. Ivan turned sideways and she crashed into the oak. Her horn got stuck. Ivan went up to her
and threw the halter on, pulled out the horn, and led her home. When they got home, the landowner saw him and
said,
“Oh, what a beast! Where did you catch it?” He looked at it more closely.
“Ivan, Ivan, watch out! It wants to eat me up!” Then Ivan said to the beast,
“Now then, queen of all beasts, roar but just at half strength.” So she started roaring and the landowner took
fright, ducked beneath a cot, and yelled,
“Servants, servants! Make him get rid of that thing!” Then Ivan took off the halter and said,
“Now go! Be gone!”
And then he went home. He got there and Maria was happy. The landowner was silent because of his fright.
But he was only silent for three days, and on the fourth he called Ivan again.
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“All right, Ivan, hand your wife over to me.”
“I won’t hand her over to you for anything.”
“Then get for me the self-playing gusli,\fn{A rudimentary instrument, played in the Balkans, having a round, concave body,
parchment sound-board, and one horsehair string .} and if you don’t acquire it, then it’s my sword and your head from your
shoulders.”
Ivan was sorrowful as he walked home. He cried, and Maria the Swan asked him,
“Why are you sorrowful, bringing sadness to me, too?”
“How could I not be sorrowful? The landowner has sent me to fetch the self-playing gusli.”
“Oh, that’s only half a misfortune. The real misfortune is still to come. Lie down and rest. Morning is wiser
than the evening.”
So Ivan ate supper and lay down to sleep. Maria also lay down. In the morning Maria baked, and cooked, and
Ivan ate. She gave him the little ball.
“Here’s this little ball, Ivan. Wherever it rolls, you follow it. It will roll up to a crystal palace. At the gates there
will be two lions lying, nose to nose. If the ball rolls up, step across, but if [it] doesn’t, wait for a time. When you
go into the palace, go into the first room, and there you’ll find a little goblet, standing on the table. Drink it. You
will pass through eleven more rooms. Drink a goblet full in each. Go into the twelfth, drink it, and lie down to
sleep. That is my room, and there you’ll see.”
She nudged the little ball with her right foot. Ivan set off after it. He went up to the palace. At the gates lay the
two lions, nose to nose. The ball rolled over their noses and he stepped over them. There was the room and on the
table stood a goblet. He drank it, took a bite to eat, and went on. And so he passed through eleven rooms. In the
last there was an empty bed. He drank the glass, took a bite to eat, and lay down to sleep. He slept in a restful,
sound dream.
Suddenly in came an old woman-swan.
“Someone’s been here—all the glasses are standing empty.”
She went through all the rooms, but she found no one. She opened the door into the twelfth and found Ivan
asleep.
“So, it’s our son-in-law come to visit!” The beautiful maiden swans came flying in as their mother was
standing there on the porch, screeching.
“Quiet! Our son-in-law has come. He’s sleeping in Maria’s bedroom.” The old woman-swan prepared dinner
and then she awoke Ivan.
“Why have you honored us with this visit, my son-in-law?”
“The landowner sent me after the self-playing gusli, but I don’t know where to find it.”
“Stay with us, my son, all will be done in proper time.”
So then he ate, drank, and lay down on a cot. The old woman-swan came up to him,
“Son-in-law, are you sleeping or just lying like that?” And he said,
“I am not sleeping, nor am I dreaming; I am thinking a thought.”
“What are you thinking about?”
“About the fact that there are more leaves than trees.” Time passed, and Ivan was lying on the cot when the old
woman-swan came up and asked,
“Son-in-law, are you sleeping or just lying like that?” And he said,
“I am not sleeping, nor am I dreaming; I am thinking a thought.”
“What are you thinking about?”
“That there is more water than earth.” So the third day passed, Ivan was still lying there, and the old womanswan asked him,
“Son-in-law, are you sleeping or just lying like that?”
“I’m not sleeping; I’m thinking a thought.”
“What are you thinking about?”
“That there are more peasants than landowners.”
“You think well. Here is the self-playing gusli. Now go, and give our greetings to our daughter, Maria.”
Ivan bowed to the moist earth and set off. And his sister-swans flew, flapping their wings, accompanying Ivan.
“Ivan, Ivanushka! Give our sister our greetings!”
He came home.
“Did you bring it?” asked the landowner.
“I brought it,” he said. So Ivan brought the self-playing gusli to the landowner and said,
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“Call a feast for the whole community. Let it play and everyone listen.”
The landowner agreed, and when all the guests had gathered, Ivan ordered the self-playing gusli to play. And
all began dancing. People danced, the birds in the forest danced, the horses in the stables danced, the tables and
chairs danced. The cook danced in the kitchen, the stove danced, the pot on the stove, the porridge in the pot. So
well did the gusli play that everything danced. Even all the landowner’s serfs danced. Only the landowner
couldn’t dance and he shouted,
“Ivan, order the gusli to be quiet.” The gusli was quiet and the landowner thought,
“What should I do? This isn’t right.” So he said to Ivan,
“Go home!”
So Ivan came home and Maria had dinner ready for him on the table. Suddenly some messengers came
running up.
“Ivan, the landowner is calling you.” Ivan came to the landowner.
“Hand over your wife!”
“Not for anything will I hand her over to you.”
“Then you go and find neither this nor that. And if you don’t bring me neither this nor that, then my sword, and
your head from your shoulders.”
Ivan was more sorrowful than before. He walked along, and Maria asked him,
“Why are you so pensive, Ivan? Or have I perhaps offended you?”
“Oh my dear wife, my white swan! You have certainly not offended me. Once more the landowner is sending
me out, to bring neither this nor that. How am I supposed to obtain that?” His wife shook her head and sighed
deeply.
“Well, Ivan, this time we’ve something to be sad about. Before it was just half a misfortune. This is the full
misfortune. We’ve seen the past, now we’ll see the future. Never mind. Lie down, sleep soundly with God.”
But all night long he couldn’t sleep. She grieved, weeping bitter tears.
“Bright sun, dry up my sorrow! My bitter tears! Wind, wind, dry up my sorrow! My bitter tears!”
She thought for a long time, but she could think of nothing. Dawn was breaking. It was time to awaken
Ivanushka. The beautiful swan-maiden went out at dawn and began summoning the beasts, the birds, the insects.
“Oh you beasts, beasts! Tell me where to find neither this nor that.” The beasts replied,
“We do not know, beautiful swan-maiden.”
“Oh you birds, birds with fine voices! Tell me where to find neither this nor that.”
“We would gladly help you, but we don’t know.”
“Oh my dear little bugs! You little Lady Bugs, and even the smaller little pin-heads! Tell me, where can I find
neither this nor that?”
“We’d be pleased to tell you, but we don’t know.”
She started weeping, wiping her burning tears with the silky grass. The sun was already up and in the gardens
of the estate the horns were blowing. The houndsmen were letting the dogs loose. They would send someone after
Ivan. Then Ivan woke up, but the swan was not there.
“Just as I thought. Now I shall die.” The landowner roared,
“Bring Ivan’s wife here and take Ivan to the stables and beat him to death!”
Suddenly the beautiful swan-maiden came running up.
“Ivanushka, let’s run!”
She took him by the hand and they started running, with the hounds after them, barking, in full pursuit. Then
Ivan said,
“My swan, fly! Let them kill just me here.”
“No, it would be better for us to perish together than for just one of us to.” She had no more than said that
when up jumped a frog,
“Croak! Croak! Croak!” Maria asked,
“Frog, frog! You don’t know where neither this nor that is, do you?”
“Why do you want to know?”
“It’s not for me. The landowner has sent my husband to fetch it.” The frog said,
“I wouldn’t give it to just anybody, but I’ll give it to you. Let’s go, Ivanushka, croak-croak; all right, come
after me.”
Ivan walked along and the frog hopped. Ivan was going to stick it in his pocket but the frog said,
“There’s no need for that. Besides, you couldn’t lift me. I weigh a hundred poods.”\fn{1 pood = 36.113 lbs.} So
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the frog hopped up to the crystal lake and said,
“Eaglet, open the palace!”
The crystal lake opened up and there was a crystal palace. The top of the palace was gold and silver. Ivanushka
screwed up his eyes. He was frightened. The frog said,
“Croak, croak! Eaglet, bring us something to eat.”
Immediately there was an oak table with a tablecloth on it. They ate and then the frog said,
“Croak, croak! Go, Eaglet, to Ivanushka and serve him as you have me.”
Ivan bowed to the frog and went away. He came to the landowner. He asked,
“Did you bring it?”
“I brought it. Summon a feast for the whole community, and I will treat everyone.”
So the landowner summoned all the owners, and masters, and officials, and priests—the whole rubbish. They
all sat down at tables and looked around to see whether there was enough of everything on the tables. Then
Ivanushka spoke,
“Eaglet, throw all these tables and chairs out the window and set up our own.”
Immediately the eaglet did just that. He threw the tables and chairs out the window. The landowner was
frightened, and he roared,
“What is going on?”
“Wait, landowner, now I’ll treat you to the bread and salt of true hospitality.” And he ordered:
“Eaglet, put out the tables, set them and let everything flow as a river.” They sat down and Ivanushka said,
“Eaglet, put a trumpet in everyone’s teeth, and two for the landowner for the ceremony.”
They didn’t have time to gasp before they each had a trumpet in the mouth, and the landowner had two.
“Now, Eaglet, let each one have a whack on the head with that cudgel there, and two for the landowner for the
ceremony.”
So the Eaglet gave it to them. The first time he swung just for ceremony but the second time he swung and
they were like a pile of kittens, and they were all rolling around—gentry, officials, all in a big pile.
So then Ivanushka no longer knew any grief and he returned to his swan and they lived and prospered and
invited folks in. But they beat the officials and constables, and they freed the serfs, and they lived in harmony and
with good will. And even now folk live peaceably, just as they should.
3.32 1. Gratitude 2. No Consequences 3. My Pushkin: Three Sketches\fn{by Marina Ivanova Tsvetaeva (1892-1941)}
Moscow, Russia (F) 4
1
I am never grateful to people for their actions, but only for their essence! Bread given me may appear to be an
accident; a dream dreamed about me is always of the essence.
I take as I give, without discrimination, as indifferent to the hand that gives as I am to my own that takes.
My fellow man gives me bread. What do I do first? Return the gift. Return it so as not to be under an
obligation. Gratitude is the giving of oneself in return for bounty received, that is, love that has been paid for.
I respect my fellow men too much to insult them with love that is paid for.
It insults me; consequently, it must insult others.
Good will with me as its object could never predetermine anything. The personal character of the gift (its being
directed to me) does not exist in my mind. I am grateful neither in my own behalf nor in my neighbors’: I am
simply grateful.
I will not be bought. That is the crux of it all. I can be had only with what is essential. (Essential in me, that is.)
In exchange for bread, you may get hypocrisy, false enthusiasm, amenability—all that is the scum of me, unless it
is the dregs.
Buy—payoff. You’ll not buy yourself from me.
I can be had only by what is of very Heaven. Of Heaven, where there may not even be a place for me.
I am grateful beyond the personal, which means only where, unknown to my fellow men and untouched by
their good will, I can take myself.
Your mere attitude is not yet a judgment. I am tired of repeating this. Your giving me bread may have made me
a better person, but it has not made you perfect.
An act is not an attitude; an attitude is not an evaluation; an evaluation (for example, an evaluation of
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Blok\fn{Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Blok (1880-1921), Russian poet.} by his critics) is not the essence (of Blok himself).
The essence is the intention, audible only to the ear.
A piece of bread from a repulsive individual is a lucky incident—no more. I eat your bread and despise you.
Yes. Only self-interest is grateful. Only self-interest measures the whole (the essence) of things by the piece it has
received. Only an infantile blindness looks into the hand and affirms: “He gave me sugar, and so he is good.”
Sugar is good, certainly. But to evaluate the essence of a man by sugar and tips, by what is received from him, is
pardonable only to children and servants: to an instinct. And even this is not true; we often see how dogs prefer
the master who gives them nothing to the cook who feeds them.
To identify the source of bounty with the bounty itself (the cook with the meat, the uncle with sugar, the visitor
with tips) indicates a complete lack of development in mind and soul: a being who has gone no further than his
five senses.
A dog who loves because he is petted is superior to a cat who loves because she is petted; and a cat who loves
because she is petted is superior to a child who loves because he is fed. The whole thing is a matter of degree.
And so from the simplest love in return for sugar, to the love in return for tenderness, to love through seeing, to
love sight unseen (from afar),\fn{ A footnote reads: I am wholly at one with this idea .} to love no matter what (non love),
from little love because of something, to great love beyond (myself), from love that gains (through another's will)
and from love that takes (in spite of one’s will, without one’s awareness, against one’s will!)—to love in itself.
The older we grow, the more we want: in childhood, it was only sugar; in adolescence, only love; in old age,
only (!) what is of essence (of you beyond myself).
The less we appreciate external bounty, the more easily we give it and take it, the less we are grateful. (In point
of fact: only in silence will allow gratitude for bread [the thing bestowed]. In gratitude made obvious there is a
certain reproach that puts the giver to shame.)
The physical joy that is caused by bread—that is the best gratitude! Gratitude that ends as the last mouthful
passes down the gullet.
Is it possible that such a little thing, a mere detail, a mere hint (as I see it) as giving must inevitably grow into a
kind of mountain because of the increment added: to me?
Well, I certainly know how giving should be done: blindly. Moreover, would I permit anyone to thank me for
bread? I won’t even take thanks for verses. There you are!
Bread—is that me? Verse (an accident of the poetic gift)—is that me?
I stand alone under heaven. Keep your distance when you thank me.
I do not want to think of man as a low being. When I give bread to my fellow man, I give it to someone who is
hungry, that is, to a gullet, not to the man himself. His soul is not involved. I can give to any man, and it is not I
who gives, but any man.
Bread gives itself. And I refuse to believe that anyone who has given to my gullet can demand my soul in
return.
But the gullet is never the giver—the soul is! No, the hand is. These gifts are not personal. It is strange to
prefer one stomach over another, but if it must be done, let it be for the hungriest stomach. As for today, mine
(yours) is the hungriest. There’s nothing I can do about it.
So, having sorted out the giver (the hand) from the receiver (the gullet), it would be strange that one lump of
meat should demand from another lump of meat—gratitude.
Souls are grateful, but souls are grateful only for other souls. I thank you because you are.
Anything else—from me to my fellow man or from my fellow man to me—is an insult.
To give is not our activity. Nor is it our personality! Nor is it our passion! Nor our choice! It is something that
belongs to everyone (bread) so (since I haven’t any!), it being taken from me, returns (through you) to me
(through me—to you).
Bread for the poor—the restitution of rights.
If we were to give to whomever we chose, we should be the lowest of scoundrels. We give to whoever wants.
Hunger (will!) invokes our gesture (bread). Given, and forgotten. Taken, and forgotten. No ties, no connections.
Once I have given, I have dissevered myself. Once I have taken, I have dissevered myself.
2
“Then why should you give anything?”
“So as not to be a scoundrel.”
I remember in my high-school days—a beggar before the church.
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“Give, for the sake of Christ!”
I went on by.
“Give for the sake of Christ!”
I walked on. And he, running after:
“If you can’t for the sake of Christ, at least for the sake of the Devil!”
Why did I give to him? Because he was enraged.
Bread. Gesture. Giving. Taking. Nothing of the sort there. That’s why anything connected with giving and
taking is a lie.
The bread itself is a lie. Nothing based on bread will survive (even if mixed with yeast, it will not rise). The
dough of our bread—emotions will surely fall in the cold temperature of immortality.
Not even worth the doing.
To take is a shameful thing: no, to give is a shameful thing. For the one who takes, it is clear, since he takes,
that he does not have; for the one who gives, it is clear, since he gives, that he has. And so there comes a
confrontation between having and not having.
Giving should be done on the knees, in the manner of the mendicant poor.
By a happy chance, the shame of giving is conferred only on the poor. (The tact with which gifts are made to
them!) The rich limit themselves to a brief show of diffidence as they pay the doctor’s fee.
Gratitude; it spans the whole distance from admiration to rejection.
I can show admiration only for the hand that gives the last piece; therefore I can never be grateful to the rich.
Perhaps only for their diffidence, their sense of guilt, that on the instant can make them look like innocents.
When the poor man gives, he says, “I’m afraid it’s not much.” The poor man’s embarrassment comes from “I
can’t give more.” When the rich man gives, he says nothing. The rich man's embarrassment comes from “I won’t
give more.”
Giving is so much easier than taking—and so much easier than being.
The rich buy themselves off. Oh, the rich are deathly afraid—if not of the Revolution, then of the last
Judgment. I know one mother who buys milk for another’s (sick) child. In saving the other’s child from (certain)
death, the rich mother has simply redeemed her own from possible death. (To influence Providence!)
I look into the source of the act, the intention behind it. In the last Judgment this milk offering will cost the rich
mother black pitch.
Bounty. The ring of Polycrates.\fn{Polycrates (536?-522?BC), king of the Aegean island of Samos duri8ng the Greek Age of
Tyrants (6th century BC).}
The poor man’s gift (of his life’s blood) is impersonal. “God-given.” The rich man’s gift (out of plenty, almost
a leftover), bears a first name, a patronymic, a family name, rank, title, pedigree, day, hour, date. And—is
remembered. The right hand has given, but both hands recall the giving.
The poor man, having given from one hand into another, forgets. The rich man, having sent his gift by a
servant, remembers. And when you think about it, this is understandable: credit has thus been entered against his
name for the last Judgment.
A matter for conjecture.
3
A little later, when I was six and in my first year of music in the Zograf-Plaksina School of Music in
Merzlyakovsky Lane, there was a Christmas play, a public evening, as it used to be called in those days. They put
on a scene from Rusalka, followed by Rogneda, and,
Now we'll flit over the garden
Where Tatyana encountered him.\fn{A note reads in part: Quotations from Eugene Onegin.}

A bench. On the bench, Tatyana. Then Onegin\fn{ Pushkin finished this play in 1831.} comes but does not sit down:
she rises. Both are standing. And he alone speaks all the time, a long time, while she does not say a word. And
here I realize that the red cat, Avgusta Ivanovna, and the dolls are not love, that this is love: when there is a bench,
she is seated on the bench, then he comes and speaks all the time, while she does not say a word. Mother, after the
performance:
“Well, Musya, what did you like best?”
“Tatyana and Onegin.”
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“What? Not Rusalka, with the mill, and the prince, and the wood goblin? Not Rogneda?”
“Tatyana and Onegin.”
“But how could it be? You did not understand anything in it. What could you understand?”
I am silent.
Mother, triumphantly: “You see, you did not understand a single word, just as I thought. A girl of six! What
could you like in it?”
“Tatyana and Onegin.”
“You are an absolute fool and more stubborn than ten asses!” Turning to the approaching director, A. L.
Zograf:
“I know her: whatever I ask her, she will now repeat in the cab all the way home: ‘Tatyana and Onegin.’ I
really regret bringing her. Not a single child in the world would have liked Tatyana and Onegin out of all the
performance—everybody else would have preferred Rusalka, because it’s a fairy tale, it’s easy to understand. I
really don’t know what to do with her!”
The director, with great kindness:
“But, Musenka, why Tatyana and Onegin?”
My unspoken reply in full:
“Because it is love.”
“She must be seeing the seventh dream by now,” says Nadezhda Yakovlevna Bryusova,\fn{ A note reads: Sister of
Valery Bryusov.} our best and oldest student, as she approaches us—and here I find out for the first time that there is
a ‘seventh dream’ that measures the depth of somnolence and night.
“And what is this, Musya,” says the director, drawing out of my muff a mandarin orange he has placed there,
replacing it inconspicuously (conspicuously!), and taking it out, again, and again, and again. …
But I am already completely dumb, petrified, and none of his and Bryusova’s mandarin smiles and no
terrifying glares from my mother can elicit a smile of gratitude from me. On our way home (quiet streets, a late
hour, a horse-drawn sleigh) mother scolds me:
“You put me to shame. You did not say thank you for the mandarin orange. A girl of six, you fell in love with
Onegin, like a fool!”
Mother was wrong. I fell in love, not with Onegin, but with Onegin and Tatyana (the more perhaps with
Tatyana), with both of them, with love. And later I never wrote anything without first falling in love with the two
simultaneously (the more with her than with him): not with the two of them, but rather with their love. With love.
The bench on which they did not sit proved to be a predestination. Neither then nor later did I ever love when
the two were kissing, but always when they were parting. I never loved when they were sitting down together, but
always when they were taking leave of each other. My first love scene was a non-love scene: he did not love (I
realized that), and that was why he did not sit down; she loved, and that was why she stood up. They had not been
together for a single minute: they did nothing together; they did something quite opposite: he spoke, she was
silent; he left, she stayed; so that if the curtain were raised, she would still be standing there, or perhaps sitting
again, since she stood up only because he was standing, and afterward collapsed and would now be sitting like
this forever.
This first love scene of mine predetermined all the rest, all the passion in me for the unfortunate, the
unreciprocated, the impossible love. From that very minute I no longer wanted to be happy but condemned myself
to non-love.
The whole point was that he did not love her, and she had made such a choice, to the exclusion of any other,
only because she secretly knew that he would be unable to love her. (I am telling this now, but I knew it even
then; then I knew, and now I have learned how to tell it.) People with this fatal gift of unfortunate love, all of
which they shoulder alone, without ever sharing, have a real genius for choosing unsuitable objects.
There was also another thing (not one thing but many) that Eugene Onegin had predetermined in me. If all my
life to this very day I have always been the first to write, the first to stretch out my hand and my arms, braving
judgment, it was only because at the dawn of my days Tatyana in the book, reclining by candlelight, the loose
braid falling across her breast, had done so before my eyes. And if later, whenever I was being abandoned (as I
always was), I never stretched out my arms to stop and never even so much as turned my head, it was only
because then, in the garden, Tatyana stayed as motionless as a statue.
A lesson in courage. A lesson in pride. A lesson in faithfulness. A lesson in destiny. A lesson in loneliness.
What other nation has such an amorous heroine: brave yet dignified, enamored yet inexorable, clear-sighted
yet loving?
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There is not a shadow of vindictiveness in Tatyana’s rebuff. This is why her vindication is complete; this is
why Onegin stands '”as if struck by thunder.”
She had all the trumps in her hand so as to take vengeance, to drive him mad; all the trumps to humiliate him,
trample him under foot, abase him to the parquet of that reception room. She did away with all that in a single slip
of the tongue: “I love you (why dissimulate?).”
Why dissimulate? Surely, to be triumphant! But why be triumphant? To this question Tatyana truly can find no
answer, at least no intelligible answer; and again she remains standing in the enchanted circle of the reception
room, as once she stood in the enchanted circle of the garden—in the enchanted circle of her amorous loneliness:
not needed then; coveted now; loving and unable to be loved, both then and now.
She had all the trumps, but she did not play them.
Yes, girls, yes! Be the first to declare love, then listen to rebuffs, then marry a distinguished wounded veteran,
and then listen to his declaration of love yet concede nothing—and you will be a thousand times happier than that
other heroine of ours, the one whose fulfilled desires left her no other choice but to lie down on the railroad
track.\fn{A note reads: Anna Karenina. The novel (of the same name) containing her adventures was written between 1875 and 18777,
by Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910), Russian writer and moral philosopher.}
My choice between the fullness of desire and the fulfillment of desires, between the fullness of suffering and
the emptiness of happiness, was made the day I was born and even before then.
Because, before me, my mother had been influenced by Tatyana. When my grandfather, A. D. Mein, made her
choose between himself and her beloved, she had chosen her father and not her beloved, and then she married in
an even better fashion than Tatyana did, because “for poor Tanya all lots were equal” whereas my mother drew the
heaviest lot: a widower\fn{A note reads: Marina Tsvetaeva’s father, Ivan Vladimirovich Tsvetaev (1846-1913), philologist and art
historian, professor at the University of Moscow, director of the Rumyantsev Museum and founder of the Alexander III Museum of Fine
Arts in Moscow, now the Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts .} twice her age, with two children, and still in love with the

departed. She married to face someone else’s children and the grief for someone else, while still loving, still
continuing to love that other one, whom she never sought to meet later and whom, having met him for the first
time and by chance at her husband’s public lecture, she answered, when he asked how she was and whether she
was happy:
“My daughter is one year old; she is very big and clever; I am completely happy.” (God, how she must have
hated me—the big and clever one—at that moment because I was not his daughter.)
Thus, Tatyana had influenced not only my life but the very fact of my existence; had there been no Pushkin’s
Tatyana, I would not have come into being.
For this, and this alone, is the way women read poets.
It is significant, however, that mother did not name me Tatyana: she must have taken pity on the girl, for all
that.
As far as I am concerned, the entire Eugene Onegin still consists today, as it did in my infancy, of three scenes:
that candle, that bench, that parquet. Some of my contemporaries perceive in Eugene Onegin a brilliant joke,
almost a satire. Perhaps they are right; perhaps, had I not read it before I was seven—but I read it at an age when
there are neither jokes nor satires: there are dark gardens (as we had in Tarusa), there are crumpled bedclothes (as
we had in our bedroom), and there is love (as I have in the hollow of my breast).
3.1 Rain At Dawn\fn{by Konstantin Greorgievich Paustovsky (1892-1968)} Moscow, Russia (M) 7
It was night when the boat arrived at Navoloki. Major Kuzmin came out on deck. A fine rain was falling, the
jetty was deserted but for the light of a lantern.
“Which way is the town?” thought Kuzmin. “Dark, raining, the devil knows what not!” He shivered, buttoning
his overcoat. A cold wind blew off the river. Kuzmin found the mate and asked him how long the boat would stay
at Navoloki.
“Three hours,” answered the mate. “Depends on the loading. Why do you want to know? You’re going on,
aren’t you?”
“I have to give a letter to someone. From my neighbor at the hospital-same ward. It’s to his wife. She’s here, in
Navoloki.”
“Yes, that’s a responsibility,” said the mate with a sympathetic sigh. “It’s pitch dark, you’ll have to listen for
the siren, or you'll get left behind.”
Kuzmin alighted on the jetty and went up the slippery steps toward the steep embankment. The wind was
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rustling the bushes. Kuzmin halted to accustom his eyes to the darkness, then made out a depressed-looking horse
with a lopsided droshky. The hood of the droshky had been raised, and snores were audible.
“Friend,” said Kuzmin loudly, “if the Kingdom of God were at hand, you’d sleep through it.”
The driver bestirred himself and got out, blowing his nose on his coattail; this done, he asked: “Are we ready?”
“That we are,” assented Kuzmin.
“Where to, then?”
Kuzmin named the street.
“Oh, that’s a long way.” The driver was anxious. “Up the hill. I couldn’t charge you less than the cost of a
pint.”
He pulled on the reins, clucked to the horses, and the droshky moved off reluctantly.
“Would you be the only driver in Navoloki?” asked Kuzmin.
“There are two of us, both old. The others’re\fn{Others are.} away at the war. Whose house you going to?”
“Mrs. Bashilova’s.”
“I know who she is,” exclaimed the driver. “That’s Olga Andreevna, Dr. Andrey Petrovich’s daughter. Came to
her father’s house from Moscow last winter and settled there. Must be two years now since Andrey Petrovich
died, so the house is hers.”
The cab lurched, jingled, and righted itself.
“Keep your eyes on the road,” Kuzmin enjoined him. “Don’t turn your head.”
“And what a road,” grumbled the driver. “You’d be afraid to go down it by day. But night don’t matter so
much, because you can’t see the potholes.”
The driver fell silent. Kuzmin lit a cigaret and leaned back in the seat. The rain pattered on the hood. Dogs
were barking in the distance. There was a smell of dill, and wet palings, and river damp. “Must be one o’clock, if
not later,” thought Kuzmin. At that moment a cracked bell did strike one in some bell tower.
“Suppose I spend all my furlough here?” thought Kuzmin. “That air alone’s enough to cure all ills, well, that
is, any complications to the injury. I could find some little house with a room to rent that looked out on a garden.
On fine nights I could open the windows wide and lie in bed listening to the rain falling on the burdocks.”
“Not her husband, are you?” asked the driver.
Kuzmin made no reply. The driver thought perhaps the officer had not heard, but decided not to repeat.
“Course he’s her husband,” reasoned the driver, “and people’ve been gossiping about her leaving her husband
long before the war. Must be a lot of tommyrot, that’s all.”
“Up, you Satan!” he cried, snapping the reins at the bony horse. “You kneading dough with those knees of
yours?”
What a nuisance, that boat coming in late at night, thought Kuzmin. Why had Bashilov, his bed neighbor at the
hospital, on hearing that Kuzmin would be stopping at Navoloki, asked him to hand the letter to his wife in
person? Now he’d have to wake people up, and God only knew what they’d think. Bashilov was a tall officer with
mocking ways, a ready and voluble talker. Before saying anything sharp, he would laugh long and soundlessly.
Prior to his joining the army, Bashilov had worked in films as assistant producer. Every evening he would give his
ward mates detailed accounts of American films. The wounded men delighted in Bashilov’s stories, they looked
forward to them, and marveled at his memory. In sizing up men, events, and books, Bashilov was harsh and
opinionated, jeering mercilessly at anyone who tried to gainsay him. But he jeered with such cunning, with asides
and pleasantries, that only some two hours later did the object of his mockery realize that Bashilov had been
insulting him and think of a biting retort. By then, of course, it was too late.
The day before Kuzmin was to leave Bashilov handed him a letter for his wife. Kuzmin for the first time had
seen that embarrassed smile on Bashilov’s face. And that night Kuzmin had heard Bashilov tossing in his bed and
blowing his nose.
“Perhaps he’s not such a dry stick after all,” thought Kuzmin. “I may be wrong, but I think he’s weeping. That
means he has it in him to love, and love deeply.”
All the next day Bashilov stayed close to Kuzmin. He kept glancing at him, made him a gift of an officer’s hip
flask, and just before Kuzmin left they drank a bottle of wine between them that Bashilov had smuggled in.
“Why do you keep looking at me like that?” asked Kuzmin.
“You’re a good man,” answered Bashilov. “You could be an artist, my dear major.”
“I’m a topographer,” Kuzmin replied, “and topographers are artists by nature.”
“How so?”
“They’re vagabonds.”
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“‘Outlaw, vagabond, and poet,’” quoted Bashilov, “‘who craved to be somebody, but could not.’”
“Who’s that by?”
“Voloshin. But never mind that. I’ve been looking at you because I envy you. That’s all.”
“Envy me—what for?”
Bashilov twirled his glass, tilted back in his chair, and smiled. They were sitting by a small wicker table at one
end of the hospital corridor. Outside, the wind was bending the saplings, rustling the leaves, blowing the dust.
From beyond the river a rain cloud was bearing down on the town.
“What for?” echoed Bashilov, laying his red hand on Kuzmin’s. “For everything. Even your hand. Not the left,
particularly the right one.”
“I don’t follow you,” said Kuzmin and carefully withdrew his hand; the touch of Bashilov’s clammy hand was
unpleasant; but, so that Bashilov should not notice this, Kuzmin picked up the bottle and poured out some wine.
“Well, so don’t follow me!” retorted Bashilov, angered.
He was silent a moment, then began to speak, eyes lowered:
“If only we could change places! But that’s all rubbish, of course. In two days you’ll be at Navoloki, you’ll see
Olga Andreevna. She’ll take your hand. That’s what I envy you for. Now do you get me?”
“But—what of it?” said Kuzmin, confused. “You’ll be seeing her, too: she’s your wife.”
“For me she’s not just a wife,” answered Bashilov sharply. “A good thing you didn’t say ‘spouse’.”
“Oh, well, I’m sorry,” muttered Kuzmin.
“She’s not my wife!” repeated Bashilov in the same curt way. “She’s everything to me. My whole life. Well,
enough of that.”
He got up and held out his hand to Kuzmin.
“Good-bye! And don’t bear me any grudge. I’m no worse than anyone else.”
The droshky was proceeding slowly along the dam. The darkness grew thicker. The rain trickling off the old
willow trees had a drowsy sound. The horse’s hoofs clattered over a bridge.
“It’s a long way!” sighed Kuzmin, and said to the driver: “Wait for me at the house. You’ll be taking me back
to the landing stage.”
“Glad to,” agreed the driver promptly, and thought: “No, ’course he's not her husband. A husband would have
stayed a couple of days, for sure. He’s someone else, a stranger.”
Now the road was a cobbled one. The cab began to shake and jingle its iron steps. The driver swerved to the
side of the road; the wheels were now churning through damp sand. Kuzmin returned to his thoughts.
So Bashilov envied him, did he? There surely wasn’t much to envy. Bashilov hadn’t used the proper word,
that’s all. After his talk with Bashilov by the window in the hospital, it was Kuzmin returned to his thoughts.
<“Chagrin was>\fn{Something like these two words has fallen out of the text at this point .} the right word,” Kuzmin told
himself, annoyed. It was not envy he had felt, but only chagrin, chagrin at the fact that he was now, well, forty
years old and had never had a love like Bashilov’s. He had always been alone.
“The night is dark, the rain sounds in the empty gardens—a strange sort of town that smells of mist from the
meadows: that’s how life goes by,” thought Kuzmin for some reason.
Again he felt a desire to stay on here. He liked these little Russian towns where one could stand in a doorway
and see the meadows beyond the river, broad tracks winding uphill, carts piled with hay. This rush of affection
took him by surprise. He had been raised in the South and came of a sea-going family. From his father he had
inherited a taste for exploring, for maps, and for roaming. This was how he had come to be a topographer.
Nonetheless, Kuzmin considered that he had entered the profession quite by chance and that, had he been born in
another era, he would have been an explorer, a discoverer of new lands, a seeker after adventure. He liked to think
of himself in this way, but in fact he was wrong. There was no trace in him of that kind of man. Kuzmin was shy,
retiring, gentle toward others. His graying hair gave his age away, but otherwise, to look at this short, slender
officer, one would not have taken him to be more than thirty.
At last the droshky entered the darkened town. In one house alone, perhaps a pharmacy, a blue lamp burned
behind a glass door. The road began to slope upward. The driver got down from his seat to ease the ascent for the
horse. Kuzmin, too, got out and walked. He was lagging slightly behind the droshky when suddenly he sensed the
full strangeness of his life.
“Where am I?” he thought, “In a little town called Navoloki, at the back of beyond, with a horse striking
sparks with its hoofs. And somewhere near here an unknown woman is to receive—in the middle of the night—a
letter, an important and probably a sad one as well. Two months ago I was at the front, in Poland, by the wide,
tranquil Vistula. How strange! And not unpleasant!”
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They had reached the top of the hill. The driver turned down a side street. Overhead the clouds began to
disperse here and there, and in the dark sky a falling star would now and again light up, flash in the puddles, and
die out again. The droshky stopped at a house with a top attic.
“Here we are,” said the driver, “bell’s on the gate, at the right.”
Kuzmin groped for the wooden bell-pull and tugged at it, but heard nothing except the grinding of the rusty
wire.
“Pull harder!” advised the driver.
Again, Kuzmin pulled on the handle. Deep inside the house a bell began to ring. But the household remained
silent. Apparently no one had wakened.
“Oh-ho-ho,” yawned the driver, “a rainy night-that means the deepest sleep.”
Kuzmin waited, then rang again and louder. A footstep was heard in the vestibule. Someone came to the door,
stopped, listened, then asked with displeasure:
“Who’s there? What do you want?”
Kuzmin was about to reply, but the driver forestalled him.
“Open up, Martha,” he said, “Olga Andreevna has a visitor. From the front.”
“Who’s from the front?” demanded the voice behind the door in the same annoyed tone. “We weren’t
expecting anyone.”
“You weren’t, but you’ve got him all the same!”
The door was half-opened on the chain. Into the darkness Kuzmin gave his name and his reason for coming.
“Gracious me!” said the woman behind the door, fearfully, “you have come out of your way. I’ll unlock the
door at once. Olga Andreevna’s asleep. Come in, and I’ll go wake her up.”
The door opened wide, and Kuzmin entered the dark vestibule.
“Mind the steps here,” the woman warned him. Her voice changed, became solicitous. “What a night! Still you
got here all the same! Wait a moment, don’t hurt yourself there. I’ll light a lamp right away—we don’t have light
at night.”
She went off, and Kuzmin waited in the passage. The fragrance of tea drifted from the rooms and with it some
other faint but pleasant odor. A cat came into the vestibule and rubbed up against Kuzmin’s legs, purring, then it
turned toward the dark rooms as if inviting Kuzmin to follow. Behind the half-open door a feeble light began to
flicker.
“Come in, and welcome,” said the woman.
Kuzmin entered. The woman made a little bow. She was tall and elderly, with a dark face. Trying to make as
little noise as possible, Kuzmin took off his overcoat and cap and hung them on a clothes stand by the door.
“Don’t trouble yourself, I’ll have to wake Olga Andreevna anyhow,” said the old woman, smiling.
“Can you hear the siren from the jetty up here?” asked Kuzmin in a low voice.
“You can, my dear man, and very clearly. But you can’t come straight off the ship and go straight back on it
again! Sit yourself down on the couch.”
The old woman went out. Kuzmin sat down on the wooden-backed couch, hesitated a moment, then took out a
cigarette and lit it. He was uneasy, and this strange uneasiness annoyed him. He was caught by that feeling which
commonly takes over when you find yourself in a strange house amid some one else’s life, redolent of secrets and
innuendos, like a book on a table left open at page sixty-five. You run your eye over the page and try to guess
what the book is about, what it contains. A Turgenev\fn{ Ivan Sergeyevich Turgenev (1818-1883), Russian author.} novel
with a young girl’s fluttering heart and the sun shining through the leafless lime trees? Or maybe Katyusha
Maslova's bitter tale?
An open book was actually lying on the table. Kuzmin got up, leaned over it, and, hearing a hurried exchange
of whispers and the rustling of a dress beyond the door, he read to himself long forgotten words:
The impossible is possible;
The weary road is light,
When far along the highway,
Eyes ’neath the kerchief shine bright.

Kuzmin raised his eyes and looked about him. It was the warm, low-ceilinged room now that roused in him a
desire to stay on in this little town. There is a simple intimacy in rooms like these: the lamp with its matt-white
shade hanging low over the dining table, the antlers on the wall above the picture of a dog at a sick little girl’s
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bedside. Rooms like these evoke a smile, all so old-fashioned, so long forgotten.
Whatever he saw around him, even the pink shell that was an ashtray, betokened a long and slow-paced life.
Perhaps it was an intuition of that easy pace, such as Kuzmin had never known, that brought out the longing in
him to stay on and share the life of the dwellers in those old houses, to live serenely through the alternation of
labor with rest, of winter with spring, of rainy with sunny days, the longing to steep himself in the life stream,
cleansed, free of all spiritual unrest, when even the prospect of old age cannot affright or torment—just as there is
no torment in the summer evening sinking gently into the depth of night.
Beside the outdated objects there were other things. On the table was a bouquet of wild flowers, daisies,
lungwort, wild ash berries, freshly gathered, it seemed. On the tablecloth lay a pair of scissors and the snipped-off
ends of flower stalks.
And beside these, the open volume of Blok.\fn{Aleksandrovich Aleksandr Blok (1880-1921), Russian poet.}
The weary road is light.

On the piano a woman’s small black hat was lying on a blue plush photograph album. It was not at all an
outmoded hat but rather a fashionable one. A wristwatch on a nickel-plated bracelet had been thrown down
anyhow on the table. It ticked noiselessly, the hands pointing to half-past one. And again that rather sad-whisper
of fragrance.
One section of the window was open. Outside was a lawn set about with begonias, and beyond a wet bush of
lilacs glistened in the pale light from the window. A light rain murmured in the darkness, quick drops were
drumming on the metal gutter.
Kuzmin listened to the drumming. The irreversibility of each moment has tormented men for centuries, and it
was this thought that now came into his head, at night, in an unknown house, which he would be leaving in a few
minutes and to which he would never return.
“Is this old age, or what?” Kuzmin asked himself, turning.
On the threshold stood a young woman in a black dress. It was clear she had been in some haste to come out to
him, for her hair had been sketchily tidied. One braid had fallen over her shoulder, and, without lowering her
gaze, with an embarrassed smile, the woman raised the braid and pinned it behind her head. Kuzmin saluted her.
“Do forgive me,” said the woman, holding out her hand to Kuzmin. “I’ve kept you waiting.”
“Are you Olga Andreevna Bashilova?”
“Yes.”
Kuzmin regarded her. He was taken aback at her youth and the light in her eyes, deep, yet with a certain haze
in their depth.
Apologizing for the disturbance, Kuzmin took Bashilov’s letter out of a pocket of his single-breasted army
jacket and gave it to her. She thanked him and put it down on the piano without attempting to read it.
“Why are we standing?” she said, “please sit down over here by the table, there’s more light.”
Kuzmin took a seat near the table and asked permission to smoke.
“By all means,” said the woman, “I might even have one myself.”
Kuzmin offered her a cigaret and struck a match. As she bent toward the light, it shone on her face.
Somewhere, Kuzmin thought, he had seen those regular features and clear forehead before.
Olga Andreevna sat down opposite Kuzmin. He waited for her to question him, but she was silent, looking out
of the window at the rain still keeping up its monotonous beat.
“Marfa, dear,” said Olga Andreevna, “put on the samovar, will you?”
“Oh no, for heaven’s sake,” said Kuzmin, alarmed. “I’m in a hurry. I’ve got a cab waiting outside. I’ve only
time to give you this letter and the news of your husband.”
“What news?” Olga Andreevna pulled out one daisy and began mercilessly plucking off the petals. “He’s alive;
I’m glad.”
Kuzmin said nothing.
“Just stay,” said Olga Andreevna, as if they were old friends, “we’ll be able to hear the ship’s siren; it certainly
won’t be leaving before dawn.”
“How’s that?”
Marfa called from an adjacent room, “We’ve got a sandbank in the river here, dear man, just below Navoloki.
It’s dangerous to try to cross it at night. That’s why the boat captains always wait till light.”
“That’s right,” affirmed Olga Andreevna. “It doesn’t take more than a quarter of an hour to get to the jetty, if
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you cut across the municipal gardens. “Ill go with you. You can pay off your driver. Who brought you, Vasily?”
“I don’t know, I’m afraid,” Kuzmin smiled.
“Timofey brought him,” declared Marfa; she could be heard fitting the tube into the samovar. “Just one cup of
tea. Otherwise you’re in from the rain and right back out in it again.”
Kuzmin consented and went out to payoff the driver. The latter was a long time leaving, stamping about beside
the horse, adjusting the belly bands. Returning, Kuzmin found the table already set with old blue china, goldbordered, a pot of warm cream, honey, and a bottle of wine already broached. Marfa brought in the samovar.
Olga Andreevna apologized for the scanty fare: she was getting ready soon to return to Moscow, but
meanwhile she was working at the Navoloki town library.
Kuzmin kept waiting for her to ask after Biishilov, but she did not, and this caused him increasing
embarrassment. At the hospital he had already suspected a rift between Bashilov and his wife, and now, seeing her
place the letter unread on the piano, he was sure of it; his failure in his duty to Bashilov made him feel very guilty.
Obviously she means to read it later on, he told himself. One thing was certain: this letter, to which Bashilov had
attached such importance, was of no especial interest here. In short, Kuzmin had not only been of no help to
Bashilov but had placed himself in an awkward situation. As if divining his thoughts, Olga Andreevna said:
“Don’t be upset. There’s the mail and the telgraph service—I don’t know why he had to put you to all this
trouble.”
“It’s no trouble,” Kuzmin assured her hastily, and, hesitating, added, “quite the contrary, it’s perfect.”
“What’s perfect?”
Kuzmin reddened.
“What’s perfect?” insisted Olga Andreevna, more loudly, looking severely at Kuzmin as if to penetrate his
thoughts, waiting for his reply. But Kuzmin did not reply.
“But what is it that’s perfect?” she asked again.
“I don’t know how to put it,” answered Kuzmin pensively. “This is not an ordinary conversation. We rarely
come by all the things we love in life. I don’t know about other people, I’m judging by my own lights. The perfect
things nearly always pass on the other side. Do you understand?”
“Not very well,” replied Olga Andreevna, frowning.
“I can’t explain,” said Kuzmin, growing angry with himself. “Surely it must have happened to you. From the
train window you suddenly see a clearing in a birch grove, you see how the autumn mist will glow in the sun, and
you want to jump off the train right there and then and stay in that clearing. But the train goes on. You lean out
and look back at the woods and the meadows and the little houses and the country roads speeding away from you,
and you hear a distant sound. What that sound is you can’t tell. It may be the trees, or the wind, or the humming of
telegraph wires. Or the rails singing under the train. It’s all gone by in a flash, but you remember it all your life.”
Kuzmin fell silent.
Olga Andreevna pushed a glass toward him: “Drink your wine. It’s Riesling.”
“I always expected,” said Kuzmin, reddening as he always did when made to talk of himself, “the unexpected,
simple things from life. And was happy if I could get them. Not for long, but I was happy.”
“And is it like that now?” asked Olga Andreevna.
“Yes!”
Olga Andreevna lowered her eyes. “Why is that?”
“I don’t really know, that’s how I feel. I was wounded in the fighting on the Vistula and taken to the hospital.
Everyone else got letters, but I didn’t. There was simply no one to send me any. I used to lie in my bed and
imagine—like everyone else, of course—what my life would be like after the war. Naturally, it would be happy
and out of the ordinary. When I got all right again, they sent me on furlough. They even told me what town to go
to.”
“What town?” asked Olga Andreevna.
Kuzmin told her. She did not reply.
“I sat on that boat,” he went on, “past villages and landing stages on the river shore. I had a vivid sense of my
own loneliness. For God’s sake, don’t think I’m complaining. There’s a lot to be said for loneliness. Then we
reached Navoloki. I had been afraid I’d oversleep and miss it. In the night I had gone out on deck, thinking how
strange it was that in this enormous darkness covering the whole of Russia there might be thousands of people
sleeping under the rain, and that their life stops only while they’re asleep, and then only briefly. And the day,
when it comes, takes up the threads again—I don’t know how to put it—and each thread is someone’s destiny,
yours and mine. Then I got a droshky and came here, wondering who it was I was going to meet.”
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“But what is it that makes you happy?” asked Olga Andreevna.
“It’s …” Kuzmin stopped. “It’s everything in general.” He was silent.
“Go on talk tell me!”
“About what? I’ve already talked so much. I’ve said more than need be.”
“Tell me about everything,” responded Olga Andreevna. She seemed not to have noticed his diffidence.
“Anything you like,” she added, “though it does all seem a little strange.”
She rose and went to the window, pulling the curtain aside. It was still raining.
“What is strange?” asked Kuzmin.
“It’s still raining.” Olga Andreevna turned back.
“A loner, that’s what you are. And I am too. And now we’ve met like this. And all our conversation, hasn’t that
been strange?”
Kuzmin, perplexed, did not reply. Olga Andreevna went to the calendar and tore off a leaf.
“It’s the twelfth of june. I’m constantly forgetting how many days there are in a year.”
“Three hundred and sixty-five.”
“I’m twenty-eight. How many days is that?”
Kuzmin thought. “About ten thousand,” he smiled.
“Well, then, setting aside five thousand for childhood, that means five thousand times I’ve waited, like anyone
else, for some miracle to happen, every God-blessed day. But no one, not even a fortune-teller, has ever been able
to tell me which one would be the most memorable.”
She raised her deep glowing eyes to Kuzmin’s.
“It’s silly, what I’m saying, isn’t it?”
Kuzmin wanted to tell her it was not at all silly, but in the rain-sodden darkness beyond the window,
somewhere below the hill, the ship’s siren sounded a blast.
“Well, now,” said Olga Andreevna, as if relieved,”there goes the siren!”
Kuzmin stood up. Olga Andreevna did not move.
“Wait a while,” she said calmly. “let’s sit down a bit before the journey, as they did in the old days.”
Kuzmin sat down again. Olga Andreevna did too. She became thoughtful, turning away from Kuzmin.
Regarding her sloping shoulders, the heavy knot of hair at the nape of her neck, the fine curve of her throat, he
reflected that if it were not for Bashilov he would not think of leaving this little town, but would stay on till the
end of his furlough, knowing all the while that this woman, so agreeable and yet so sad, was waiting nearby for
her most memorable day.
Olga Andreevna rose. In the little vestibule Kuzmin helped her on with her coat. She tied a scarf over her head.
They went out together, walking in silence along the dark road.
“It’s nearly dawn,” she said.
On the other side of the river the drenched sky was growing blue. Kuzmin saw her shiver.
“Are you cold?” he said with concern. “It’s really pointless for you to come along. I’ll find the way myself.”
“No, it isn’t pointless,” she replied briefly.
The rain ended, but drops were still falling off the roofs, tapping on the board-walk. At the end of the street lay
the municipal gardens. The wicket gate was open, and beyond it stretched overgrown, neglected walks. The
gardens were redolent of the nighttime chill and the wet sand. An old pleasure garden, shaded by tall lime trees,
whose leaves were already withering, giving off a light scent. A gust of wind came, and the garden filled with
sound for a moment, as if a cloud burst had fallen and ceased on the instant.
At the far end of the garden an abrupt slope overlooked the river, and beyond lay the rainy expanse of early
morning, the faint glow of the buoys in the mist, and all the sadness of summertime bad weather.
“How do we get down?” asked Kuzmin.
“This way!”
Taking a path that led straight to the precipice, they came to a flight of wooden stairs that descended into
darkness.
“Give me your hand,” said Olga Andreevna, “quite a number of these steps are rotten.”
He gave her his hand, and they began a cautious descent. Between the steps grew grass heavy with rain.
On the last step they halted. The landing stage was now in view and the green and red lights of the ship. A
hissing of steam. Kuzmin’s heart contracted at the thought that he was leaving this woman, a stranger, yet one so
close to him, and that he would say nothing to her, nothing at all. He would not even thank her for letting him find
her along the way, for letting him take her small hand in his damp glove, for her carefulness in guiding him down
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the steps, and for saying, each time a branch threatened to strike him in the face, “Heads down!” Each time
Kuzmin had obediently lowered his head.
“Let us say good-bye here,” said Olga Andreevna, “I won’t come any further.”
Kuzmin looked at her. Beneath her head-scarf her eyes were troubled, stern. Was it conceivable that on the
instant all this would move into the past and become a heartbreaking memory in her life as much as in his?
She held out her hand to him. He kissed it, scenting that faint fragrance he had first noted on entering the dark
room to the sound of rain.
When he had raised his head, Olga Andreevna murmured something, but so low that he did not truly hear. He
thought she said the one word, “Pointless.” Perhaps she had really said something else; but then the boat called
from the river on a high, wild note, complaining of the rain-soaked dawn, of its vagabond way of life in the rain
and mist.
Glancing to neither side, Kuzmin ran down to the river bank and along the jetty, pungent with tar and coiled
rope, and onto the boat. He went straight up to the deserted deck. The boat was already moving away, its paddle
wheels turning slowly. Kuzmin stepped onto the bridge, gazing back at the bluff and the stairs. Olga Andreevna
still stood there. Daylight was only just beginning, and it was hard to make her out. Kuzmin raised his hand, but
she did not respond.
The boat moved ever farther, sending out long waves toward the sandy shore, rocking the buoys, while from
the bank the clumps of willow echoed the beating of the wheels.
38.22 Excerpt from The Flying Start: “A Soviet Madonna And Child”\fn{by Anna Karavaeva (1893-1979)} Siberia,
Russia (F) 1
… (Mamykin, a painter, has been working in the Klenovsk tank factory, producing pictures of the workers. In the
following scene, workers and officials in the factory, including the women welders in the brigade led by Olga
Chelishcheva, come to look at his canvases.)
“Will you have a look at this!” Aleksei Nikonovich said, drawling his words indignantly. “See here, he’s
painted us a real madonna and child!”
Pouting his red lips in a grimace, he read out the caption contemptuously:
“Nastya Kuzmina and her son.”
Anastasiya Kuzmina, the woman from Stalingrad, looked down from the wall at them, her eyes full of tears.
The dark curly head of her baby lay against her left arm; with her right arm, the mother pressed the small body
against hers. You could sense the fragility of the infant’s form under the flowing folds of the bright blanket
covering him. The mother’s face was inclined towards him, every lineament breathing sadness and anguish; an
anxious flush covered her face in an uneven red, for she had just come back to her baby out of the blazing heat of
the electro-welding line. In the distance, black iron girders stood out amongst clouds of crimson smoke, and
below them cascades of sparks from the arc welding electrodes shot into the air like fireflies. The mother was
feeding her baby.
The figures of the mother and child were outlined faintly, in pastel tones, which gave them an especial purity
of expression. But Aleksei Nikonovich, paying no attention to this, continued:
“Look, there’s a welder congratulating his comrade on work well done: he’s painted the truth there. But this
sniveling mum with her hair all over the place—that’s not the kind of thing we want, surely? Who needs pictures
like that, Mamykin?”
“We do need them. Pictures like that show the truth too, you know,” said Plastunov calmly, stepping to the
front of the throng. “After all, Comrade Terbenev, such things do happen. That woman feels great sorrow, but
when she has fed her child she will go back to work and give her last ounce of strength to the task in hand.
Millions of people live like that these days.” Making a dismissive gesture, Plastunov went off after the artist.
The last two to approach the portrait were Glafira Lebedeva and Anastasiya Kuzmina.
“Did you hear what Plastunov said? He believes in you: she’ll always get on with her work, he said. We all feel
for you, Nastya! Do cheer up! Look, here’s Sonya Chelishcheva!”
“What’s been happening here?” Sonya said, all concern immediately.
“It’s our Nastya, she’s not feeling happy,” said Glafira. “You’re still young, Sonechka, and you don’t know
what torments a mother can feel. That picture really does show Nastya as she is. She cries every day when she
feeds her son, you know.”
“What, she cries?” Sonya repeated, lifting her eyebrows and gazing at Anastasiya for confirmation.. “But why
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is that, Anastasiya? After all, they bring him round on the dot for you at feeding-time, don’t they?”
“Ah, Sonya … my heart just contracts, when I take him off the breast. He’s not strong yet, he can’t drink his
milk quickly, and I’m always in a hurry. I worry you might be waiting for me … angry that I’m …”
And Kuzrnina, overcome with timidity now, hung her head.
“What on earth do you mean, Nastenka!” Sonya said warmly. “How could we be possibly be angry with you
on account of the child?” she added, motioning her head at the portrait.
But then, a thought suddenly occurred to Sonya, making her blush to the roots of her hair.
“So that’s why Nastya’s work rate was so low! I never even thought! And it’s such a simple human problem.”
“Nastenka, dear, I beg you,” Sonya said, embracing Kuzmina, “never think things like that! Take as long as
you like feeding the baby. What a silly girl you are! You know very well you’ll feel much better as soon as you
know he’s having enough to eat.
“And your work will go better,” Glafira added.
“Of course, of course.” Kuzmina said, heaving a sigh of relief, and lifting her clear eyes to Sonya’s face in a
shy smile.
“There’s a good girl, Nastenka!” Sonya said, feeling an extraordinary sense of relief. However, in private she
was still rebuking herself.
“I couldn’t even think of something so simple! What an idiotl Call yourself a brigade-leader!”
Then suddenly an impudent whistle rang round the shop. Sonya saw that the whistler had been Seryozha
Vozchy. His foxy little face, bustling figure and high-pitched, sniggering tones all overflowed with malice.
“Look out, folks! Our celebrated Stakhanovite woman, Yulichka, has come to admire her own portrait!”
“Quiet please, quiet please!” came the silly voice of poodle-permed Verochka Sboeva; she was shouting and
clapping her hands.
All around, people were laughing and joking. Then Yuliya Shanina came in sight; she walked smartly up to
Sonya, trembling and pale, eyes moving restlessly.
“Leave me alone, you shameless lot!”
“What’s going on here?” Sonya shouted, taking charge of the situation. ‘Sergei, why are you whistling like a
street hooligan? Why is Yuliya crying?”
“Because she’s got ideas above her station,” Seryozha said, now in a markedly less aggressive tone, and
pointed at the water-color.
“So that’s it!” Sonya said, looking at Yuliya’s portrait: the face looked familiar, but somehow extraordinary.
There was beauty not only in her youthful features and the soft delicacy of her coloring, but also in the inner light
which glimmered in her violet eyes.\fn{A note reads: This eye-color—a most exceptional one in living humans—is a favorite of
female Socialist Realist writers, as it is of their nearest Western couinterparts, the authors of mass-market romances .} Her pink lips,
soft as rose-petals, seemed about to open any minute: they seemed on the point of expressing words and hopes
which only she knew.
“Look at her, like some holy statue!” hissed Verochka, from behind someone’s back.
“That’s envy talking, envy and spite!”
Sonya, who had taken an instant dislike to Verochka, joined battle straight away.
“What’s happened to make you all start getting at Yuliya Shanina? Look, here’s a picture of our brigade, the
women apprentice electro-welders. We’re hardly even independent workers yet, but the artist did a portrait of us.
He believed in us, he saw the future we had. He believed in us, do you understand? And he believed in Yuliya too;
she will be able to become the woman he drew. She will turn into that woman. Isn’t that right, Yuliya?”
“Yes! I will!”
And Yuliya embraced Sonya, her courage rising every second.
“Yes! I will be like that, like Sonya says. Don’t suppose you can get away with making fun of me for long!” …
86.206 Hard Times\fn{by Victor Rostopchin (1894- )} Russia (M) 4
They began with the small top drawers of the chest. Not the left-hand but the right-hand: there in a corner at
the back, under some napkins, lay the cardboard box with paper lace frills stuck round the edges.
Timidly, distraught somehow, nervelessly and perhaps unthinkingly the hands moved towards the box, hands
that were still not old but were dry and white, with slender fingers—one of which a dulled gold ring still gleamed
an don another, like a straw of gold, a signet with a red stone that was as thick as a drop of wine or syrup from
cherry jam.
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This indecision and distraughtness grew in the obvious hesitation with which the hand touched a little box
lined with red velvet. The tiny lock clinked gently and the lid opened to reveal a glistening white silk lining. The
light was reflected from the silk and from the golden spoons inside. They must have been loved by someone, for
the pale fingers, which at first had stopped, began carefully to touch each spoon as if to caress them, and feel
them: as if these golden manmade objects that were always kept locked in the red velvet case, had suffered like a
living creature. They were felt for like something kindred, something alive, something especially dear and
precious.
Wasn’t this the reason for the confusion in the movements of the fingers and hands when they touched the
drawer of the chest and slowly, unhurriedly, took from under the precious napkins and handkerchiefs this (as it
were) secret hoard of gold in the red box? Wasn’t this why the loving touch on each spoon was so careful—as if
only to wipe off the dust? Although in fact there was no dust at all and the gold could not possibly tarnish or lose
its first, ancient beauty. And in the center of the lid on a little white silk mount a monogram was worked in gold
thread, surmounted by a coronet and accompanied by a delicate and playful inscription in a foreign tongue.
There were two more cases, also lined with velvet, and the sorrowful, troubled eyes looked long at the gold in
them: in these the gold was set with rosy amethyst.
Again and again the woman raised the earrings to her ears; again and again she put the slender bracelet on her
left wrist; and then once, just once, tears came from her eyes and dropped on to her batiste blouse. Tender regret
must have been present in those tears and it must have been difficult for her, if not impossible, to reconcile herself
to something.
There were many other things in the top drawers of the chest and in the green cloth-covered desk that stood on
heavy, round, turned legs. And on top of it stood photographs in frames and an inkstand with yellow lids to the
pots, and pens that were both thick and thin and pencils that were black, red and blue.
In the left-hand drawer of this desk, which usually had a key sticking out of the lock, lay two cigarette-cases:
one thin and of gold, its lid plain but for two initials under a coronet in the corner and a tiny Latin inscription on
the inside—Sic transit. The other cigarette-case, which was thicker and heavier than the first, had decorations on
the lid. It was of matt silver and looked worn: two or three fat cigarettes still remained inside with light brown
strands of tobacco straggling out of them. One could probably determine the exact tobacco by the aroma:
Mesaksudi, Stamboli or, very likely, the special Herzogovina Flor.
But the tobacco that used to be kept in this same drawer, only in another box, had not been there for a long
time: a blue plush tobacco pouch had been thrown on to the desk right next to the inkstand—its worn sides
bulged; beside it, on the pink blotting paper that was fastened to the table by drawing-pins, was scattered
greenish-yellow cheap tobacco—Lirny or Elets shag.
One day some other hands opened this drawer and hurriedly moved towards the cigarette-cases. Their shaking
fingers with yellow wrinkled skin and short-clipped nails trembled convulsively. They grasped the cases quickly
and tightly and took them from the desk, slamming the drawer back brusquely as if in spite. And the stiff, angular
fingers went on trembling and no respect was shown either to the smooth, sad gold of the lid or to the elegantly
twined letters, whose heads met under the coronet, or to the soft dullness of the silver or to the graceful pattern of
lotuses on it.
*
Of course no one could remember just how and when—whether all at once or gradually—the lower drawers of
the chest had been opened; or when those same pale, slender-fingered hands had taken out the carefully folded
tablecloths of antique whiteness or some jacket of a delicate and expensive material that was obviously kept in the
chest not for everyday wear, for the sleeves and the lace in front and the pelerine evoked quite another period. It
was impossible now to find wide cuffs and women did not wear frothing cream lace at their breast any more or
pelerines with several rows of delicate open work. Jackets and blouses like this had probably not been taken out
of store for a long time now.
One dress was of white, shiny satin, with creased pleats and bows at the shoulders and waist. It was carefully
wrapped in white paper and then even in newspaper that had gone yellow and frayed at the edges. The dress was
slim, as if made for a girl. All one saw was a mass of pleats and lace—and probably that was why it was
treasured; and probably that was why once a year in spring, when all these fragrant, damp and musty treasures
were hung out in the garden in the penetrating sun, this dress was carefully unfolded and hung on a slender cord
stretched from one of the terrace posts to the old pear tree. It was not hung too near the ground, though, where it
could be dirtied by the hens always picking about under the gooseberry bushes or the children digging in the
earth; it was here they made their sand pies and sometimes held funerals for some chick that had accidentally been
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crushed by their father, a man with angry eyes and a heavy moustache, who used to come out of a morning onto
the back porch, roll himself a fat cigarette of flaky tobacco and puff on it as he hurried everyone to tea,
complaining that he couldn’t wait and had had to light up without having drunk his glass of tea.
That spring there were many things that did not appear in the garden. There was no satin wedding dress with
flounces and bows, many of the blouses and jackets were gone, together with the light, misty wedding-veil and
the long towels whose ends, with their embroidered red and black flowers or cocks had also been trimmed with
fine handmade lace. Only the man with the eyes that were more than severe—even frightening—used to sit longer
on the terrace steps, sighing deeply, wheezing and clutching at his heart; and he smoked heavily, dropping tobacco
from his blue pouch. His eyes wandered oddly, as if unseeing, over a yellow page of newspaper used for
wrapping, where there was a lot written about the Red Army and White bandits, about speculation, saboteurs,
counter-revolution and sentenced being carried out, but very little about bread and corn supplies and nothing at all
about coupons for sugar and paraffin; and where there were no more announcements of private dinners and hot
suppers, where people no longer wanted tutors in return for board and lodging, where they no longer offered
three-course dinners cooked with pure fresh butter for forty-five kopecks, and milk from people’s own cows was
no longer supplied for eight kopecks, a jug.
*
True, they could go once more to the red trunk with peeling sides and lift up the lid, with pictures from Niva
stuck on the inside, and colored sweet-papers (Barberry, Punch, Baiser, King of Siam) and pages of an old
illustrated alphabet with pictures—e.g., a porter wearing an apron with a wooden tray on his head and written
under him: Astrakhanski Bely Vinograd.\fn{A note reads: Literally “Astrakhan White Grapes,” a mnemonic for the first three
letters of the Russian alphabet (A, B, V ).} However, they wouldn’t have to rummage much longer in the low pile of
pressed linen that smelt of damp canvas and stale moth balls. But once—and not so long ago—there had been a
lot of it in this same trunk; and not just in this one, which was bound with shiny tin bands that divided the top into
green and the sides into red squares. And not just in trunks either, but also in the chest with the four drawers
where the linen always used to lie tidily, and in which one could faintly catch the scorched odor of ironed linen. In
the top two small drawers, meanwhile, with their lingering sweet smell of something like sweets or scent, lay a
pile of bordered handkerchiefs; some of them had lace, though it was noticeably torn in places. There were also
several colored handkerchiefs: two or three pale yellow ones and two or three dark red. They were seldom
washed, since they didn’t leave the drawer to go into jacket or trouser pockets, into a handbag or the slanting
pockets of brown schoolgirls’ uniforms any more, or to be tucked into a pocketless blouse or under a waist elastic,
but went instead into the small breast pocket of a batiste blouse or the blue jacket that hung pressed and carefully
covered by a sheet, in the wardrobe.
What could they find now in this half-empty and ancient trunk? Must they really reach to the very bottom for
the last three towels with their richly embroidered ends, the cocks and the big roses, the painstaking, intricate
pattern of even crosses and squares, once red and black but now faded to pink and brown—towels which in their
day had been laid slowly and deliberately on the canvas lining and so still kept a sort of sense of solidity and
permanence, and now evoked a feeling of admiration for the old time’s leisureliness, sense of definition and
purposefulness, which did not go at all with today’s hurry, disorder and poverty.
*
Poverty did not come slowly but seemed to strike with one blow. As if the corner-posts of the house had
collapsed, the walls had crumbled and the roof and ceiling had fallen in to crush with their weight the people who
had always lived in this house and been peaceful, cheerful and kind, but now had become listless and helpless and
silent, like the dead.
And it left the whole family broken up, whereas previously they had all been somehow closer together. The
older children were no longer at home. One had died even earlier, before the hard times began, and he saw
nothing and did not know of the changes; they had missed him and wept for him, although now they all realized
that it was better for him to be dead than to have lived to these years of desolation. And they even envied him and
prayed to God (perhaps only in a sudden rage and for a moment) for sudden death, for not everyone can take the
rope and firmly and resolutely put his head into the rough noose; not everyone can leap into the cold blackness of
the river under the mountain; not everyone (even if he is capable of it) can resolve to put the hard steel to his
warm temple and press his finger on that piece of soulless metal.
But the deliverance of death did not come. There was something appallingly oppressive in this waiting; waiting
not for something better but for inevitable suffering, when people dropped down exhausted one after another:
when death already seemed to be standing at the head of the disordered, squalid bed, whose dirty pillow was
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crawling with fat lice, each with a black spot on the somehow lacy pattern of its belly.
And because once there had never been lice or even bugs in that house, the waiting for death was hard for all,
for there was a hopeless feeling of the heavy power of those dirty-bodied, irrepressible, freely roaming creatures.
And so there was almost no doubt that they would win when there was neither the habit nor the ability nor even
the will to fight them, nor the means of self-preservation. Now there were no piles of pressed linen smelling of the
iron—clean, fresh and cool; even those small piles of batiste handkerchiefs with their barely perceptible perfume
of pressed flowers and sprinkled scent remained but a painful and hardly necessary—though nevertheless
precious—memory.
And it was moe than the dirt that ruled the house, more than the memory of the scent and the linen, of the
golden spoons and goblets that pained and disturbed their troubled and unhappy hearts. The scent and cigarettecases were somehow even now with others; somewhere and by someone all those things were being kept,
although not in these now empty drawers. Greatest of all, sweetest, most painful was the memory of something
that many did not now have, something that is not always there but is always necessary, something which,
although transitory, is most needed and is of most service of all, and so now most dear.
It was in a cold, dry voice, that the stranger spoke, frowning at the yellow faces of the sick and at the stains
made by squashed lice on the pillow. The man spoke of broth (“chicken broth would be best”), a piece of meat, of
milk and lemon. And the father was the most affected by this, covering his eyes wit his hand and whispering: “I’d
like a plate of cabbage, cabbage soup now, with some milk in it. … Or friend potatoes with lard. … Oh, oh …
Where has it all gone?”
*
Then the father died not in the city but in the village where the whole family had moved and taken shelter in
the school—the local authority had taken the elder daughter, a seventeen-year-old schoolgirl, to work as the
village schoolteacher. His dry body was taken to the village churchyard, not to the place which had been bought
earlier, next to the grave of his elder son in the Trotsky cemetery in the city, where white crosses stood around
with weeping angels and railings and cast-iron slabs, and where death was a stranger only to the nightingale
which, for some reason, loved the solemn hush of the maples, poplars and limes and the solitary, retiring lilac.
The mother was already forgetting her sold dresses and sheets and tablecloths. Only the satin dress with the
bows and misty wedding-veil was not forgotten; nor did she forget the Virgin of Kazan, the icon with its two
candles wrapped round with gold bands in the case and its wax flowers. She remembered for a particularly long
time (she could not forget) the woman at the dairy market who carefully and attentively examined the icon and
expressed a sort of sympathy: “Lord, we are at God’s mercy! And when will it all end? And how will we live till
the end?”
*
The mother now only wanted to get her young children out of the house and put them somewhere in charge of
the state. And of course those white, slender-fingered hands which had sorrowed for the gilt spoons in the chest of
drawers, those mother’s hands, would sorrow too at tearing her children, her son and daughter, from her heart and
casting them into some unknown place with its gathering of God knows whose children from God knows where,
who everyone said went about emaciated and ragged away from a mother’s care.
But what could she do? What could set her heart at rest? And should a mother’s heart even continue beating
now when everything human, everything warm, had been replaced by something unknown? When there was no
love, no attachment; when there was no need for a home, no need even to think of tomorrow when one didn’t yet
know how the night would pass until the morning, when that same sun would rise again. And the sun had no need
of bread or sugar for tea; of markets or milk, of beef bones, liver or tripe; no need for illness or lamentations, good
or evil, great or small, but was always just the same—alive, joyful, abundant.
One place, a placer in the dark lumber-room, retained traces of the past. There, scattered on the floor and
thrown into a box, were old books, magazines and letters. The letters told of health, and of university: of how one
hadn’t quite managed to get round to see Uncle, although Gorkhoilsky Street wasn’t far from the Solodovka
hostel and one didn’t need the tram; that one must give up a lesson since it was too far to go across the river; that
they were n ecstasies in Moscow over Nikolay Stavrogin at the Art theater and the Korsh production of Anna
Karenina; that Utochkin flew over the Khodynsky Field so low he almost brushed the hats of the delighted ladies
on the stands; the one can win quite well at the races if one bets on a good horse but that one should prefer the
theater to racing, where, during The Cherry Orchard, one can almost smell the cherry blossom. But there were
even more with brief greetings on postcards (including one with a picture of Fyodor Chaliapin) for feastdays,
Easter, birthdays, name-days. Very often the letters began with an acknowledgement of the receipt of money and a
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thank you.
There were many books. The children when young used to pore over the pictures in the magazines. And now in
The New Illustrated, in The Spark, in Field and Homeland one could still read Louis Boussenar’s novel, Captain
Madcap, and in Round the World about drama in the Andes, with pictures like “Here died Antelope;” among the
books piled in a heap was a Catechism of the Orthodox Catholic Church by Metropolitan Filaret\fn{ Vasily Drizdov
Filaret (1782-1867), Russian prelate .} and a dry little, book, The Fruits of the Teaching of Count L. N. Tolstoy,\fn{Lev
Niklovaevich Tolstoy (1828-1910), Russian novelist.} and a novel with the first page torn off called Why Did They Kill
Her?, and history stories, the Conquest of the Caucasus and In Defense of Sevastopol. There were many books
one could not understand; they had been read, probably, by someone now absent and unknown, someone far
away: these were books and magazines (letters too, even, and postcards with non-Russian stamps and postmarks)
in other, foreign tongues. The magazines lay in untidy piles, crumpled, frayed and even sticking together from
some liquid that left yellow rings on the pages and smelt of mice and cats. The magazines depicted things that
were more than strange for our time—for example, promenades in the Bois de Boulogne and the races at
Longchamps, Paul Kruger\fn{Stephanus Johannis Paulus Kruger (1825-1904), South African Dutch leader .} with a beard going
right up to his ears but no moustache, a dinner given in honor of the colonel-in-chief of the 73 rd Black Sea
Regiment by the officers; the English King Edward VII\fn{ Son (1841-1910) of Queen Victoria, King of England (19011910).} hunting with Wilhelm II,\fn{Friedrich Wilhelm Viktor Albert (1858-1941), King of Prussia and Emperor of Germany (18881918, when he abdicated).} and a reception given by Foreign Minister, Sazonov.]fn{ Sergei Dmitrievich Sazanov (1866-1927),
Russian statesman.}
A single, slender little book that had got there by accident evoked something quite different—Songs of the
Proletariat, with a hammer and sickle on the cover. From this little book anyone who wanted to could sing that
“we have all come from the people,” that “we ourselves will fill the cartridges,” that “the accursed and the
branded” must rise and that “labor will rule the world.” … This one little book, alone, shifted all else and crushed
it, harboring the meaning and the answer to all that now existed, that had come to pass as it were, unexpectedly,
and then irrevocably shut out all that had once been habitually held dear, which the father, the man with the eyes
of helpless rage, had taken with him when he died, about which the mother sighed, having forgotten her once
white fingers that now handled offal and potato peelings, and which was as yet unknown to that small living
creature convulsively thrashing its blue, skinny little legs in the air—the child, still less than a year old, that was
hungering for something and would not be quieted, indeed could not be quieted for a moment, for the black bit of
so-called bread with big straws baked into it, which they put into his mouth when he cried, could not replace the
mother’s milk which the child hardly knew, for the mother’s breast was dry, she had come to know hard times and
was slowly dying, slowly perishing in the face of this irresistible force, this feverishly blowing wind of
ineluctable, insupportable poverty.
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1
It was dark upon the whole earth. The men lived by the light of bonfires. Their food was stones. Black stone
served for meat and white stone for fat. The raven soared above the earth and said,
“Why is it that the earth is arranged so badly?”
He flew off to the world of the Kélet. In this world the sun was kept wrapped in three hide-coverings. The
Kéle’s daughter was playing ball in the outer tent. The raven said,
“My turn next, my turn next!”
They traced two camps upon the snow and made ready to play. The raven said,
“The ball is worth little. Ask for another. Say, ‘Ob, give us the sun to play ball with.’”
“Oh, give us the sun to play ball with!” cried the girl.
“But you will lose it.”
“No, no, I Will be careful. We will play within the outer tent.”
They gave her the sun. She tossed it. The raven caught it and flew away. The Kélet gave chase. The raven flew
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on and pecked at the ball. He pierced the three hide-coverings and the sun slipped through and shone brightly. It
mounted to the sky. The Kélet fled. After that the raven visited from camp to camp, and the people gave him the
best morsels to eat. Then the raven said again,
“Let me create food.”
He gathered a quantity of boughs and kicked them with his foot. They turned into reindeer great numbers. To
each man he gave a small share. Then he said,
“I will create water.”
So he flew over the earth, dragging one of his wings behind him. He traced one furrow after another with it,
and water streamed down along these furrows. Thus he created rivers and also the sea, making fit places for
fishing and for spearing the seal. He created fish, walrus, whale and thong-seal. Then he created Bear, Wolf, Redfox and Arctic-fox. After that he said,
“Enough of gifts. Now I will become invisible. I will soar above the earth and cause fright with clattering.”
And so he became thunder.
2
There were two beings, Raven and Tênantómri.\fn{Creator.} Raven said to Creator,
“Create a man!”
So he created a man. His body was covered with hair. His teeth were quite large. He had long arms and was
strong and active. He ran around on all fours. Still he was a man. He could talk and he was able to overtake every
living creature, wolf and wolverine, reindeer, and elk. He would catch them and kill them with his strong teeth.
Then he would devour their meat raw, because he had no fire and did not know how to cook. He could only speak
the human language. However, Creator said,
“Oh, he is going to destroy all life in the world. He wants to be the only human being. We had better destroy
him.”
“No need,” said Raven, “rather, let us make his gait slower, and cause him to run about with the aid of a staff,
in order that he may cease to destroy everything.”
And it was so. The man shed the hair from his body, and kept it only upon his head and chin and above the
membrum virile. He became naked and covered himself with clothes. His arms became shorter and they could not
help him in running. So he used the staff.\fn{The Chukchee use a long staff of birch wood shod with reindeerhorn in running, especially in foot races.} Then he had no food. Raven said to Creator,
“Create some reindeer!”
He created reindeer of all kinds of material, of moss, of larch wood, of earth and of willow. The men came and
pitched their camp. The next morning the reindeer were alive. The men possessed themselves of the reindeer herd
and became reindeer-breeders. Again Raven said,
“Create some dogs!” He created dogs of wood. The men came and pitched their camp. The next morning the
dogs were alive. The people drove the dogs and were living on the seacoast. Some of them lived on the rivers.
One family moved away and left a dog in their old camp. Raven caught that dog and carried it to his house. He
also bred dogs and drove with them everywhere.
3
There lived two cousins who had a female cousin. One of the male cousins said to the other,
“Let us have a shooting match. Hang up one of your mittens for a target.”
“It is too difficult,” said the other.
“No, I will hit it.”
“All right. Let us see.”
“I will hit it.”
“There do it.” The other shot the arrow and pierced the mitten with it.
“Ah,” said the first cousin, “still I will not permit you to marry the girl. But since you are such a good shot, go
and sue for the hand of the maritime settler’s daughter.” Then this young man said to their female cousin,
“Prepare twenty pairs of boots for me and fill everyone of them with provisions.”
She did so. He went away into the world. He ran the whole day long, and wore out one pair of boots before
evening. He would change them in the evening for another pair and would eat the provisions in one boot. In the
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morning before starting again he would eat the provisions in the second boot. So he moved on and used all the
boots, except the last pair.
About noon time he saw from afar, smoke mounting to the sky as if from some house. He came nearer and saw
a man who stood by the house. When he got close, the man entered the house. So he stopped outside close by.
After a while another man came out of the house and saw to the newcomer. This one reentered and said to the old
woman,
“Oh, granny, somebody has come to us.”
“Tell him to come in.”
“Come in.” The young man entered.
“Where do you come from?”
“From afar.”
“Where are you going, friend?”
“My cousin blamed me for hitting his mitten and so he sent me off to sue for the hand of the maritime settler’s
daughter.”
“You will hardly succeed. Go along from here down the river toward the seashore. But be careful. A river
monster lives there. He kills all the suitors and their bodies lie upon the shore like so many logs. When you come
to the river, take off your coat. The river is not very deep. When you come to it be on your guard. Your enemy will
come along with a rustling wave. You must take off your coat and wind your body with tough leather line so that
not a single spot is left bare. Leave your coat on the shore and walk along, while waiting for the enemy. But you
must watch carefully for the oncoming wave.”
He did as he was told and with the coming wave there came to the shore a winged seal-shaman with whom the
man grappled. Finally the man caught the seal by the muzzle and struck him violent blows. Soon the seal-shaman
grew weak. The man clutched him more tightly and left him dead. Then the man freed himself from the line
covering and put on his coat again.
He went away and came to a village. He approached one house. A girl appeared and went back into the house
and said to her father,
“A man came from the other side.”
“Ah, ha, how did he come? Let him enter.”
“Ah, you have come.”
“Yes, I have come.”
“All right. Take this girl.” The father-in-law-to-be said to the young man,
“Which way did you come?”
“This way.”
“And did you meet him?”
“Yes, I did.”
“Oh.”
The girl took a bag and carried it to another house. The father-in-law said,
“Fetch that bag here.”
“All right.”
He spread out his skirt and it became full of all kinds of game, wild reindeer, wild sheep, etc. He threw it all
into the house. The Kélet caught at the game and fought with it.
The young man took the bag and carried it away. He stepped over his new wife and put the bag in its former
place. The father asked the woman,
“Where is the bag ?”
“It lies in the same place as before.”
“And have they seen him?”
“Yes, they have.”
“Ah, all right. I will not reject him.”
So the man married the girl and they lived there for a long time.
Then they wanted to go home. The woman became with child because he stepped over her, and soon she
delivered herself of a boy. The young husband constructed a covered sledge. The father-in-law said,
“We have plenty of reindeer. There is, among them, one old reindeer buck and also a barren doe, very well
broken in. Fetch the herd here and catch those two.” He said,
“All right.”
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He went into the open and came to a high hill. He climbed up to the top and lay down to sleep. He slept there
three days and two nights. Then he awoke and put on his boots, which he had taken off before going to sleep. He
found them by a little hollow place. He ran across that hollow, crying aloud,
“I want to fetch home my reindeer herd.”
All the boughs that were lying on the ground bristled up all at once and turned into herdsmen. Those wooden
herdsmen gathered the herd and drove it homeward. They brought the herd close to the house. Then he cried
again,
“Oh, it is enough.”
And the herdsmen fell down and were wood as before. He brought the reindeer toward the house. Then he
asked his wife,
“Which is the doe?”
“This one.”
“And the reindeer buck?”
“That one.”
“All right.” He caught both of them and then said,
“Let us prepare the meat puddings for the journey.”
They slaughtered a reindeer and prepared the puddings. The father asked his daughter,
“How many reindeer will you take from my herd? And what shall they be, bucks or does?”
“I will take does,” said the woman. Then the old man asked his son-in-law,
“And how many reindeer must I give you?” The young man answered,
“I do not care how many reindeer for the meat there will be, but I must have all the pack reindeer for my
sledges and hauling purposes.”
“All right.”
They wandered off with a long caravan. The husband said to his wife,
“You lead the caravan on this side, and I will drive the reindeer herd directly after you.”
They came to the place where the seal-shaman lay. The seal lay there as if glued to the ground. He was not
dead for his eyes still looked alive, but his wings and flippers had dried up and fallen off. They slaughtered a
reindeer for the seal’s food and continued their journey.
They finally came to the old woman. His female cousin was always looking out of the house, thinking of her
male cousin. The other cousin chided her and said,
“Why are you sitting idle? You must work.”
“I will not work. What need is there to work since you have driven away your own cousin with many evil
words?”
The summer was over, the nights were dark again. The people were performing the ceremonial of the first fall
slaughtering, and the girl still sat idly, thinking of her cousin. Then a female neighbor cried out,
“How very strange! Is it not a caravan which is coming toward us from yon direction?”
“Oh, indeed, it is a caravan!” cried the girl. She recognized her cousin from afar and was very glad. She ran
toward the caravan and [came to?] the covered sledge. She looked into it and there sat a young woman with a
handsome male child. She welcomed her sister-in-law and kissed the child most tenderly.
They came to the camp and pitched their tents. The newcomer drove off his reindeer herd toward the herd of
his cousin. His cousin was with his herd and he said to him,
“You may go home, I will watch both herds. You may also sleep tonight with my young wife as it is proper for
a cousin to do. Tomorrow morning I will bring our herds to the camp. You may sleep till then. Then you must
wake up and we will perform anointment with reindeer blood as it is our duty.”
He brought the herd home in the morning and they performed the anointment. They had a great feast and many
old men came there as guests. The daughter of the Maritime settler was far as the sun. She busied herself around
the hearth. When these old men looked upon her their desire for her became so acute that they died from
contraction of the lions. The two cousins anointed this new wife of theirs with fresh reindeer blood.
The next morning another group f old men came. Immediately they asked,
“Is it true that you have brought to your house a young woman, so extremely fair?”
“Yes, we did.”
“We want to look upon her.” The young man said to his wife,
“Thrust you fair wrist out of the covered sledge.”
She bared the wrist and thrust it out of the covered sledge. The old men died instantly from merely looking
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upon that wrist.
After that the two cousins moved away seaward. There lived on the shore plenty of maritime people. The
young man said to them,
“Come and fetch some meat from us.”
The maritime people came. He slaughtered five reindeer for each one of them, and for some as many as ten,
for every kinsman, however distant, fifteen and twenty reindeer. For a stranger of an alien tribe he slaughtered one
reindeer.
They moved off and went to their winter-place. There they lived throughout the winter. She had another child.
Then they moved on to visit their father-in-law. On the way they visited the old woman and slaughtered several
fat reindeer bucks for her. They came again to the seal-shaman. He was lying in the same place, still alive. They
slaughtered for him.
In the end they came to their father-in-law, who had grown very old and decrepit. They slaughtered reindeer
and fed all the people there, and also those Kélet that.1ived in the neighboring houses. While the Kélet were
eating, the young man broke the tent poles and made the tents fall down upon them. Thus they were crushed to
death, every one of them. They slaughtered a very fat doe and fed the old man with tendons of legs and with
marrow of bones. He wanted to die. So he said
“You must kill me. I cannot live any more. When this is done you may go back.”
“Be it so.”
'They killed him and his wife, and carried them both into the open. They laid the bodies on a flat rock,
performed the funeral, and arranged the funeral mound of many reindeer antlers. They slaughtered many more
reindeer, the fattest of the herd, and arranged another mound of antlers up on the dwelling place of the old people.
When they had finished. they moved away. Again the young man cried out,
“Oh, you herdsmen drive my herd onward!”
And all the boughs and branches bristled up again and turned into herdsmen. They drove the herd toward his
own house.
The herd was very numerous. He took his driving sledge and began a tour around the herd. But the day ended
and he was not through. So large was the herd.
4
There was an orphan whose step-mother fed him nothing but dog excrements. He said to himself,
“What shall I do? I will go and sue for a bride among the people of the Morning Dawn.”
He constructed a small sled of whale’s ribs and attached to it a line of reindeer sinews. Hauling the sled, he
started on his journey.
This orphan was large of stature and had broad shoulders. But his body was covered with scabs. His clothes
were very poor and shabby. His mother had died long ago. Then his father took another wife, and his fatherly care
for his son disappeared; his heart grew cold and wholly unfeeling. All of the orphan’s own reindeer had been
slaughtered and he had no reindeer skins. He was clad in old dog skins and fed only on the scraps of meat left by
dogs, and on dog excrements.
He walked on toward the land of the Morning Dawn so long that his feet were worn to the bones, and the
whale-rib runners of the sled were worn through. At last he met two wolverines. They addressed him and said,
“You must go on in the direction of the Morning Dawn. The ground will rise and you must climb the heights.
When you come to the upper world, you will see a settlement with ten houses in it. The girls in those houses are
scornful and ill-tempered. You must pass that settlement and then you will find a solitary house. Three girls are
living in that house. One of them will become your wife. You may stay there.”
He walked on and met some wolves. They told him the same thing. He met bears, polar bears, wild reindeer,
elks, and every kind of game, ravens and eagles, swans and ducks; the hare, the fox, and every living thing he met
on his way all told him the same.
Then he felt more assured and walked on faster than before. He ascended to the country of the Morning Dawn
and found the settlement of ten houses. He entered the first house. .An old man cried aloud,
“Ah, ah, a guest there. Here, you women, give him some food.” Several girls rushed out of the inner room.
“Oh,” cried they, “who is it who comes here? Surely he is dying of starvation. He is clad in dog skins and all
covered with scabs. We do not want such a one here.”
They filled his mouth with excrement and put some feces into his wallet as provision for his journey. He cried
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from vexation and went further on but he met the same reception in all the ten houses of the settlement.
Aside from the settlement there stood a solitary house. An old man lived there. He had no son and three grown
daughters. The middle daughter was with the herd, the youngest busied herself around the hearth, while the eldest
daughter, washed clean, and beautifully clothed, sat from early morning in the inner room. She did not soil her
fingers with anything foul, but all day long she sewed on, making the finest clothes and giving no rest to her
industrious needle. Their reindeer herd was quite large. The youngest daughter cried aloud from without,
“There you, in the sleeping room! A guest comes here. Hurry and spread some of the best reindeer skins
around.” The old man also cried,
“Here, bring some good meat and some fat, sausages and stuffed stomachs. We will feed the guest with the
best we have.” After the meal the old man asked him,
“Where do you come from?”
“I come from the seacoast in search of a family, I myself am of reindeer breeding descent, but my father’s
affections were estranged from me. Therefore I left my own country and have come to the other land.”
“But what are you looking for?”
“I am looking for a bride.”
“All right,” said the old mall. “So you are a suitor. Then, according to custom, you must go and help watch the
herd.”
The young man went to the herd and there soon fell asleep. Before going to sleep, however, he exclaimed,
“There, you spirits, who are obedient to my word, take care of this herd and fetch it home.”
The spirits did as they were bidden and brought the herd to the house. The old man said,
“Let us slaughter a reindeer.”
“All right.”
The orphan threw his lasso and caught a fawn. It looked quite weak, but it dragged him after it through the
whole herd. The orphan cried to the girls,
“Give a hand, do!”
All four had great trouble in overpowering the fawn. He threw the lasso once more and caught a large reindeer
buck: He drew the buck close to him. In a few moments and felled it with one finger. Then the old man said,
“Well, now, which of you wants to take him for her husband? Perhaps it will be you, my youngest one, since
you know how to prepare food for him.”
“I do not want him. He is a tramp, all clothed in dog-skin, and covered with scabs. Who would take such a
husband?”
“Then let the middle one take him for her husband.”
“No, I do not want him either. He is all scabby and clothed in dog-skin; Who would willingly take a husband
like this?”
“Oh, oh. Then perhaps it will be you, my eldest one, who will take this orphan.”
“All right,” said the eldest daughter.
“They entered the sleeping room. She spread some new skins for bedding. Then she brought in some new
clothes. She made him put aside all the dog-skin clothes. She took a scraper and scraped off his body all the dirt
and scabs and everything. Then she made him put on his new clothes, white boots chequered with black, a
handsome coat with a threefold trimming of beaver, wolf and wolverine, a new cap trimmed with otter, everything
of the best she had. Then the father said,
“Let. us try the bridegroom and see his shamanistic skill.”
The orphan practiced magic. Spirits came from all sides. The house became full of free-speaking voices. The
big tent, frozen stiff by the winter’s cold. trembled from these cries as from a tempest. The living force hurled to
and fro and streamed around like running water. The wolverines came and also the bear, the elk and the reindeer,
all the big game. They filled the house with their roar and clatter. Then they went out again.
The orphan sank into the ground and was submerged and walked around under the ground. When he came out
of the ground. he was quite handsome. His face was ruddier than blood, and his head, more hard and round than a
round grass tussock. The old man said,
“Oh, my son-in-law, you may take the bride to your home.”
They moved off with a long caravan of sledges. The young woman had a covered sledge. She drove reindeer
bucks with long thin legs, pretty to look upon. The young man walked ahead, lance in hand. The two other sisters
remained at 'home, but the old man went along with the young couple.
They passed through the settlement. The girls there rushed to meet him and caught him by the sleeve.
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“He is mine, he is mine.” But he struck them with the butt end of his lance.
“Leave off, will you! You gave me excrement to eat.”
They came to his own country. He gathered together a great number of boughs and branches and kicked them
with his feet and they turned into a reindeer herd. The father-in-law said in the morning,
“Oh, this herd is larger than mine.”
The step-mother saw him and welcomed him.
“Oh, my son, come home.”
Her husband was dead and she had nothing to eat. But the orphan said,
“I am no son of yours. You must not live with me. You must wander around from house to house, as I have
done.”
He gave her one reindeer doe of the very worst, and his old sledge, all worn through. And she had to wander
about the settlements.
5
There was a bigamist, one of whose wives was a shaman. The elder wife was not a shaman. The shaman wife
was always challenging the other one,
“Let us have a shamanistic match.”
She would drive several wooden knives into her belly. The other one could not do as much, so the husband
would give her a thrashing.
At last she went into the open and came to a bear’s lair. The bear was not there. She entered the den. The shebear was angry with her because she had entered the empty house.
“Oh, oh,” said the woman, “you frighten me. Kill me quick. My husband at home gives me blows every day,
so I would rather you killed me.”
“Is that so? But why does he beat you? What are you chastised for?”
“Ah, the other one, my female companion, she always challenges me to a shamanistic match, and I am
ignorant of magic. I do not know anything. How shall I compete with her?”
“All right, stay here for a night.”
They had a meal. One white stone served them for fat, another brown one was for meat pudding. They ate of
both.
“I will lie down to sleep. You sleep too. In the morning if you feel dull, take this big stone and strike me with it
on the forehead. Take care to strike me with great force. Do not awaken me with your hands.”
In the morning the woman awoke and took the stone.
“Oh, but I shall kill her.”
She pulled her by the paw. The she-bear awoke in very ill-temper. She snapped at the woman with her teeth
and snarled dog-like. In another moment she would have killed her. But gradually her temper became milder.
“Why did you not obey? I came close to killing you. Wait a while. Let me lick your wounds.”
She licked her all over and healed her wounds. Then she brought some food as before.
“This is only for you. I am going to sleep again. But bear in mind, when you want to awaken me, you must
strike me with this stone.”
They slept on. After a time the woman awoke again. She felt quite dull and lonesome. So she struck the shebear on the forehead with the stone. The she-bear awoke instantly.
“Ah,” said she, “you are lonesome.”
They lived together in this way. The she-bear drew (out of a recess in the wall) some wolverine skins, and
skins of the fox and the wolf. She showed them to the woman and put them back in the same place. Then from
another recess she produced ready-made clothes, male and female, everything with a warm doublure.\fn{Lining.}
These also she showed the woman, afterward putting them back in the recess.
“When you feel dull, you may take out all these and examine them one by one.:
She went to sleep again. After a while the woman awoke. She opened one recess and examined the furs. Before
opening the other recess she fell asleep again. When she awoke again she put on her overcoat of curried skins.
The she-bear awoke also. Then she said,
“It is time to go out of the lair. The she-marmot is out ahead of me.”
They went out. The she-bear said,
“Put on my clothes, and let us go for a walk.” They walked on and the she-bear laughed.
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“Ah, ah,” said she, “now make believe you are angry. Make the hair on your neck bristle up. In this way you
will frighten all the men. Come on. In the fall I left some meat of sea game on the shore. Let us get it. But if any
one of your people comes to us, you must attack them as I do. Do not let them go away unharmed.”
They went along together and found the meat under the snow. It lay there all through the winter. They dug it
out and ate of it. Then they saw a party of men coming toward them. They heard the shuffling of feet and looked
up. The men were numerous and all were armed with spears.
“What shall we do?” said the she-bear. “Now you must stand by me.”
The she-bear stole away and, making a circuit, attacked the party from behind. They were frightened and ran
away. The two female companions laughed at their confusion and went home. The she-bear said,
“Now you must go back to your house.”
“I will not.”
“Do go home. I have a husband. He will come today. His temper is quite bad. He will kill you outright. Go
away to your own home, and when the other wife challenges you again to a shamanistic match, make your
husband call all the neighbors to look on. You shall see what happens then. Take two stones, a white one and a
brown one. Cut them for the people to eat.”
So she went away and returned home. The other wife challenged her again to a shamanistic match.
“But I know nothing. What shall I do for this match?” The husband wanted to strike her.
“What did you come back for? You have spent a whole year in the open. Be off from here.”
“All right. Stop striking me. I may change my mind. Perhaps I will also try something. Call all the people from
the nearest camps. Let every one of them come here, from the decrepit old men to the crawling infants. Let them
leave their tents empty and silent. You must bring two big stones, a white one and a brown one.”
It was summer, so all the people, the relatives, the neighbors, and all their acquaintances, gathered there in the
open air before the entrance. The husband brought two large stones. The woman took the stones and cut them
small. The other woman stuck her belly full of wooden knives, but nobody so much as wanted to look at her. Here
was the food. They grabbed for it, and gorged themselves. She said to her husband,
“Ah, and how fares it with the other one? Look at her wooden knives.”
The people ate their fill. Then she cut off a small piece of the tent covering, rolled it together and put it in a
hole. After that she drew forth from the hole every kind of fur, just as she had done in the she-bear’s house,
wolverine skins, wolf-skins, fox-skins and others. The other woman looked on with her mouth wide open. She
distributed all the skins among the people as gifts. The husband said,
“Why, you give presents to the other people and you give me nothing.”
When she had distributed the skins, she went to another hole. She drew forth from this hole plenty of readymade clothes. She distributed these among those present also. Men and women put them on. Then they departed
for their homes.
The man rejected the other wife, and they lived on.
6
When Creator made the fox and the dog, they did not know how they were to live. The fox went to the Creator
and asked,
“How am I going to live?” Creator said,
“You must feed only on meat. Wherever you see some pieces of meat or some small game such as a hare,
mouse, fowl, you may kill it and eat it. Your companion, on the other hand must be a man’s servant. He shall
follow in man’s footsteps, watch man’s property and get food from his master’s bounty. His life shall be your
death.” The fox came back.
“And what did Creator say?”
“He said, I must look for the food in the open. And whatever I find; I may eat. You must look for a master.
Wherever you find him, you must follow in his steps. He will give you food. Your life shall be my death.”
“What does that mean, ‘your life shall be my death?’”
“It means perhaps that we shall hunt you down, my master and myself.”
“Oh, nonsense. How do you dare to ascribe such a meaning to the Creator’s words?”
“Ah, but most likely he wanted to say that we shall hunt you down, my master and I. What else?”
“Ah, you scoundrel! You slander Creator!”
They had a quarrel and then a fight.
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So they separated. The fox lived In the open and fed on hares and mice and fowl. The dog found a master and
followed him. But since that time, wherever they meet again. the dog hunts the fox for his master.
7
Wolf said to raven,
“Let us slide downhill.”
“All right,” said Kürkil.
The slope descended quite steep and at the bottom there was a deep, black lake. Kürkil slid down and coming
to the water flew up.
“You next.” said he to wolf.
“Let gull try it first,” said wolf.
Gull slid down and swam over the water. Then they both said to wolf,
“Your turn next”
“But I shall drown.”
“But we did not drown.”
“Ah, sure.”
He slid down tile hill and fell into the water, and was drowned.
8
One time when Kürkil was walking along the seashore he found a small seal. He brought it home and said to
his wife,
“Mítiñe, this is a son for you.”
He put the son into her lap. Then he said to him,
“You must look for a bride. Yonder several people are living. Go to them and proffer your suit.”
He came to those people. Some said,
“Ah, a young seal comes.” But the others answered,
“It is no seal. It is Kürkil’s son who is looking for a bride.” The girls asked him,
“What do you want here?”
“I want to marry one of you.”
“Ah, you good-for-nothing.” They caught him by his fore-flippers.
“You want to marry? We will make it hot for you.”
So they cut open his back and put burning coals in the wound. The small seal crawled away from there. He
came to another settlement. The girls said,
“Look there. A seal comes to us with a back all ripped up.” They asked him,
“What do you want ?”
“I want to marry one of you.” The old man said to his girls,
“Do as you please.”
“Ah, this low thing. Shall he marry one of us?”
They put into his wounds some more burning coals. The seal crawled off. He came to still another settlement.
The old master of it had one son and two grown-up daughters. They were building a corral of sledges with which
to catch their pack reindeer and be able to travel. The seal went directly to the house. One daughter was sitting
there.
“Ah, a guest comes.” The father said,
“Call him into the house.” He asked him,
“What do you want?”
“I am looking for a wife.” The father said to his daughter,
“Well, you are a girl.” The girl answered,
“Ah, I do not know.” Another girl said from the sleeping room,
“And I am here. I am ready. Since you are my father and consent, I will have him.”
“All right,” said the father.
“Ah, you there, bring the largest wild-reindeer skins from the big pile outside the house and spread them for
bedding.”
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They lay down to sleep. The little seal pressed down the woman and married her. While copulating, warm sealoil trickled down from his back. He said to his young wife,
“Sew together these wounds in my back. This oil will soil the bedding.”
She sewed up the wounds. The next morning he crawled out of the house and went to the reindeer. The other
girl said,
“I want to look at my brother-in-law more closely than I did yesterday.” She looked at him, but he was so
clumsy he could hardly crawl out from under the tent skirt.
“Ah,” said she to her sister, “your husband is rather a heavy one.”
“Never mind,” answered the other, “still he is my husband.”
As soon as the brother-in-law vanished from their sight, he rushed forward and ran to the herd. He got there in
no time, and on his arrival, the herd was startled and ran off. His brother-in-law blamed him.
“Oh, you silly one. Why, you frightened all my reindeer off.” He came nearer.
“Ah, you came.”
“Yes, I came.”
“What do you want?”
“I came to your camp yesterday looking for a bride.”
“Ah, and what did the girls say?”
“Why, it is all right. I married one.”
“Have you, indeed? Then let us go home.”
“No,” said the seal, “you just go home, and I will look after the reindeer. You can eat a meal, and drink some
tea. Then come back here.”
As soon as the other was off, the seal started running around the herd. He drove it home in a very short time.
The reindeer had to run as fast as he did: When they got home he threw his lasso at the reindeer that was picked
out for the sacrifice and caught it by the antlers.
“Ah, catch the other end of the lasso.”
In a moment he was at the reindeer’s neck, and caught it by the antlers. The reindeer, a mere two-year-old,
dragged him to and fro like on old shred of skin. At last the brother-in-law came to his aid and between them they
held the reindeer. It was slaughtered and they performed the anointment with blood. The reindeer were driven
back to the pasture. The next morning the seal said to his wife,
“I want to visit my own home.”
He came to his father. A log lay across the entrance. When he entered he had to crawl over the log and so had
to put his back up.
“What is the matter with your back?”
“Ah, you are my father and master. You told me to go to those people. But the only welcome I got there was to
have my back ripped ruthlessly up.”
“How is that? But you found a bride. It is something. Now you must go to your aunts. They live far away in
the land of the Stone People.”
He set off for the home of his aunts. One aunt said as he was approaching their home,
“There comes the seal.” The other one answered,
“Our younger brother was a seal. It is his son.” The first aunt said,
“His whole back is ripped up.” They asked him,
“How is it with you?”
“I am married.”
“It is all right. But what does your father say?”
“He said only, ‘Go to your aunts.’” The other aunt said to the first,
“Bring a new skin. We will use it for his bed.” Then she said to him,
“Come in.”
He did not want to. So she caught him by a flipper and dragged him in.
“Ah,” said the aunt, “your whole back is cut badly. What shall we do?”
She took from under the pillow a narrow bladed knife with an iron handle. This she whetted quite sharp on her
whetstone. Then she drew him to her by the flipper. He wanted to resist. But in a moment she flung him down and
cut him all to pieces. She dismembered him alive. Then she told her sister,
“Please get the drum. It lies there in the corner.”
She beat the drum and practiced magic the whole day through. Then she blew over the dead body and all the
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pieces adhered to each other and the body was healthier and cleaner then ever before.
“Ah,” said she, “light up a chip of wood. Let us have a look at him.”
She practiced her magic in utter darkness. A lamp was lit. She looked at the body and then gave it a push.
“Get up.”
And there arose a handsome young man in place of the seal. The other aunt looked at him too.
“Ah, he is lacking one buttock, the left one.”
“Let us make him one of clay.”
They got some clay and formed a buttock of it. Then they put it in the right place.
“Now it is all right,” said the elder sister. Then she said to the young man,
“There in a pile outside the tent you will find all necessary clothing, coat and pants, cap and boots.” The other
sister said,
“You may also take a team of reindeer from our herd.” After a while he came back all newly-clothed and said,
“My reindeer are attached to the sledge and ready to go.”
“All right. Sit down.” He sat down on the sledge.
“No,” said the aunts, “you do not look trim enough. Take off these clothes.” They brought new clothes for him,
coat and pants, cap and boots, all milky-white. He put on all these clothes.
“Now please bring another team.” He brought a team, also of milky white color.
“Sit down on the sledge.” He did.
“Ah, not yet. You are not as good looking as our nephew ought to be.”
And again they made him change his clothes, and bring a new reindeer team. This time everything was coal
black, the clothes and the reindeer and the skin of the seat.
“It is all right,” said the older aunt, “that may do.”
“Get off.” He set off and on the way he sang:
“I am going for my wife. I will bring home a wife, And I was a little seal with the back ripped up and burned
with coals.” Those very girls, who lately had put glowing coals into his wounds, said now,
“Ah, there comes somebody with bells on his sledge. How merrily the bells tinkle.”
He came to that settlement. The people asked,
“Who are you?”
“I am the one with the burned back. Now I must hurry to my young wife. Let me go.”
He came home. His wife said,
“Ah, you came.”
“Yes, I did.”
“But you are not my husband.”
“Yes, indeed, I am your husband. Why, do look at my back.”
The whole back was covered with scars from recent burning. Her father said,
“Take your bride home”
They went to the Kürkil’s home. On the way they called to the aunts and performed there again the anointment
with blood. Then the aunts said,
“Bring our brother here. We want to give him a feast.”
They brought the raven. He said,
“I would like to have some pudding of human excrement.” The sisters said,
“Then go away there and have it all by yourself.” The old man said to his daughter,
“Let us better go home again.”
They went home. The young woman got with child. The seal man lived with them in their own house.
9
An old maid lived in a village. Once the young men and girls had a gathering. She came also with her
companions. She told her friends,
“Let us go and catch husbands for ourselves.”
So the girls rushed at the young men and pretended to catch them. The younger ones caught young bachelors.
This old maid caught an old bone, a big skull of a whale lying by. All at once the skull stirred and moved off
toward the sea. She wanted to leave it, but could do nothing. Her hands stuck fast to the skull. Her friends and
companions ran after her and wanted to keep her back by mere force. They were unable to do it. The skull moved
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on in the water. Then it came to a deeper place and disappeared under the water. It carried her off into the open
sea, then across the sea to the other shore. They went through the bird rocks continually clashing together, and
then came to a village. The skull turned into a whale man and married the girl. They lived there.
The whale man’s skin was full of barnacles and the woman had to pick them out with her fingers. Her fingers
were used to the very bone. Her brother at home constructed a boat. He was continually trying its swiftness and
then he would untie the lashings and rearrange them. Then he would try it again. The birds were flying above him
and he would try to match them in swiftness. But the birds would leave him behind. Then he would go home
again and rearrange his boat in another manner.
At last he had a match with the birds flying over him and they could not leave his boat behind. He set off in
search of his sister. He had eight paddlers with him in the boat. They went across the sea and through the rocks,
and came to the village of his brother-in-law.
The young man took along one companion. The others had to stay by the boat. Those two went to the village.
Before coming there they killed an ermine apiece and also a plover.
They came to the house of the whale man and entered there. The woman bade them to hide themselves.
“Otherwise they will kill you.”
So they hid. The whale man came home and said to his wife,
“What is the matter with our house? It smells of something foreign. Some one has been here.”
“Who could have been here. You have carried me off as a far as this.”
“No, it smells of foreigners. They are here even now. So let them appear.”
The girl bade them show themselves. They came out of their hiding places.
“Ah, you are here.” He told his wife,
“Bring the best of our meat. Let us have a hearty meal.”
She brought in the best of the meat of every kind and they ate their fill. After the meal he said to his wife,
“Get out of the sleeping room. We shall play with the guests.”
She went out of the sleeping room. They went out too and, drawing out the skins of the plovers killed for this
purpose, they chewed them for a while in order to make them more soft and pliable. Then they entered the
sleeping room. The lamp was put out and soon after a big flood entered the room—a whole sea of water. But they
put on the bird skins and swam on the water in the shape of plovers. The lamps were lit again. They were sitting
in their former place, with their bird coats off.
“Ah?” said the brother-in-law, “they came even here and I was unable to kill them.” Then he said to his .wife
again,
“Put out the lamp.”
She put out the lamp, but the two men took to chewing the skins of ermine. The woman meanwhile brought in
a heavy disc of stone covered with dried blood. As soon as she was out, they put on the ermine skins and
assuming the shape of ermines hid in some holes.
The disc rolled around In the sleeping room. It crushed everything but could not crush them.
“Ah,” said the whale man, “bring in the lamp.” The lamp was brought in and they were sitting in their former
places in their own human shapes.
“Oh,” said the whale-man, “you came over the sea as far as this to me.” The brother said to his sister aside,
“This night you must try and tire out your husband with your caresses, and then lull him to sleep.”
She tired him out and then made him sleep. The brother said,
“Take along with you every piece of clothing you have here.”
The whale man was sleeping tight, so they set out and went to their boat. They entered it and paddled off
across the sea. Early in the morning the whale man awoke, and his wife was not there. He found their tracks in the
water and pursued them.
He swam upon the surface hardly touching the water, swifter than any arrow. He nearly overtook them in the
middle of the sea when the brother threw the woman’s boot into the water and the whale halted to examine that
boot. After a while he was overtaking them again. They threw another boot of hers into the water. This kept him
back a little as before. So little by little they threw into the water all the spare clothes of the woman, and then the
upper doubled clothes off her body. He would halt to examine every piece and that gave them some more respite.
They were approaching their own shore, and he was overtaking them again. Then the brother threw into the water
the underclothes of the woman one by one. In the end she was quite naked.
The whale examined the underclothes also and sniffed long at them, because they smelt of her chair. Then he
followed them again to the very shore. But the people on the shore held out their spears and stabbed him to death.
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In due time the woman bore a child and it was a little whale. The whale child told his mother,
“You had better put me in a bowl of water.”
She put him in a large vessel filled with water, and he swam there. The mother gathered all kinds of grubs and
fed him with them.
After a while the whale child grew too big for the vessel. So she put him into a lake. He lived there, and when
he wanted to suck, the mother would come to the lake and give him suck. After some time there were no more
grubs in that lake and he had nothing to feed upon (in addition to the mother’s milk). So he told his mother,
“Put me into the sea.”
“But you will flee.”
“No, I will not.”
He grew into a big whale and wandered about in the sea. He would bring to the shore other whales and the
people of that village would kill them. Even before he was quite grown up, the people said to him,
“We must put some sign on you that can be seen from afar. Otherwise you may be killed as a strange whale.”
So they fastened to his back a big red tassel. After some time all the whales of those shores were exterminated
and this whale remained alone there. Some hunter of another village killed this whale, pretending not to recognize
him. His uncles said,
“Ah, where is our whale nephew?”
Some other people were passing by and told them what had happened to their whale nephew. They were very
angry and attacked the village of the slayer. They had a fight and all the people were killed in it.
10
Emémqut had many relatives but all of them were distantly related to him. He had no brothers and his house
stood by itself. He had two wives, one was a ptarmigan, the other a marmot. Both were pretty, industrious women.
One of his kin killed him and took both of his wives. He said to Emémqut,
“Let us go and hunt walrus.” They went in a large boat out to the middle sea. There Emémqut threw his spear
at a big walrus, when suddenly his companions rushed at him, and pinioning his arms, threw him into the water
for a spear-buoy.
So the walrus hauled him off to the open sea, spear and line and all. All the people went home. They hurried
with all their might, each of them wanting to be first and to take Emémqut’s wives. When they came to his house
he was sitting in the sleeping room, beating his drum.
“Ah, you came home?”
“Yes, I came home.” The women were cooking food.
“Won’t you wait to eat? Come into the sleeping room. Tomorrow morning we will go hunting again.”
They set out and met a brown bear. They pursued the bear and caught it with a lasso. Then they tied Emémqut
to the bear and left them together. Again they ran to his house to seize his wives. But he was already home,
beating his drum as if nothing had happened. They went out on the sea and once more tied him to a polar bear.
But he came home before them and was beating his drum as before.
They dug a big hole in the ground, and filled it with grubs of various kinds. They fed these grubs with plenty
of meat as that the grubs grew steadily and soon were quite large. They would throw in a quantity of walrusblubber. The grubs made way with it in a few moments. They swallowed pieces as large as a man without
difficulty. Emémqut said to his wives,
“This time they are going to kill me. They have prepared an evil thing for me. So if they actually kill me, you
must assume your former shape. Then let them try to catch you. Slip away from them under the tent-skirt or
through the vent-hole.”
His neighbors asked him to come once more. They cooked plenty of good meat and said,
“We will have our meal in the open. In this weather it is good to be in the open.”
They spread the meal close to the hole. Suddenly they seized him and threw him into the hole. The grubs
devoured him almost instantly. Then the people rushed toward his house so catch the women, but the marmot
darted away from under the tent-skirt, cig. The ptarmigan fluttered straight up to the vent-hole, kabeú-kabeú.
“Oh,” said the pursuers, “and we have been thinking they were good and genuine women. For what have we
killed our relative then?”
Emémqut, however, emerged alive into another world. This world had no men and was inhabited by black
beetles, Táqi-ñéut. He married among them and had a black beetle for a wife. He was always out hunting wild
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reindeer, and killing numbers of them. The black beetle woman was busy at home, preparing clothes for him. She
made them all the size of a thimble so that they were adapted for beetles. She would boast
“I have sewn a suit of clothes all doubled.”
His two other wives crossed the fields and after a long journey they too came into the other world. They saw a
house. The black beetle woman was working in it.
“Who are you?”
“I am Emémqut’s wife. And who may you be?”
“I am a marmot woman.”
“I am a ptarmigan woman.”
They cooked some food and had a meal. During the meal one of the women prepared all the upper pieces of a
suit of clothes, and the other woman prepared the nether pieces, so that together it made a complete suit of clothes
all well-doubled.
“If Emémqut will ask you, ‘Who prepared this suit?’ you answer him, ‘I have prepared it.’ We shall go away.
Say nothing about our visit.” They went away.
Emémqut came home. His black beetle wife was cooking food. He saw the new clothes and took them in his
hands to examine them better.
“Who made these new clothes?”
“Who would prepare them but I?” said the black beetle.
But Emémqut was looking carefully at each seam.
“Ah,” said he “these are not your seams. These are the seams of my ptarmigan wife.”
“Have you several wives?” asked the black beetle. “What wives are you talking of?”
“None at all,” answered Emémqut. “I was only joking.”
They went to sleep.
The next morning Emémqut went into the open and looked for his wives. He found both of them and brought
them home. Then he made a big fire before the entrance and threw his black beetle wife into it. She fell on her
back and thrusting her legs up in the air pronounced this incantation,
“All the people of this place shall suffer from diseases.”
She put an evil spell on them by way of revenge. She was burned to death.
They lived there and close by pitched another tent for the marmot wife of Emémqut.
115.44 1. The Raven And The Russian Creator Make Men 2. The Creator Teaches Man 3. Man Gets The
Domesticated Reindeer: Three Folktales\fn{by Néusqat (before 1895- )} Molonda River, Chukotka Autonomous
Okrug, Russia (F) 4
1
There were no men upon the earth.
Two beings came down to the earth, Creators both. One was ours and the other Russian. They had a wrestling
match. After much wrestling, they felt tired. So they desisted and sat down to rest. After resting, they arose and
took a walk. The Russian Creator said,
“Let us create men.”
He was, however, quite young. Creator, who was old and gray-bearded, said,
“All right.” Each took a handful of earth and blew over it. So they created several men, quite naked The
Russian Creator said,
“Our men are without covering.” Our Creator said,
“I will cover them with hair.” He gathered some grass, and plaited it. Then he covered them with the plaited
grass. The Russian Creator said,
“I will do as well.” He gathered some leaves and pounded in his palm with some clay. With this mixture, he
covered his men. Our Creator looked on and laughed. The Russian said,
“Why are they speechless? I will make a language for all of them.”
So he took a large paper and wrote on it for a whole year and then another year. Then he gave paper to his own
men. They looked at it and began to talk. But our Creator laughed still louder at this. The Russian Creator said,
I will prepare a language for your men too.”
Our Creator said nothing. The Russian took three years to write that language and then he gave it to the men.
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They looked at it and refused to talk. They remained mute as before.
“Oh, you have created bad people.”
“No, they are good.”
The Russian wrote again and gave the writing to the men, but they remained silent as before.
“Oh, oh, what bad people they are.”
“No, they are good.”
Then the old Creaor turned into a raven and flew among his people. He croaked,
“Caw, caw!”
And all the people said, “Caw, caw!” and spoke in human language. Then said the Old One,
“Read aloud that paper of his.”
They read the paper and on it was written that they ought to have domesticated reindeer. As they had none, the
people said,
“Where shall we get them?” The Old One said,
“You shall have them.”
But they could not believe it. So Creator put his forefinger upon his leg and drilled with it as with a fire drill.
And, indeed, a spark of fire came out of his leg.
“See, I have gotten fire from my very leg, and you refuse to believe me.”
“Ah, fire, fire!” cried the people. But some retorted boisterously,
“The fire is gone.” Creator struck a nail upon a nail and got fire again.
“There is some fire again. I am going.”
Creator turned into a raven and ascended high up into the sky. There above sits Supreme Being.
“Oh, you came?”
“Yes. The people haven’t any reindeer at all.”
“All right. Take these that I own.”
Creator took some wild reindeer and descended to earth. The earth was in darkness. There was no sun.
“Did you bring them?” asked the people.
“Yes. I brought wild reindeer.”
“Oh, reindeer, reindeer!” cried the people.
The wild reindeer were frightened and ran off. They were too swift for the men to follow, and they were out of
sight in a moment. Creator struck himself upon the hips in sheer spite. He ascended to the sky again. He was
traveling to and from the sky in the shape of a raven.
“Oh, you came again,” said Supreme Being. “What do you want now?”
“Why, the people have no reindeer.”
“And where are the ones I gave you?”
“They ran away.”
“I will give you no more.”
“Oh, please give them some. They have nothing to eat.”
“Why, you will lose them again.”
The Old One took two reindeer, a buck ungelded, and a doe. They were the small reindeer of the present
Chukchee breed . These he brought down to earth. The people made a 1arge fire and met the reindeer with loud
cries and whooping. And the reindeer multiplied upon the earth. That is the reason that every year, when the
reindeer herd come to the camp from the summer pastures for the first time, we meet it again with cries and
whooping. Also, for that reason, we give to Creator antlers and marrow during the spring ceremonial of the
antlers.
Creator also made some Reindeer Koryak. The Maritime Koryak were created by themselves. Some Tánñin
people drove by with dogs. The dogs would defecate and the people would continue their way. From those feces
however, sprang up men. They were the Maritime settlers.\fn{A derisive legend, most often applied to the origin
of the Russians.}
There was no sun. The earth had only a pale light, similar to the moonlight. Creator ascended to the sky again
and stole the sun from there. He hid it in his mouth. Supreme Being asked him,
“Who stole my sun? Here you, thief that you are, whyy do you come so often to my sky?”
“I took nothing,” said Creator. His voice, however, sounded dull, because he could not open his mouth. “You
may search my body.”
He descended to the earth and went along the seashore. His son went along the other shore. On the other side
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of the earth, in the country of the Russian Sun-Chief\fn{Emperor.} it was quite dark. So the Sun-Chief sent two
men to look for the sun. Those two met Creator.
“Why did you take the sun? So many peoples live all along here. Shall they all remain in darkness?”
“I have no sun,” said Creator, in the same dull voice and without opening his mouth, “Search me all over.”
They searched him all over and were feeling under his armpits. Then he was tickled and laughed out loud. He
laughed a second time and a third time. The sun slipped out of his mouth and mounted to the sky. And it was
bright.
They went along the shore, the three of them, and came to the middle land. There they found a ridge of large
mountains. In those mountains they found the Creator’s son. He had no food and was quite hungry. His whole
body was covered with hair, and he looked just like a bear.
“This is a Kele,” said the two other men.
“No,” said Creator, “you must not be like a Kele. You must be like a man.”
So this being turned into a Lamut.
The two other people took a paper and wrote upon it all the names of men. They wrote everything with great
care and gave the paper to Creator. The Old One took the paper, looked at it and suddenly tore it into small pieces.
Oh, they became angry. They drew their big knives and chopped him into as many small pieces as there were
pieces of torn paper. Directly after that, they heard noise and clatter. A drum came from the open and droned by
itself, and the drumstick clattered. And lo, all the pieces grew together again.
Oh, those two were angry. They chopped him again into pieces smaller than before. Then they made a big fire
and put the pieces into the fire. They burnt up.
Suddenly something croaked high over their heads.
He turned into a raven and flew upward.
2
In very ancient times, there was upon the whole earth just one man. He knew nothing at all and being quite
naked, he lay upon his side. Creator came to him (who or what Creator is, I cannot tell) and said,
“Are you cold?”
“No, not in the least.”
“What is your food?”
“Food, what is food?”
“Food is life. What is life to you?”
“I do not know.”
Creator went to the sea and caught a fish. He brought it to the man.
“There, eat it.”
“How am I to do it?”
“Just so. Chew it a little. So, and so.” The man chewed.
“And now what must I do?”
“Now you must swallow it. And why do you lie about so much? Sit up.”
“What is ‘sit up?’ I do not understand.”
Creator took him by the shoulders and made him sit up.
A few days later, he came again.
“Have you defecated?”
“Defecated? And what is that?”
“Why, turn around.”
He took a splinter of wood land bored his hinder part with it. Then the feces came out.
“Do you want to eat again?”
“I do not know.” Creator went to the sea and caught a seal.
“Take it and eat it up.” He tried to eat it, just as it was, but the skin was too tough.
“Have you no knife?” Creator took out of his pouch a small knife of whalebone.
“Take that and cut with it.”
“How must I cut?”
“So, and so, and so.”
After that the man kept on cutting and eating the seal. In due time he defecated and sat directly on the feces,
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knowing no better. Some days later; Creator came again.
“Well, how are you?”
“Nothing extra.”
“Don’t you perceive the bad smell?”
“What is ‘smell’?”
“Ah, you must not defecate right on your sleeping place. You must go aside.”
“What do you mean, aside?”
“That is aside.”
And Creator taught him again. He taught him to walk over the ground. After staying away several days, he
returned and this time he brought a wild reindeer with him.
“Cut that and eat it. When you have finished, defecate. When you have defecated, go to another place.”
After a while, he came to him again and asked,
“Are you not dull?”
“I do not know what dull means.”
“You must not live alone. I will create a companion for you.”
“I can live alone. Am I not created alone?”
“No, no turn sideways.”
He took out his lowest rib and made a woman of it. Then he put her down by his side. In a few days he came
again.
“Well, how do you feel?”
“We feel as usual.”
“Have you done it?”
“Done what? We have done nothing.”
“Why are you lying so, back to back? Turn over face to face. Then think about it. Yon must find out how to
multiply. And why do you lie naked and uncovered?”
“What is ‘naked’?”
“You must not be so.” He drew from under his arm a large blanket of skins.
“Take this and cover yourselves.”
They covered themselves and felt warm. So they moved closer to each other and soon they copulated. The next
morning, Creator came again.
“Well?”
“It is all right.”
“Now you must multiply and become a people. Where are your reindeer?”
“What reindeer? We do not know.”
So he went and brought a pail of reindeer, a buck and a doe. He said to them,
“Take them and breed them, then build a tent and move around with your herds. Haul your tent along, dividing
it into parts, and be a reindeer breeding people.”
They moved on. Then they said,
“Oh, it is good. We shall move around all the time.”
They left their fire-drill behind on a camping place. The fire-drill became a Russian. They left one of their
mittens, made of wolf-skin, on another camping place, and the mitten turned into a Tungus. They multiplied and
drifted apart. Some of them kept moving on. They defecated upon the seashore and from that sprang the Maritime
people. The fire-drill man became a master of all the land. He gave the earth its present shape, made the rivers,
and pressed in the lakes and put up the mountains. Then he said,
“All this is mine.”
After that he ruled over all other tribes,
3
There lived a man with his sister. They saw no other people, nor had they any reindeer. Once they said,
“How are the reindeer? Let us go and look at them.”
The brother went. He found a human track. He looked at it with great attention. The track was other than his,
still it was human. He put his foot into the track and the track was smaller.
He followed the track and came to a place where three tent posts were standing. He remained there between
515

the three tent posts for the night. He awoke in the morning and saw a big fire arranged before the tent posts. The
smoke mounted high up to the sky. He listened. The snow, the ground and the forest were ringing with sounds.
Then, all at once, a tent covering grew up around the tent posts and he was enclosed within. There was no way
out. So he started to perform the shamanistic rites. He sang and sang, till one of the skirts of the tent opened. He
saw some big creatures walking around the tent and knew that they were reindeer.
A small child was lying close to the fire. He took the child and went home. The next morning, a woman came
to him and said,
“Give me my child. I have only one and you take it away.”
“I will not give it up. I want it for myself. You see, there are no other people. Perhaps he will grow up and have
children, so the human kind will multiply and we shall live better than we do now.”
“Give back my child,” said the woman, “and I will give you reindeer. I will give you a reindeer buck, good for
driving, and also the harness and the gear and you shall drive the buck. I will also give you a doe. She will bring a
fawn every year. Your herd will grow. You will become rich. Give back the child.”
“No, said he. “What good will the reindeer and harness be to me? I do not know how to use them. I refuse.”
“Nay,” said the woman, “I shall show you how.” She brought two white reindeer, and said,
“This one is a driving buck, and here is the harness.”
She showed him how to attach it. He drove the reindeer down the road and back again.
“All right,” said he. “Before this time, I walked and now the reindeer hauls me on. If I want to, I can go slowly,
if I want to, I can go fast.” She said again,
“There is also a doe. She will bring you reindeer. Give back the child.”
“I will not. I do not understand how she will bring reindeer. You ought to stay with me for the night and show
me how she will bring fawns.”
“I will not stay. But in the morning you will see it yourself.”
She went away. They went to sleep. In the morning, the sister awakened the brother.
“Get up. Indeed, one more reindeer has come to us. We have three now. The third one is a small one.”
The woman came again.
“Now you see it yourself. Give back the child.”
“No, I will not. You must promise first that you will not take back the things you gave me, and you will not
carry off the reindeer.”
She promised both. Then he gave her the child. From those reindeer came all the domesticated reindeer of
mankind.
115.48 1. A Brother And Sister Repopulate The Land 2. Reindeer And Herdsmen Are Created 3. Story Of Dead
Skull 4. Story Of The Flying Girl 5. Story Of An Evil Spiri 6. Story Of a Kéle Infant: Six Folktales\fn{by Kutyéut
(before 1895- )} Molonda River, Chukotka Autonomous Okrug, Russia (F) 7
1
On the seacoast lay the land, Lúren. The Maritime people had nothing to eat, and were dying of starvation.
Finally, only two were left, a brother and sister. The sister was grown up and the brother was an infant. She fed
him with pounded meat, taken from her finger.
The brother grew up. When he became full-grown, the sister wanted him to sleep with her.
“We shall be childless, otherwise,” said the sister, “and so we shall vanish altogether and this land will remain.
unpopulated. And what else can we do? Nobody will see us. No one will say, ‘For shame.’ We are alone in the
world.” The brother answered,
“I do not know. I feel uneasy. It is a sin.”
Every day the brother would go to look for game.. He brought home everything, carcasses of wild reindeer,
spotted seal, thong-seal, walrus. The sister thought,
“Now I can do this thing. Otherwise our kin will vanish altogether.”
One morning when the brother went hunting as usual, she went off along the sea-coast. She made another tent
there, put up the poles and covered them with skins. In this tent she hung up all kinds of meat to dry. Then she
came back and waited for the brother. When he came, she asked him,
“What news?”
“Why, nothing.”
516

“Have you met nobody during your walk?”
“Whom could I meet, since we are alone upon this earth?”
“Oh, but I saw the house of a neighbor, not far off. I wondered much about it. There is a girl in it. She was also
left alive like us and is quite alone. Have you not seen her?”
“No, I have not.”
“Why, then you had better go in the morning and visit that house. If you find the girl and she is willing, you
may marry her. It would be a pity if our kin should vanish altogether.”
“All right,” said the brother.
“And if you kill anything, you had better take it to the girl. I have plenty of of meat. To be sure, I shall be
lonesome, having no one to talk to. But what of it? You may remain there for the night and in the morning come
back and tell me about it.”
“All right,” said the brother.
The next morning he set out to hunt. The sister immediately hurried to the other tent. She took along a quantity
of various clothes, male and female, and hung them up in the tent. All these clothes were new. She had made them
beforehand, without her brother knowing. She changed her own clothes and sat down before the entrance,
working on some skins. Then the young man came.
“Ah, ah, a visitor. Where did you come from? I thought I was alone upon this earth.”
“No, we live here not far off, my sister and I.”
He looked at the girl. She had changed everything as much as she could. Her clothes, her laughter, her voice,
and her gait, everything was changed except her face. How could she change that? The brother looked at her and
thought,
“Who is this girl? Her face is so much like my sister’s. And yet she is different from her. Her gait, her speech,
her voice and her laughter, everything is different from hers. Still, why was it that my sister said so urgently, ‘Go
there. Another girl is there.’ So all the women’s faces are alike. This is another one.” The girl meanwhile said,
“Come into the bedroom and change your boots.”
She brought clothes and boots, quite new and different from what he and his sister had ever seen.
“Now I shall give you something to eat.”
She hustled about. The young man said,
“I brought some meat. A spotted seal lies before the entrance.”
“I have meat of my own.”
“Where from?”
“I get it myself.”
“Are you able to do it?”
“I have to, since I alone am left living of all the rest.”
She brought reindeer fat, and seal blubber, and chopped into small bits, the best parts of dried reindeer meat
loaded with fat. They ate their fill. Then she put out the lamp and they lay down to sleep in the most distant corner
of the bedroom. The young man sighed deeply.
“Oh. indeed, it is a pity to live alone in the world. Then, too, why should humankind vanish from the earth?
Why should I not take this girl for my wife? Still, her face is too much like that of my sister. But, her gait and her
speech, and her laughter are different. Then, too, whence could have grown this house with its appurtenances?
From underground?”
Neither could sleep. And he said,
“Yes, indeed, my sister, who is older, sent me hither and she said, ‘I saw a new house there. A young girl lives
alone in it. Go and marry her, lest living humankind should vanish from the earth.’ What do you think about it? If
you are willing, say it openly.”
“What shall I say?” answered the girl. “I live quite alone. You are two and so, at least, have someone to talk to.
But I, I have not heard a single word of the human language for a long time. I have forgotten some of it and now,
1 speak with difficulty. When I was younger, if anyone of my kind had appeared before me, I should have
clutched him with both my hands.” For a time, the brother remained silent, and the sister too.
“Oh,” thought the brother, “I would fain marry her. Still, how about the face? I had better go back and look
once more at the face of my sister. Is it really so much like this one?”
So his spirit wavered. He said to the girl,
“I have, as I told you, an elder sister, who sent me here. I will go first and ask her advice. Since she is the elder,
I shall follow her advice. Though she said, ‘You may sleep there,’ still I would rather go back and talk to her.” He
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thought to himself, however,
“I shall spend this night with my sister. But, knowing the way, can I not come back here in the morning?”
“Yes,” said the girl. “Go and ask her advice.”
So he left in the night and went home. As soon as he left, the girl stripped herself of all clothing and slipped
out of the bedroom in the shape of a lemming. She hurried off to her own house and then turned again into a
woman, She combed her hair in the usual way. Her gait, her speech, her laughter, everything became as before.
“What news?” she asked of her returned brother.
“Yes, I saw the girl.”
“And what does she say?”
“What should she say? She is quite willing.”
“Ah, So she is. Then you have married her?”
“Not yet. I came home to talk with you a little.”
“Why did you? Couldn’t you leave me alone? Since she is so willing, you ought to sleep in her house. I can
remain alone. I shall not mind or feel dull, knowing that new people are going to appear in the world. You must go
back in the morning.”
“All right, I will.”
“And if she is really willing, you may pass two nights there or even three. After that come back and tell me
about it.”
The next morning he went off as usual. As soon as he was gone, the sister stripped naked and turned again into
a lemming. She hurried to her new house, and put it in order. Then she put on clothes her brother had never seen.
She prepared some clothes for the young man also. She cooked a good meal and spread it out quite ready to eat.
Then she sat down before the bedroom, sewing on the skins. The young man came and brought game.
“Oh, you have come again! I am so glad.”
He came nearer and sat down close by her side. He looked steadfastly at her hands working so neatly. Then he
moved nearer, not even knowing it. He was quite close to her. He put his hands on her waist and felt all around.
He put. them into her bosom and felt her breast. Then he drew her to and kissed her. He led her into the bedroom
and pressed her down. They became man and wife.
Both were quite pleased with their first copulation. The young man was :thinking of his sister much less than
before. He passed one night there, then another and then a third. Then the wife said,
“And how about your sister? Go now and visit her.”
“All right.”
He went away. As soon as he was gone, she turned into a lemming and hurried to the other house. She
immediately became her former self.
“Oh, you have come!”
“Yes!”
“What news? Have you married her?”
“I did.”
“All right. That is good. Then why do you waste your time, if you have a young wife? Go to your wife.”
“But I feel uneasy about you.”
“Never mind. If a small child is going to appear, that is the chief concern, the dear little one. Never mind about
me.”
“Well, then, let us go together.”
“No, I will not. You found a bride. So I shall look for a bridegroom.”
“Oh, there are none.”
“Who knows? You found one. I shall try to do likewise.”
“As you please,” said the brother. “Still, I shall bring you game as before.”
“No need of that. I have a great quantity of food.”
“But it will run out.”
“Then I shall go hunting myself. If your bride was able to provide for herself, surely I can, too.”
“As you wish,” replied the brother.
Then he became more concerned about the young wife than about his sister. His love for the sister somehow
diminished considerably.
“But I shall visit you,” said the brother.
“What for? Besides, you may not find me at home.”
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“Ah, indeed,” said the brother.
“Better leave me alone. I shall go far away.”
“As you please,” said the brother.
He left and went to the wife. The woman turned into a lemming and hurried to the other place. He found her in
the new house in new clothing, amidst the new household things.
“Well?” asked the wife.
“I was there.”
“Have you seen her?”
“I saw her.”
“Why have you been so long? I felt quite lonesome without you.”
“Oh, I had a talk with her.”
“What did she say?”
“She said she will look for a bridegroom.”
“Which bridegroom? There are no people about.”
“But, then, I found you.”
“Ah, ah, indeed.”
“She said, moreover, that I should stop coming. Or, if I come, I should not wait for her if she is not there, but
go back home.”
“Is that so?”
Two more days passed.
“It is all right,” said the wife. “Methinks I am already with child.”
Two more days passed. Her abdomen enlarged visibly. She said,
“Go again and visit your sister. When I am near my delivery, it will hardly be possible for you to go away.”
He surveyed the inside of the tent. All kinds of food was there in plenty.
“Ah,” said he, “when it comes near, I shall stay here all the time.”
“And you will forget about the sister.”
He went to the old house. And nobody was there. So he went back.
“She is not there,” said he.
“Well,” said the wife, “so she is gone.”
They lived on. The first snow. had fallen.
“Go again,” said the wife, “and look with great care, maybe you will find some track upon the snow.”
He went and looked with the utmost care. No track was to be found. And indeed, how could it be otherwise?
So he. came back.
“Well?”
“I found no trace her.”
“Ah, ah, then stop going there. No doubt she found a man and stayed with him.”
Some more. days passed. She was near her time.
“Ah,” said she. “Go there again, and bring from there the tent and the bedroom. This tent of mine is too small
and thin for the winter. And even if she comes back, she will understand and will come here.”
He went for the tent. The sister did not come. And, indeed, how could she have come?
A boy was born, and then a girl. The family grew large, brothers married sisters, male cousins married female
cousins. By and by the family grew into a tribe. The people of that tribe multiplied, both on the seashore and in
the inner country among the reindeer-breeders, and lived there.
2
There lived a man with his sister. They had no reindeer. This man slept from morning till night. He had no
food, and he ate stones and earth. A black stone served him for meat and a white one, for fat. He would have his
meal and then go to sleep again. The sister said,
“Why are you sleeping so much? 1 shall go and find a wife for you.”
“Where will you find her? There are no people around. I do not want her.”
“Nevertheless,” said she, “I will go. Do not sleep so much.”
She went away and, indeed, found a wife for him. She came back and said,
“Get up and bring the woman here.”
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He brought the woman and they lived there, the three of them. They talked among themselves.
“We have no food and there are no neighbors hereabout. How shall we live?” The sister said to him,
“Go to the lake. There are a great number of wild reindeer browsing in the moss pasture. Bring them here.”
She made a large reindeer buck, so heavy, it would sink into the ground up to the knees at every step.
“Take this reindeer and ride it down to the lake. When you get there, pluck some grass and scatter it about. The
grass will turn into the human race.”
He came to the lake and plucked the grass. He scattered it around and it turned into human beings. Then under
the water within the lake he saw a large herd of wild reindeer. He drove the people into the lake and they drove
the reindeer up to the shore. But the wild reindeer surrounded the big reindeer buck and refused to stir without it.
Those people gave the big buck a sound whipping, so that they could get the herd home. They whipped it so long
that it grew thinner:, sinking as it walked only up to the ankle. Then at last it walked with its hoofs upon the
surface of the earth. It led the herd home.
From that herd came all the reindeer of the earth, and from the people, all the herdsmen.
3
Some parents had a daughter, newly married. Her husband died but she brought home the head of the deceased
one. This head was continually laughing to the woman. The father and the mother lived in a separate sleeping
room. The old woman said to her husband,
“Why is it that she laughs always so, being alone?”
The next morning the mother came into the sleeping room to investigate. The daughter was absent and the new
inhabitant was hidden within a bag. The mother looked into it and the skull laughed on in the bag. She fled to her
husband and cried,
“There, there, the skull! When our daughter comes back, bid her fetch fuel.” When the daughter returned, the
father said to her,
“Go and fetch fuel. When you are on the way, do not turn around. When you are gathering wood, do not look
back.”
Meanwhile, they moved on and left her behind. They also left the frightful skull on the camping place. The
woman fetched fuel but they were gone. She cried aloud. But the head said,
“No need to cry. Better look around for a piece of an old knife and for a chip of flint.” She found both.
“Now gather some young willow buds and prepare some tinder.” She did as she was told.
“Now pile up all the fuel you fetched and every piece of wood you find here. Then set fire to the pile. Take me
and put me into the fire.”
She did everything. And the fire flared up, dead skull and all. After a while, the tinkling of bells was heard
from the fire. Then a man stepped forth from it. It was her former husband. He said to her,
“Lie down and have some sleep.”
He went away and she pretended to sleep. After some time, she heard the reindeer herd coming, and also the
caravan of sledges. The husband said,
“Get up and pitch the tent.”
She pitched the tent and put up the sleeping. room. Then she slaughtered a reindeer and cooked a meal. They
slept in the sleeping room, the wife at one end of it, and the husband at the other. The next morning, they
slaughtered another reindeer, had a meal and went to sleep again. The husband moved to the middle of the
sleeping room. The morning after, they slaughtered one more reindeer, had another meal and went to sleep. The
husband moved to her side and they copulated.
She was with child, and soon she delivered herself of it. In the morning, the husband took his child upon his
shoulder. Then he said,
“Here comes your father on a visit. What shall we do? If you want to go back to your mother, I will go away
because they have left us so treacherously. Or, if you are willing, we shall move away.”
The woman came out of the tent. She broke it down and packed everything in a great hurry. The man brought
the reindeer herd. They caught and attached the reindeer and made everything ready. The husband cried,
“Why, he is close by! Make haste and move away! And mind, you must not look back, whatever clatter of
hoofs, or whatever noise of runners reaches you from behind, you must not look back! Keep moving onward!”
They moved on. The husband drove the reindeer-herd along with his son, who was already full-grown. They
moved up. When half way up, the woman looked back a little and in a moment the last sledge, that carried the
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poles, fell down with a crash.
“Ouch,” said the husband, “the poles’ sledge fell down.”
They reached the earth of the stars, and pitching their tent, passed the night. There was on that earth only one
inhabitant, a woman of the upper world. They pitched their camp close by her side. Their tent was covered only
on the top. The lower skirts were lacking, They passed another night there. Every night, before going to sleep, the
husband would pull down the edges of the covering with great force. And each time it stretched a little. At last he
pulled it down to the very ground and the tent was all right.
The next morning the woman of the upper world invited the new female-comer to go to a lake. When they
came to the lake, the woman of the upper world looked down into the lake and then she said,
“Now it is your turn,”
The woman of the lower earth looked into the lake also. And lo, all our earth was visible there. The earthly
women sat before their tents and worked skins. She looked on and dropped a tear, The tear fell down and turned
into a raindrop. The women looked up and said,
“Ah, it is raining.”
They stopped their skin-work. The woman of the upper world said,
“You dropped a tear and it turned into rain.”
“I did not notice it.”
4
There was a woman, who had a man and a dog. The camp they lived in had another tent, occupied by a single
girl.
One day the man went on a hunting trip and did not come back. The woman walked around looking for him for
three days. She found no trace of him. So she came back, quite exhausted, and passed the night in her sleeping
room with her dog. In the morning, the girl crept noiselessly to the tent and tried to listen, The woman said to her
dog,
“Why are you staying at home, making no search for your master? As long as I had strength left, I walked
around with you, But now, I am too tired. At least, you go alone.” The dog stretched himself and yawned audibly,
“What do you mean? I do not understand.”
“You have four legs. Hence you can run twice as fast as I. I cannot go. You go alone.” The dog yawned again
and then said,
“Whither shall I go? If he was on this earth, I could overtake him. He was carried off up to another world. I
have no wings. I cannot move upwards.”
“Ah,” moaned the woman. The other girl said,
“Shall I not try it?”
She took the base of the lamp and put it upon her breast. The base stuck to it, and by means of this wooden
trough she flew upwards, just as if she had wings.
She came to the upper world and saw a big tent. She entered it. The lost man was there. He had been carried
off and used as a slave
“Give him back to me.”
“I will not,” said the mistress of the tent.
“You had better do as I tell you.”
“I will not.”
“Ah, you will not!”
She struck the man on his back with the wooden trough, and it stuck firmly. Then she caught another man
under her arm, the master of the camp, and flew downward. They descended to our earth. She made both men
enter her own tent. She had the first man for a husband, and the man of the upper world, in his turn, was a slave.
The two, the girl and the first man, slept in the sleeping room. The slave toiled on, keeping watch over the herd,
cooking the food and doing everything that was to be done. They would defecate into a chamber pot and then they
would shove it out of the sleeping room.
“Hallo!”
And he would take it. The first wife of the earthly man, the one who had the talking dog, lived in her former
tent, alone.
A year passed by. The Flying Girl said,
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“Oh, he feels dull here.”
She struck her husband with the same base upon the back. It stuck. Then she caught the other man and they
flew upward. She came to the upper: world and remained there. She had the man of the upper world for a husband
and the other one for a slave.
Another year passed. She came back again and brought both men. The husband of one world was a slave in
another world and vice versa. Thus she moved between those two worlds for twelve years. After that; she said to
the man of the lower worlds,
“Now you may stay here in the lower world and live with your former wife. I will fly upwards with this other
man and shall not come back.”
They flew up and were seen no more.
5
An old woman lived on the seashore. She had six sons. Five of them were lost in a hunting expedition. The
youngest son remained. The old mother did not want him to go out to sea. So they had but little to eat and lived
entirely on the bounty of their neighbors.
Once, when the old woman was busy in their house, the boy left and went out into the open. He came to a
steep hill and tried to mount it, but half way up he stumbled on a stone and rolled back to the foot of the hill. He
climbed again and somehow reached the top. Here he stumbled again and rolled down the other side of the hill.
He rolled for a long time till he was stopped by something hard. He looked back over his shoulder and saw that it
was a fence constructed of sharp knives and shaped like a fish-weir.
He looked right and left, but there was no way of escape. Suddenly he heard a gruff voice.
“Ah, ha, the little seal wants to escape.”
It was the Kele. He caught the boy and tickled him on the belly and would no doubt have killed him with this
tickling had the boy not pretended that he was already dead. So Kele went home and returned with a large-sized
sled. He put the boy on it and tied him to it ever so tightly. The boy could not stand the tension and broke wind. :
“Ah,” said the Kele, “what a strange little seal! Why is it cracking in such a manner?” The Kele hauled the sled
home.
“Oh, oh,” cried he, “I caught a seal!”
“All right!” cried the wife from the sleeping room. The children skipped around, rejoicing.
“Ah, the seal, the seal!”
Kele carried the boy into the house and put him down on the ground. The woman made the usual libation with
water on the boy’s face. The boy set his teeth together so as not to swallow some of this water. The children
jostled the seal and felt it all over with their hands. The boy was so exasperated by it that he pinched one of them,
the most persistent of all.
“Oh!” cried the boy.
“What are you crying for?” asked the mother.
“The little seal pinched me,” blubbered the boy.
“Leave it alone,” said the father. “This seal is quite peculiar. When I was tying it to the sled it cracked so.”
The woman began to prepare the evening meal. She hung a large kettle over the fire. Human hands were
protruding out of it. They were quite stiff and crooked.
“Oh, oh,” thought the boy, “is it not the meat of my brothers, which is being cooked?”
They had their meal. The woman came out of the sleeping room, bringing along her butchering knife. She was
going to butcher the little seal. She felt the boy with her hands. He was of course quite soft and still warm.
“This little seal does not seem to freeze.\fn{ In other versions of this tale, the by stiffens his belly and pretends to be quite
frozen. Both versions say that in a condition of complete frigidity or full softness, big game is not considered quite fit for butchering: the
best is the somewhat melted state after previous hard freezing.} Let me butcher it in the morning,” said the woman.

She went back into the sleeping room and laid down. Before going to bed, the Kele took a chamber pot and
defecated into it. Then he said to his own excrement,
“See here, this seal is quite a strange one. Keep watch over it.”
He put the chamber pot close to the boy. They went to sleep and began to snore loudly. The boy tried to turn
his head.
“Caw, caw, caw,” croaked the chamber pot. “The seal, the seal.”
The old Kele looked out of the sleeping room, but the boy was lying as before.
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“Ah,” said the Kele to the chamber pot, “you want to play practical jokes on us.”
He excreted urine into the chamber pot so that the excrement became submerged in it. When the Kele began to
snore again, the boy turned his head once more.
“Caw, caw, caw,” croaked the chamber pot, but his voice was much weaker than before and he could not make
himself heard.
The boy jumped up and filled the chamber pot with his own excrement and urine. He tried to take the
butchering knife, but is was too heavy for him to lift. So he took a woman’s knife, much smaller in size, and with
it cut off the heads of both the old Kelet. He chopped the children into several pieces. Then he took the Kele’s
drum and went home.
His old mother’s eyes and face were swollen and sore from crying. His return made her happy again and he
lived with her and was a great shaman.
6
The Maritime people killed a whale. They became very tired after performing the ceremonial, so they went to
sleep.
An infant, who had just come into the world, was not sleeping at all. It was crying aloud and tugging at its
mother’s breast. While being nursed, the infant cried,
“Aña, aña, aña!” From a distance the Kele answered,
“Aña, aña, aña!”
The infant stopped crying. The Kele was coming and called from time to time,
“Aña, aña, aña!”
When he was quite near, he still called in the same manner. The infant ate one of its mother’s breast, then the
other. The infant became a Kele. It ate up its mother and all the people in the house. The neighbors heard nothing
and were unaware of the danger, so it ate them up too. It was of giant size.
A large herd, of wild reindeer passed by the village. The Kele infant chased them, though he was quite naked.
A cold storm broke out and it was frozen to death.
115.55 The Story Of An Evil Spirit: A Folktale fragment\fn{by Neusqatqai (before 1895- )} Molonda River,
Chukotka Autonomous Okrug, Russia (F) -1
There lived five girls, four of whom were small and one full-grown. They were walking in the open. A big
storm came and they lost their way. They kept on walking and finally saw an iron tent. On both sides of the
entrance two bears were tied. These bear hounds barked deeply.
“Ah, ah,” said a voice from within, “who comes?”
“It is we.”
“Ah, guests! Come in! Here, do not bark at my guests. Let them come in. Come into the sleeping room.” The
house was full of all kinds of food, dried reindeer fat, the choicest sausages, and tongues.
“Help yourselves,” said the master gruffly. He was a Kel of enormous size, black as coal and all covered with
hair.
“Help yourselves to whatever you like.”
They ate whatever they cast their eyes upon. Some foods they saw for the first time.
“All right. Now let us go to sleep. The youngest girl must lie down with me. I will make her ever so warm.”
They were still awake when he had already swallowed the young girl he wanted to make warm.
“Now I will go and hunt wild reindeer.” …
115.55b 1. The Story Of A Woman Of Mountain Echo 2. The Story Of A Dog Who Was A Suitor: Two
Folktales\fn{by Párkal (before 1895- )} Molonda River, Chukotka Autonomous Okrug, Russia (F) 2
1
There lived a man with his wife, who had five children. They were always walking along the seashore, but
could find no food. At last the man got lost when he went hunting. The woman wandered about in the open all day
long gathering roots. In the evening she would come home and feed her small children with these roots.
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The man had walked off to a very distant shore and met there the Woman of Mountain Echo. She was very
pretty. So he married her. The first wife waited for him and lamented his absence. She thought he was dead, while
he was killing walrus and polar bears, and bringing them to his new bride.
One day his former wife was roaming along the seashore and came to a range of steep cliffs, overhanging the
sea. She climbed on from one cliff to another. The new wife was scraping some skins before the entrance of their
home. A man came from the hunt and called out,
“Oh, give drink to the polar bear.”\fn{I. e., make the libation with water, which is the custom with killed game.}
The woman took the bear and the man went back to the sea. The woman dressed the bear, and then started
once more to scrape skins. The old wife looked on and recognized the man. It was her own husband. She came to
the house.
“Ah, a visitor.” The young wife cooked the best of food, cut some stuffed stomachs and fat sausages.
“You are my guest.”
“Yes, I am.”
“Then there is the food. Fill yourself.”
They ate of the sausages. After the meal, the young woman said,
“Ah, I feel drowsy.”
So she laid her head in the lap of the newcomer and the latter lulled her to sleep by scratching her head and
combing her hair.
As soon as she was asleep, the old wife took a hot duodenum stuffed with fat. She cut it in two and poured
down into the sleeper’s ear some boiling hot juice from this sausage. With this she killed her. Then she took the
dead one by the hands and stretched the hands over the fire. The wrists contracted and their grip tightened. She
put the skin scraper in to their grip, parted the lips and disclosed the teeth, as if she were smiling. This done she
placed the body in a sitting position high upon the cliff. She put on her knees the scraping board with a half
scraped skin. The sitting woman, scraping skins, could be seen from afar off. After that she left her and went
home. The man brought a thong seal and called out to his wife,
“Oh, fetch the drink for the thong seal.”
But the woman did not stir. She went on scraping and looked down on him with a steady smile.
“What are you smiling at, you cursed fool? Give the drink to the seal. Do you hear?”
With that he sprang up the cliff and gave her a box on the ear, and the body fell down lifeless.
“Oh, what is it? It is my old wife who has done this to me.”
He took his spear and went to his old home along a familiar path. The woman was away, gathering roots as
usual. The children greeted him,
“Ah, Dad has come back.”
“But where is your mother?”
“Mother has walked off in that direction. We will run after her and fetch her home.”
“No, no, you stay here.”
He found the woman on the river bank gathering roots.
“Ah, I have found you. Now I will kill you.” She fled along the river bank but he overtook her.
“I will kill you.”
“Are you not my husband? What do you want to kill me for? I have small children that I bore you.”
“Ah, but you thwarted me in my new life.”
He thrust his spear at her, but she caught it and broke the shaft in two. She pulled her cap over her eyes and
turned into a she bear. Then she threw the man upon the ground and pressed him down.
“Oh, oh, let me go. I will live with you as before. I will bring you plenty of meat.”
She only snorted in reply. She broke his arms and legs, and thus killed him. Then she went to the other house
and wanted to bring thence the meat of the polar bear. She dragged it piece by piece with her teeth. When she got
home, the children ran away. She wanted to call them, but could only snort and grunt like a bear.
They fled and she ran after them. The youngest was in the rear, and the flap of his diaper was dragging after
him. All at once he flew up and turned into a long-tailed wagtail. Another boy turned into a gosling. She ran after
the others. One flew up in the shape of a pintail duck, another galloped off transformed into a wolf, still another
crept away and turned into a wolverine.
She could not call them to her. So she went a way, back to the river bank, and there she is walking to and fro
ever since.
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2
A dog went around proffering his suit. He brought home a young bride. In order to get her he rubbed his belly
with alder bark until his groins were quite red. Then he told the old father of the girl,
“Your daughter did it with the rubbing of her thighs.” So the father said,
“You must marry him.”
He brought her home. His younger brothers barked at her when they saw her.
“Ah, they will frighten my reindeer.”
Then they went away. The old bitch said,
“You have brought me a bad daughter-in-law.”
They came home. He said to his mother,
“Fetch a firebrand from the house (as is usual).” The old bitch brought a burning firebrand which she held
between her teeth, and came to the bride.
“Ah, she will singe me,” cried the young woman. They anointed her with blood.
“Now you must enter the house with your eyes shut tight.”
“Why must I shut my eyes? 1 am not blind.”
“Ah,” said the bridegroom, “she is no good.”
He sent her home and went again to another camp of reindeer people to proffer his suit. He married the single
daughter of the master of the house. They prepared meat puddings for the departure. They drove home and the
young bride put into her canon breeches some freshly stuffed sausages, with which to feed the young dogs.
They arrived at his house. Her brother-in-laws came to meet her and she regaled them with sausages. They
entered the sleeping room, sausage between their teeth. They said to their mother,
“This time he has brought a good sister-in-law.” He said to his mother,
“Bring forth the fire.” The old bitch brought the firebrand with her teeth.
“Ah, old woman you will singe your sleeves.”
She snatched the firebrand from the old bitch. Then he said,
“Shut your eyes fast and enter there.”
She entered with her eyes shut. When she opened them again, she saw that the house was quite beautiful. The
old bitch was spreading new skins on the floor. Every hair on the skins of the upper covering turned into a bead.
She entered the sleeping room.
“Whose are all these beads?”
“They are yours.”
She strung the beads and put them on. She also put on embroidered boots and good clothes made of the
blackest skins, quite glossy. They said to her,
“Bring some water.”
She went to the water hole. They said to her,
“Shut your eyes and draw water. You will draw with it a bowl of sheep horn.”
She drew some water and got the bowl. Then they went home and lay down to sleep.
About midnight her husband rose and went out into the open. He turned into a man and brought home a large
reindeer herd. They moved off. The young woman rode in a covered sledge. The mother-in-law trotted along close
by. The other bride, lately sent back, saw their caravan.
“Ah,” said she, “this is my own rightful husband.”
“No, he is not. You were spurned and sent back.”
“Very well. And of whose make are these handsome embroidered boots?”
“Why, of this one here.”
And they pointed at the old bitch. They moved on. The young woman said to her brothers-in-law,
“Bring the herd here.”
They brought it in the shortest time possible. Their dogs’ legs were excellent for running after the herd. They
slaughtered reindeer. The woman was fed on the best blood-soup and on the choicest stuffed-stomachs. They were
quite rich, and had two large reindeer herds.
86.204 Earth On The Hands\fn{by Boris Andreievich Pilniak (1894-1938/39)} Mozhaysk, Moscow Oblast, Russia (M)
2
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In summer, when the first days of June have come, if you live in a country town in Russia, you must open the
windows first thing in the morning, to let the soft June wind blow through the rooms. Then they will be filled with
coolness and the green light from the limes and maples. The wild vine on the terrace smothers the gold of day in
its greenery. On such days man and earth are one.
It was on just such a morning that a man sat at his writing table in the corner by the open window opposite the
terrace door, buried in his papers and his thoughts, while his wife grubbed about in the golden light of morning in
the flower beds among the lilacs. Every now and then she came back onto the terrace, with a scarf round her neck
and her hands held away from her body in case she dirties her dress. Rare, rare and precious, is the joy of being
bound in friendship with the earth! Rare, rare and precious, is the joy of a marriage fortified with love and
confidence and loyalty. This joy of friendship, trust and love and fellowship in work, was at home in that house. It
is to be found only among people of cultured minds and interests—and these two were good, simple, industrious
people: he was a writer on sociological subjects and she a painter. They had met when he was over thirty-five and
she over thirty.
There is nothing like turning over the soil for healthful exercise of the muscles, planting out tobacco and
mignonette in the beds and weeding as you go; it is wonderful to think as you bend over the earth that what you
plant will thrive and grow. Her husband had been at work on the beds with her before sitting down to his books.
Once he got down to them at his desk the familiar trains of thought came back—figures, comparisons, quotations,
arguments and formulas. Now work began in earnest and the hours when the eyes of learned men and artists are
utterly absent-minded, indifferent and blind to the world that lies outside their books.
While he was in this state of trance Andreieva became aware of a stranger coming through the gate into the
courtyard. He was wearing a wide-brimmed hat and carrying a small bag. The intruder came up to the window
and said he wanted Anna Andreieva. Without raising his eyes from the paper her husband replied that she was in
the garden.
He had no idea how many minutes had gone by when his wife came in through the terrace door, her hands
covered with earth, accompanied by the stranger. He did not see his wife’s face.
The stranger bowed and said: “If you don’t mind I would like to have a few more minutes alone with Anna.”
And Anna said; “Yes, I’m taking Sergei into my room, Paul.”
Again he did not see his wife’s face and again minutes passed during which his eyes saw nothing of the world
except the world in his books. Anna came back out of her room. Paul raised vacant eyes and noticed that his
wife’s hands—covered with earth as before—hung down helplessly and that her eyes were full of helplessness.
Paul came back to reality.
Then the stranger began speaking. Anna was standing in the terrace door with her back to them both—the gold
light of day touched the edges of the vine and her shoulders.
“Paul Andreievitch,” the stranger said and then made a long pause. “Paul Andreievitch, we are no thieves—
you and I. It’s simply my feelings as a human being.” He paused again to collect his thoughts. “I have not seen
Anna for thirteen years—but for all these thirteen years I have been dreaming of her and thinking of her. You
know that I parted from her in Paris and went as a Russian to fight on the French front. You know that Anna lived
with me in her youth—but you know, too, that Anna has nothing to reproach herself with on that account and that
you cannot reproach her either. The world is large enough to lose one’s way in. I have come back to Anna, and
now you two have been married for eight years. We are all getting on in life. I did not know that Anna was
married.”
Paul saw before him the man whose memory their marriage had kept sacred—Anna’s first husband, a man
worthy of esteem. An old man now, gray-haired, an artist; in other days when Anna was a girl he had taught her
the art of painting and the value of life. The old man’s eyes were honest and good; they looked at Paul kindly and
disconcertedly. They could not have looked at him in any other way, for in the room was the only woman he loved
and if his eyes were good so was he. Paul reflected that he too was gray, gray before his time, aged by the years of
the Russian upheavals, and that his eyes too were good and disarmed by a natural goodness of heart.
Two men, the one very like the other, for it was not for nothing that Anna loved them both, confronted each
other. Paul remembered Anna’s descriptions of Sergei as a young and good-looking artist, warmhearted, brilliant
and alive. And the picture she had drawn of him got mixed up with he picture of the man before him, an old man
with kindly and tired eyes. A man who had come back out of the jaws of death.
“How you have altered, Sergei—Sergei Ivanovitch,” Paul said absently.
The two men smiled, almost unconsciously. Paul put out his hand. And as he grasped the hand of the other man
he was aware in his spine, in the nervous tremor in his chest and shoulder-blades, of himself and Anna and the
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intruder. Anna all her life had loved only these two. She honored Sergei’s memory, and he too honored it as the
memory of a man who had loved Anna, a man whose death certificate was in Anna’s hands, sent her from a
French infantry regiment, stating that the Russian painter, Sergei Ivanovitch Lavrenjov, private, had fallen “before
Verdun.”\fn{This is probably a reference to the battle of Verdun, properly so called, took place in as series of attacks and counterattacks
between February 21 and September 3, 1916, and was especially heavy on the following days: February 21-29; March 28-April 8; April 20May 16; May 29-May 31; June 1-9; June 21-23; and July 11-September 3. There was a second battle of Verdun of much smaller duration
formulated as a series of limited French offensives and carried out from August 20-24, 1917, after six days of heavy artillery barrage .}

This memory—sacred and secret, and all the more sacred and secret because honored—lay between them. Not
once since he had loved Anna had he questioned her about her feelings for Sergei, and never had he set himself
over against him—because he wished above all to guard his memory. Paul held Sergei’s hand. And I his spine and
from the tremor in his chest he felt that from this moment onwards he could not—even in his thoughts—call Anna
his wife; for he too, as Sergei had said, was no—thief.
He held Sergei’s hand for a long time. Sergei’s eyes did not move. “Yes, Sergei. Yes, you are right. I am no
thief.”
Anna turned round to them. She walked up to them. Her hands, held far from her body, were turned to stone.
Tears were in her eyes. Sergei stretched his hands out toward her, palms upwards—and Anna’s eyes fell. Paul
knew that this must be a characteristic gesture of Sergei’s, which Anna remembered from the days gone by. And
he let his eyes fall as people do who let their eyes fall from shame lest they should see what they ought not to see.
Anna saw Paul’s averted eyes and she put out her hands to him. He did not see and Anna was left with her hands
in the air.
“I’ll go and wash my hands,” she exclaimed.
“Yes, go,” Paul said.
“Anna, Paul Andreievitch,” Sergei began and his lips grinned in physical pain, “Anna, Annushka, my darling
… if you wish, I will go away at once ands for ever, Annushka … Yes, I have aged very much, Paul Andreievitch,
I have aged very much.”
Anna sank weakly onto the chair at the table and forgot all about her hands.
“No, no. That’s nonsense,” Paul said. “Anna has always spoken of you with such affection. We have
photographs of you and you see—the picture, I mean, I had formed of you … Nonsense, Seriosha!” Paul called
Sergei by the name he and Anna had always used when he was in their thoughts. “No, listen to me, Seriosha, it is
only in comparison with your photograph that you have altered.”
Anna stretched her hands out to Paul with the same gesture with which Sergei had stretched his out to her.
Anna must, he saw, have picked it up from Sergei. Paul took both her hands in his and kissed the earth on them;
he kissed the moist dark earth with all the tenderness he felt for the woman. Wiping the soil from his lips he said:
“No, Annushka,” (he caught himself calling Anna by the name Sergei had given her) “No, Anna, I am no thief. I
know I cannot call you my wife—not unless you call me your husband.” Paul again wiped the soil from his lips.
“What strange things time hides! Here we are, the three of us, how can I say it? The most wonderful thing in my
life—you knew it before me, Seriosha—and I have got to know what was for you the most sacred of all things on
earth, your own exclusive mystery. I can find no words for it.”
Anna stood up. For a second she stood there motionless. All the strength ebbed from her will. Her neck
trembled like a string of an instrument. Her head sank between her shoulders. She went to Sergei—and embraced
him. Paul understood: when Anna stretched her hands out to Paul, she defended Sergei—and now when she went
to Sergei, she defended Paul. And with her head sunk and her cheek on Sergei’s breast Anna said:
“I am afraid, Seriosha—I am afraid, Paul. How I waited for you, Seriosha, when you went to the front! What
torments I suffered when here in Russian I got the news of your death! You know how I loved you. Now you have
come—and how glad I am! No, that is not the way to express it. You have returned—and I—love you. But—I
love Paul too. I have a son. We have a son; he is my only son, and I shall have no more children. I am in great
dread. I do not know! Paul, do you hear? … I do not know.”
Paul went to Anna and put his arms round Sergei and her, leaning his head on Anna’s shoulder.
“Annushka,” he said—again he called her by Sergei’s name for her, but he did not correct himself
—“Annushka, darling, you know, darling, you know that Sergei and I, that we think of your happiness and your
happiness only … You know—that we wait for what you say.”
Paul was speechless. The depth of his love for Anna overpowered him, and gratitude fort the humanity of her
conduct filled him to overflowing. He was silent and let his head fall. He tried to look at Anna’s face, but for a
moment her features swam before his eyes. The dusk came into the room, the daylight failed outside the windows.
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The self-forgetfulness, the indifference to the passage of time which came over Paul while he was at work now
came over them all. They stood there with their arms about each other and time stood still. The whitish dusk of a
white June night in Russia was around them. The earth radiated its gold. The scent of stocks was in the room.
Gnats sang in the garden. Anna’s face was strengthless and her eyes were shut. Her earth-soiled hands hung on
Sergei’s shoulders so as not to soil his coat.
“It is night already,” Paul said in amazement. “Annushka, go and wash your hands. They are covered with
earth.
Paul took hold of Anna’s hands. He kissed the earth on her hands tenderly. Anna’s face was happy. She walked
to the door of her room to wash the earth from her hands. All the windows were open and the green evening air
blew through the house. In hours like these man is one with the earth.
86.211 The Landraith\fn{by Irina Kunina (c.1895-

)}

St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 6

The most remarkable thing about the worthy person of the Landrath was his face. That is, not so much the face
itself, senilely rosy and pleasing, but the history of the Landrath’s youth, concisely and truthfully transmitted by
the hieroglyphics upon his roseately blotched cheeks. From nose to ear, from ear to chin, with artful abandon,
even somewhat too ornately, had the deep vivid scars disposed themselves on his face. It is not at random that I
bring up the subject of Egyptian characters; I am certain that the predesignation of these scars upon the face of the
Landrath differs in no way from that historic predesignation which savants ascribe to the primitive depictions of
horned fowl and winged bulls in Egyptian wall-writing. Assiduous hieroglyphists and learned Egyptologists,
studying such outlines, build upon the sands of human knowledge monumental pyramids of Egyptian and other
histories, lighting the murk of time with the penny-candle of that presumption and assumption without which I
would not even venture to speak of my hero’s youth.
“The Landrath, as a student, belonged to a dueling harps!” The wall-writing of his face tells us (cheek-writing,
I would say, were I not afraid of boldly-coined words). The Landrath, as a youth, had worn a cervise, a round, pert
little candy-box cap; he had a cape thrown over one shoulder and a guitar slung over the other. “The Landrath
ventured, now and then, into song!” He had serenaded under the windows of fair incognitas, and bawled out
Gaudeamus at a long oaken table, under a sky of effervescent clouds like beer-suds, in that wondrous Cockaigne
which goes under the indeterminate name of Im Freien, of one’s green and salad days. When he had time free
from love trysts, convivial singing, and study, the Landrath dueled. “Serous, Komilizione!” some rosy-faced youth
in a pert, round candy-box cap would shout on catching sight of the Landrath. “Kann ich Reute mil Ihnen
rechnen?” he would invite the other for a session with the sabers. “Der Rhinoceros Bausch—”
“Jawohl! Sicher. Komilizione!” the Landrath would assent—and a few hours later his face would be enriched
by a new historic stroke, which the Germans call by the apt word Schmiss.
At times it would go like this: “Serous, Komilizione!” the Landrath himself would shout to some rosy-faced
youth in a pert candy-box cap.
‘Der Rhinoceros Bausch—” and there would be an exact repetition of events. Historians and philosophers, so we
are told, have apparently long sought, and for that matter are still seeking, for the genesis or the so-called
causality of this tradition, and have even attempted to draw some sort of a parallel between the Olympic games
and Bursch dueling. However, I am not touching upon these problems. . . and besides they have nothing to do
with the story.
I came upon the Landrath everywhere, and invariably, there was a black memo book in his white hands with
their sprinkling of delicate freckles.
At dinner, in the small dining-room whose windows were tinkling from the rain, while the radiator hummed
with wind which, the devil alone knows how, had made its way into it, the Landrath would be leisurely
masticating his food, fluttering his streaming mustachios, and writing something in his little memo book. At
evening, in the small lounge whose windows were likewise tinkling from the rain, and the radiator was doing its
best to hum from the wind, while the curtains, disturbed by a draught, were stirring ever so slightly and reeked of
stale cigar smoke, the Landrath would also be writing away in his memo book.
No matter where I came upon him, his little memo book was with him. He did not go up and down with the
pen; it moved from left to right with a barely perceptible tremor. The Landrath, it seemed, was drawing tiny sea
ripples. Later on I learned what a striking handwriting this was—small to the verge of the unbelievable, yet at the
same time clear. I did not know what he was writing about but he wrote a lot, and during his strolls, as he walked
after his dog, he would read over what he had written.
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I should like to say a few words about the dog itself. He was called Wolfie and was a gray German shepherddog, quite like our Russian wolf. A dog has a universe all its own, wide as wide and long as long, like a highway,
and this canine universe spreads out flat along the ground, under the very muzzle, since a dog isn’t fond of height;
it doesn’t pop out its eyes staring at the sky, the way man does, and if it looks at the moon, it isn’t the moon it
bays at, contrary to our belief, but the height. A dog is conscious of the world in an ingenious sort of way—
through its sense of smell. Wolfie was conscious of the world after the fashion of all dogs, and expressed rapture
and joy over his own existence also after the fashion of dogs: he would spin round, sniff a bit, hoist a hind leg, and
run on. That’s what a road is for—to run along; that’s what the world is for—to be sniffed. Wolfie, like all dogs,
would stop very often: at poles, at fences, tree-trunks, wickets, enclosures; at a way-side stone. He’d dilate his
sensitive nostrils and say to himself: “There, a dog just ran by here—fine and dandy! There are a lot of dogs on
this earth—fine and dandy! They were running before I came, they’ll be running after I’m gone—and a good
thing, that! Well, now, I’ll leave word for other dogs—let them rejoice in their turn.”
And Wolfie would stop every minute, while the Landrath, who never rejoiced at anything, reflected as he
watched Wolfie:
“Where in the world does a dog get such a reservoir?”
I forgot to mention that my friend the Landrath was a biped. Men have a most complicated universe; it isn’t all
of a piece, and doesn’t spread out flat along the ground, but is straining toward some height. Such a height that
man can neither comprehend it nor become conscious of it, and sets himself problems in vain. And as for passing
through the world, man does it without rapture; he leaves no greeting for anybody. Marching along, in eviltempered loneliness, he drawls historic utterances through his teeth: “After me, let no blade of grass grow. After
me, the deluge!”
It was evening. The radiator was singing … to the effect that there are ever so many people who are overcome
by inclement weather, but not
enough of these who possess incontestable signs of happiness, such as a tea-kettel, a jar of jam, and with good
cooking; the only thing was, there was no running water in the rooms; however, at that time this was actually an
advantage: I was suffering from insomnia, and water dripping in a wash-basin would have been unbearable. That
summer—that is, two years ago, in June, there were nine down-pours; as for drizzles and showers—”
At this point there was loud knocking at the street door. I went to open it, putting to myself on the way those
questions which, on such evenings, in stories such as this, people who expect no callers put to themselves. Into the
room, together with the rain and the wind, burst a man in a rubber cape that smelled of automobile tires and wet
asphalt.
“Have you a vacant room for the night?” asked the man, shaking off his cape and rubbing his wet hands.
“I really don’t know. I think we have; the lady of the house is bound to be back soon. She went to pay a call
and must have been detained. What a downpour! What awful weather!” I attempted to start a conversation when
the stranger had seated himself near the radiator and, sending up rings of smoke from his cigarette, began with
unconcealed curiosity to scrutinize the Landrath’s white hand with its delicate freckles, drawing sea-ripples on the
small pages of his memo book.
“Abominable!” concurred the newcomer, not at all talkatively.
“Madam,” the Landrath announced in the ensuing silence, putting aside his pen and adjusting his volatile left
mustache, “I have just calculated the number of rains which fall in this region during the summer months. You’ve
given me an excellent idea—somehow or other I had never thought of this. June: ten downpours, two
thunderstorms, six overcast days, with a drizzle falling; two sun-showers. July—” the Landrath lifted the book
nearer to the light, “on the first of July—”
Wolfie sighed deeply. In his dream he had probably seen the earth, so near and so friendly, freshly washed and
smelling of rain. The rain,
perhaps, wanted to wash off the tracks of the dogs running all over the earth. Had it, perhaps, got the notion of
breaking the long chain of
canine greetings stretching along the telegraph poles, the fences, the wickets? Wolfie hates the rain, the sky, and
the memo book of his
master. Wolfie is sleeping the sensitive sleep of dogs; in his sleep he sighs: “My, but man is silly!”
“Don’t put yourself to all that trouble, Herr Landrath. What I would almost prefer to know is if you've ever
been up on that mountain?” I pointed my thumb over my shoulder at the white wall of the lounge.
“Of course I have! I was there … yesterday. It took twenty-two thousand steps. Exactly. If you figure that a
man takes, on the average, a
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step measuring seventy-five centimeters, he would have to take that many steps to reach the first plateau of that
mountain. That's as far as I
went yesterday. I am increasing each stage of the ascent gradually. Tomorrow, if the weather is favorable, I will go
up to the second plateau.
As for the first, which I reached yesterday, it took twenty-two thousand steps to get there—the average step being
seventy-five centimeters. Just
a moment of patience, Madam. However, it won’t be altogether exact, for, in ascending a mountain, a man does
not take a step of seventy-five
centimeters but perhaps, Madam, a step of only fifty centimeters. Very well, then—”
“Excuse me, Herr Landrath—is it really possible that you counted your steps, and that they came to twentytwo thousand?”
The Landrath jumped up with a spryness unusual at his age. I have forgotten to mention that he was not a
young man—even actually an old one, if you like. He walked up to me and pulled out of the pocket of his knitted
vest a large metal watch.
“This is a pedometer, Madam!” He launched into an explanation. “I am never without it. And it never errs. The
best of chronometers could not compare with it in precision. Kept upright—upright, without fail, fastened with a
spring like this inside the vest pocket—it ticks off every step I take. Tick-tock . . . there, Madam, just listen to it,”
said he, and cautiously shook the watch-like thing. And, true enough, it apathetically, even somewhat on the bored
side, repeated after the Landrath: tick-tock, tick-tock. “This arrow,” he went on, “ticks off the steps; this one
indicates the total number of steps taken in a day. … Every time I set out for a walk, I set the counting arrow at
zero. Like this. If I do not go out immediately after the morning coffee—which, by the way, is very badly
prepared here—I set this arrow twice: in the morning, before the stroll, for a tally of the steps taken in the house;
and a second time, for the steps taken out of doors. When I was in the service I used to average twelve thousand
steps a day. Three thousand indoors—at work and at home; the other nine thousand were apportioned as follows.”
From the vicinity of the radiator came the sound of suppressed laughter. The Landrath, startled, looked over his
shoulder and lapsed into silence. The stranger unexpectedly got up and approached us. The light of the dim lamp,
hung far too high, wavered upon his pale, almost white face, and it became obvious that the stranger was no
ordinary rain-soaked passer-by who had stepped in to get warm. Most striking about his face—yes, and not only
striking but actually beautiful—were his eyes. Wonderfully sparkling and a little mocking. The least trifle chilly,
they looked serenely out of slanted, elongated slits. His hair, parted in an old-fashioned way right down the
middle, fell in straight, light locks upon a clear, rather high forehead. His soft chin, a little feminine, or child-like,
rested upon a rolling collar, also old-fashioned. Because of the chin’s position, or because of the collar itself, the
stranger’s head seemed bent down, and his look sidelong. He was looking on attentively, as if warily and (as I
have already said) mockingly. He reminded me of an old daguerreotype portrait—but whose? There, what
foolishness won’t pop into one’s head at times—and yet … of course, he looked like … Gogol.\fn{ Nikolay
Vasilyevich Gogol (1809-1852), Belarus writer.} I actually smiled at such an absurd notion.
The stranger held out to me his broad, very warm hand, then, turning with all his torso to the Landrath,
repeated the gesture, gave his name indistinctly, and said:
“Allow me to have a look at that contraption. Amazing! 1 did happen to hear of it, but somehow never thought
of the possibility of its being put to practical use.”
“Yes,” answered the Landrath, flattered at the impression made by his instrument, “I am proud of this find. I
venture to call it my invention, as it were. Cherishing a dream of such a pedometer for many years, 1 came upon it
utterly by chance; but, if I hadn’t found it, I would have invented it. I always knew what, precisely, I was seeking.
Almost all the misfortunes that befall man come about because he does not know what he is seeking. 1 am firmly
convinced that the serenity and cloudlessness of the heavens over me.” (“I am speaking allegorically,” smiled the
Landrath, and his left mustache again flew off somewhere), “from my cradle and, I hope, to my grave, is a reward
bestowed upon me for
my orderliness. Forty-four years ago, having placed the last full stop\fn{ Period.} in my thesis for a doctorate of
philosophy, 1 said to myself: ‘You will enter such and such an administrative bureau, will serve forty years, work
yourself up to such and such a rank, and go into retirement in such and such a year, and then you will enjoy your
rest—which, in my conception, means reflection and mild exercise. To achieve that rest, you must have an
income, that is, a certain sum, representing the result of two items: pension and accrual of interest.’ And I have
erred but twice in my life, my dear Madam and Sir: I served for forty-two years, and I miscalculated my income.
But, as God is my witness, it is not I who am to blame for the War! I haven’t once changed the format of my
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memo books. Even during the War, when for some reason the shape and format of all things changed, and on a
certain evil day I could not find the sort of notebook I wanted in the stationery store on Tauntzienstrasse—war, it
is disorderliness—I had my memo books made to order by a bookbinder. This was in …”
“You keep diaries, Herr Landrath?” I interrupted the flow of his monologue not very politely.
“Precisely, Madam—diaries! And it is to these diaries that I am indebted for certain successes in the service
and elsewhere. If it would not tire you too much, my dear Madam and Sir, I will tell you an outstanding incident
in my career—”
“By all means—this is so interesting that I’m ready to listen to you all night!” The stranger raised his chin
from the soft collar and looked radiantly into the vacuous eyes of the Landrath.
“Do, do tell us, please” I joined in his request.
“I had a post in the Legal Department of the Ministry of Communications,” the Landrath began in a leisurely
way, chewing his cigar. “Some ten years before the War a very urgent problem arose in connection with a small
but very important railroad branch near the Dutch frontier, His Excellency X, Chief of my Ministry, turned to me
in the presence of the whole Commission with the following words: ‘I’ve heard that you’ve been keeping
memoranda from your first day in the service. Perhaps you may have some notes concerning these negotiations,
which were never concluded. We conducted them about ten years ago.’ It was no easy matter,” the Landrath went
on. … ‘About ten years ago,' His Excellency had said. How was one to look through all the memo books in half
an hour? Yet find that item I did! Half an hour later I came back to the conference room of the Ministry where the
Commission was in session, and in my hands was the memo book for the very year which His Excellency had so
vaguely referred to: ‘About ten years ago.’ I read out in the dead silence of that conference: ‘October seventeenth,
at a quarter past six, the conference began at which the problem of the Bentheim Branch was under discussion. It
ended at twenty minutes to eleven that night. Did not go home for supper, since during the session tea sandwiches,
and cigars (real Havanas) were served. After the session I took a stroll, for exactly an hour. In bed by mid night.’
The effect was extraordinary. The members of the Commission were staggered, while His Excellency actually
indulged in a pleasantry: ‘What a pity, my friend,’ said he ‘that you made no memo of just what points we failed
to come together on at that time. That would have been of great importance to us.’ And I answered in the tone of
His Excellency’s pleasantry: ‘The format of my books, Excellency, is a pocket one, whereas for such details one
needs folios.’ For answer I heard from his lips the greatest praise which an official may receive: ‘Sie sind eine
ganz geniale Maschine, meit Freund.’ But that was not all,” the Landrath went on, after a pause filled with great
significance. “I had the reputation of a man endowed with a phenomenal memory. I was feared, was respected.
Yet it was all a matter of memoranda! Some petitioner would be standing near my desk, saying nothing looking
about him, waiting until I should at last notice him I was in no hurry, turning the leaves of my memo book calmly;
then, with still greater calmness (calmness and leisureliness are of the utmost importance in creating an effect),
would announce: ‘You were in to see me eight years ago— February twelfth, at thirty-two minutes after three.’
The petitioner would shy away, backing out toward the exit, all flabbergasted and mumbling: ‘Genial! Kolossal!’
And yet that whole business consisted only of Organization and the twin principles of Deliberateness and
Outward Composure. Having learned from a secretary the petitioner’s name, I would peel into my pocket-index,
listing all the people I had ever come in contact with, locate the name I needed, and ascertain the date and hour of
our last meeting alongside it.”
“Oh, Herr Landrath, if I were a petitioner I’d have heart, failure right at your desk!” I teased him.
The stranger was contemplating the Landrath from under his eyebrows with his clear, frankly mocking gaze,
and the upturned corners of his mouth were smiling. It was altogether quiet in the lounge. One could hear the easy
breathing of Wolfie and the swishing of the trees near the window as they shook off the rain.
“The rain seems to have stopped, and there is really no need for me to stay here for the night,” said the
stranger, after a glance at the outer darkness. “Your landlady will probably remain wherever she is for the night;
maybe it’s better so. There’s an express train at midnight, I believe, Can you tell me how to get to the station?”
The Landrath’s mouth opened, his exceedingly volatile left mustache fluttered, and he was all set to launch
into directions, but I forestalled him:
“I can lead you there. I intended to take a walk before going to bed anyway, if the rain stopped.”
“Thank you,” the stranger said simply, and suddenly added, fixing me with his clear, mocking look, “Herr
Landrath’s pedometer would—were you to handle it—start racing, and then stop, I’m willing to bet on that!”
“Ausgeschlossen! Impossible!” the Landrath came to the defence of his pedometer. “However, Madam, I don’t
go out I when it’s so wet; if you like I will let you take it along, and you will know how many steps you have
taken from here to the station, and from the station to—”
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“Thank you, Herr Landrath, I won’t break it—you need have no fear of that.”
“Oh, I feel perfectly at ease, invariably, in all circumstances, although it is quite unusual for my pedometer to
be in somebody else’s keeping. But, since it’s you …” He smiled with a light twitch of his left mustache and
began attaching the pedometer to my coat pocket. “I should be very grateful if you would also take Wolfie with
you, Madam,” said the Landrath, “Poor Wolfie hasn’t had his stroll this evening,”
“Wolfie!” I called, and a minute later, having let a gust of fresh wind into the stagnation of the lounge, we went
out into the night—the stranger, Wolfie, and I.
I peered in through the window. The niggardly lamp was trickling the rust of its light on the roseate skull of the
Landrath. He was writing something in his memo book.
“Have a look," I turned to the stranger, “The Landrath is writing; he is making an entry of the time you walked
into the lounge, or, more exactly, at what day, hour, and minute you did so, and of the day, hour, and minute I
carried off his pedometer and took his dog out for a stroll.”
“Don’t rush,” said the stranger, and I sensed that he was smiling with the upturned corners of his lips. “Don’t
forget you promised the Landrath to return the pedometer to him all safe and sound.”
“To the devil with the pedometer! Wolfie, you and I despise pedometers, don’t we? Just see how Wolfie dashes
along! He knows what an amazing thing life is. Hold on, Wolfie—I can never catch up with you. The Landrath,
however, hasn’t Wolfie’s knowledge. Poor Landrath! I feel certain that he’ll contrive to write down the day, hour,
and minute of his own death. Wolfie, however, who doesn’t know how to write, and I, with this perpetual haste of
mine—we can boast. Here, Wolfie! Let’s start boasting: We are alive! There, say it, old boy! ‘We are alive!’ Yes—
but Herr Landrath is counting steps …”
“Do slow down. Don’t run like that—I can’t keep up with you; I’m getting out of breath.”
“As you see, there are three of us—you, Wolfie and I. It’s all I can do to keep up with Wolfie, whereas you must
run, and that to exhaustion, to catch up with me. Wolfie is living, I am yearning to live, whereas you … there were
dogs running upon earth before Wolfie, they will be running in his tracks after him—but the poor Landrath has
always paced along solemnly, counting his steps and, with dignity, orderliness, he will go down into the grave.
Wolfie, though, will pass out under some fence. And you may besure it won’t be by pure chance. A Saint Bernard
leaves the house when it feels death coming on, and goes out into the forest, afield—out in the open. A dog
comprehends how splendidly beautiful life is, and it knows that death is violence, compulsion, filth. It goes to
pass out as far as possible from the house where it lived. Man, however, has muddled everything. He befouls life
but aggrandizes death, takes to his bed, summons the living: ‘Look, I am rendering up my soul to God!’ ‘A
beautiful death,’ say the onlookers. Why don’t they ever exclaim: ‘A beautiful life!’? When I die … however, it’s
difficult to know, of course, where I’ll die, and how. Only, in all probability, it won’t be in my bed. The Landrath
will die in an armchair, at a desk, with a memo book in his hands. I’d like to die at some great rail junction, where
there are a lot of trains of all sorts coming and going all the time. I have a railroad soul. I love changing trains …”
“I believe you. Also, running. No one could keep up with you. I’m all in. And how fast you talk—oh, Lord!”
“Take a dog, now! It doesn’t live long—it’s life is shorter than man’s, but then it’s so much jollier! But the
Landrath … ugh! I simply can’t get the Landrath out of my head. I forgot to ask—what’s your name? Who are
you? Why does man yearn for the sky all his life long? Are you always silent? I’m driven along by the wind—and
envy. Really, by God—envy. I envy Wolfie …”
“Do stop for a while! Where are you rushing to? The train isn’t due for another twenty minutes.” He glanced at
his watch.
“You’re some sort of Landrath—in a fine edition. Please don’t be angry. All of you are Landraths: ‘The train
isn’t due for another twenty minutes.’ You live by a timetable. Trains wait for no man, that’s true enough—but life
doesn’t wait, either, and that hurts far more. You’ve become accustomed to hurrying to the station, while
everything else seems to you as fixed and substantial as the world of Euclid. But I—I know that life is on wheels,
that the world spins, and that Einstein, a tranquil, thoughtful Jew, has fathomed with his fearless mind that it’s
long since time to overturn Euclid—the world of fixed stability. Einstein has canceled all timetables with a single
stroke of his fountain-pen. If a man were to fly across the ocean several times in a row—from Europe to America
and from America to Europe, and so on—he would lose all conception of time. Yes, my dear Sir. He’d start his
flight here in the morning; he’d land there—and find morning there too. The calendar would show yesterday’s
date as today’s. I don’t know how to explain things. I find them in my mind by groping for them in the dark—and
then, frightened, I toss my head, without thinking matters out to the end. Einstein is a heretic. The Jews think a
great deal; thinking is their sport, their amusement. They’re afraid of bloodshed, but they are fearless thinkers—
there are the Talmudists; there’s Einstein,\fn{ Albert Einstein (1879-1955), German-born American physicist and Nobel laureate .}
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genius and heretic, who has overturned a universe propped up on pillars. The universe is on wheels! I run so as
not to think—which is cowardice and greediness. Well, yes, I’m greedy: I hide under my pillow a lean purse of
coppers—the tiny minutes of life—so as not to lose a single one. I run to be alive, to catch up with Wolfie, a dog,
a living being which understands that the universe is a road running under its muzzle and that everything up there
above, over a hind leg hoisted near a fence, is Height. And at Height one must bark. … The Landrath has been
trained to push a pen over paper and to count his steps, but Wolfie knows the odor of earth, of life, of canine
greetings—and he is so much the happier …”
“You will die from haste. You haven’t even noticed that Wolfie has made you—and me after you—circle the
station three times.”
When we stepped out on the platform a man in a cap that smelt of rain and cigar smoke shouted, “Ein-ste-eein!” in my very ear.
“You see, even these Landraths have heard of the author of Relativity!”
The stranger broke into gay laughter. He shook my hand (his own was dry, and very warm and broad) and
hopped into the train. From the door he told me:
“You’re charming and funny; but you’re in too much of a hurry and will run past life. It wasn’t Einstein the
announcer said, but Einsteigen.. which means all aboard!”
Then his white face appeared for an instant at a window. The train had started, and I ran after it.
“You haven't told me your name, after all, or who you are! However, it doesn’t matter: the universe is on
wheels—we’ll meet somewhere again. Wait—a I’ll tell you how many steps we’ve taken together …” and I got
out the pedometer. The arrow was pointing to five. Odd! And I called out after the train: “You guessed right! The
pedometer broke down after my fifth step!”
As we were going home the rain began again, and the wind lashed us with it. We ran without stopping for
breath, the dog and I; we wanted to get ahead of rain, wind, life.
“Wolfie, are you certain of the fact that the train has left? Perhaps it’s a case of our having run away from the
station too soon? Wolfie, you heard that fellow in the cap, a lesser Landrath of a way-station, calling out
‘Einstein!’ … well, before they used to pronounce their all aboard! more distinctly … there you have Relativity
for Everybody, in which form, they say, it’s quite within the reach of all, almost pleasant to take; everybody will
come to believe in it soon, with the exception of your master. The cap of that; lesser Landrath smelled of cheap
cigar smoke and a summer downpour. You never noticed that, Wolfie; you sniff the earth, but that sort of thing is
all ours; that's Height: a downpour, a cheap cigar, and a uniform cap.”
Everything was just as quiet as before in the lounge. As before, the wind, which had made its way into the
radiator, God knows how, was singing the little song of the tea-kettle. On the chair where the stranger, now on his
way, had been sitting, a note was lying, and written thereon in a small, rather downhill hand, in Russian, was:
“You won’t have time to ask my name and, if you do ask, you will forget to listen to my answer. My name is
Nicholas Vassilievich Gogol.”
The Landrath was sitting at the desk in a very comfortable position, with his eyes closed and his roseate skull
upturned against the back of the armchair. The rusty light of the lamp was lying in a pinguid,\fn{ Rich.} parchmenthued circle upon his open memo book. Wolfie walked up to his master and licked the white, most delicately
freckled hand hanging over the arm of the chair. Then Wolfie raised his head high, to the very face of the
Landrath, and began to whimper softly. He stretched his muzzle still higher, horribly high, above the head of the
Landrath, and started barking angrily at the Height. I came nearer. The Landrath was not breathing; I lifted up his
hand and let it drop—the hand struck woodenly against the corner of the desk. The Landrath was dead. Upon the
small open page of the memo book, in the tiniest of tiny letters, rippled his last entry: 11.00 P.M.
I locked the door, turning the key in the lock twice and, without undressing, threw myself on my bed. Lying on
my night-table was a pocket volume of Dead Souls in the edition of the World Publishing House, Berlin. I picked
up the book, but laid it down again, without opening it. The rain was tinkling against the window, and somewhere
nearby the wind sang the little song of the tea-kettle, as composed by that Englishman, Dickens. Wolfie, near the
corpse of his master, was by turns whimpering piteously and angrily barking.
86.210 & 98.150 1. An Evening Of Culture 2. Pelageya: Two Short Stories\fn{by Mikhail Mikhailovich Zoshchenko
(1895-1958)} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (M) 3
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I have always been a sympathizer with the point of view of the Center.
When militant communism was compromised by the introduction of the New Economic Policy,\fn{ Instituted by
Lenin in a decree of August 9, 1921. It permitted freedom of trading within the country, sanctioned overtime and piecework payment for
workers, offered encouragement to foreign capitalists and concessionaires, and recognized by implication that rights of private property
which had been abolished under War Communism. It was done away with by Stalin in 1929 .} the NEP, I did not protest. We are

going have the NEP; well why not. But all the same the introduction of the NEP did cause a desperate tugging at
my heart strings. I foresaw that it would mean some nasty changes in our way of life.
What freedom we had in the old era of militant communism! In all the things which make for civilization and
culture we had freedom. In those days you go to a theater and sit down without first removing your great-coat.
You could take your place in just the same rig-out as that in which you had been walking in the street. That was
freedom achieved.
But nevertheless this culture question is a bitch of a question, even considered from the point of view of what
you wear in the theater. Of course there’s no doubt that the public without great-coats looks much better, is better
sorted out, more charming and elegant. But what is fine in bourgeois countries may be a bit out of place with us.
Comrade Loktef and his lady friend Nusha Koshelkova met me one evening lately on their way to the theater.
For my part I was merely taking the air, or I had stepped out to moisten my throat—I forget which.
They fell in with me as I was walking along and persuaded me to accompany them to the theater.
“Your throat may be dry but it won’t run away from you,” said Comrade Loktef. “Your throat you have always
with you and another time you can go and give it a gargle. This evening, come with us to the theater and see
Greeka.”
To be brief they persuaded me to go with them and spend a cultured evening. Of course they bought my ticket;
thirty rouble tickets. We walked in together up the main stairway. Suddenly some shouted after us—“Great-coats
off! Your overcoats, take them off!”
Loktef and his lady at once began to take off their cloaks. For my part I hesitated. That evening, going out for a
drink, I had slipped into my trousers, but I still wore my night-shirt. I wore neither waistcoat nor jacket, and
brothers mine I felt awkward about taking off my great-coat. “An offence against decency can now easily take
place” I reflected. Not that my night-shirt was so to say dirty. It was not specially dirty. But of course it was just a
plain ordinary night-shirt. Big buttons; broad hem. I felt it would hardly be considered decent and proper walking
through the foyer in such large buttons.
“Comrades,” said I to Loktef and lady, “I hardly know what to do. I’m not particularly well-dressed today. It’s
a bit awkward for me because if I take off my coat my braces\fn{ Suspenders.} will be visible, and my shirt, I must
say, is very plain.”
“Well, show me,” said Comrade Loktef.
I unbuttoned.
The lady of course also took a squint. “Now I’d better go right back home,” she exclaimed. “I cannot be seen
in a theater with a man in his night-shirt. I wonder you didn’t come with your drawers over your trousers The idea
of coming to a theater in such a get up. You do feel embarrassed, don’t you!”
“When I set out I had no idea I was going to a theater,” I answered her. “You don’t think I wouldn’t have worn
a jacket. Perhaps you think I haven’t one. Or I am saving my jacket for another occasion?”
Well we stood there on the stairs, thinking it out. Then Loktef, the hound had a bright idea. “I know what!”
said he. “I’ll take off my waistcoat; you put it on and you march bravely into the auditorium, looking as if you had
taken off your jacket because you found it too hot in here.”
Loktef began fumbling under his coat, intending to unbutton his vest, pull it out and hand it to me.
“Oh gracious mother,” he exclaimed, “I haven’t put my waistcoat on today. Perhaps I could give you my tie
instead. That would look more decent. Run it round your neck and march in as if you felt hot.”
“No, my God, better I go back home,” said the lady. “One gentleman in little more than his drawers; the other
wearing a tie instead of a jacket. Why doesn’t he ask permission to go in his overcoat. Perhaps they would make
an exception.”
We went and begged and implored the management to allow me to go in in my great-coat, but they showed us
the Soviet book of rules and regulations. It was not allowed.
“It’s not 1919 now. You can’t sit in a theater in your overcoat,” said they.
“Well then, there’s nothing for it but for me to return home,” said I.
But I reflected that they had paid thirty roubles for me and I just simply could not desert them. My feet refused
to budge.
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Then Loktef the hound made another suggestion. “Unbutton your braces,” said he, “and let Nusha carry them
in as if you were wearing a summer blouse, apache style,\fn{Apparently without the tails of the blouse tucked into the
trousers.} and all the whole look as if you were oppressed by the heat.”
“All the same, I’m not going to carry any braces,” objected Nusha Kolenkorova. “I don’t go into a theater in
order to carry intimate objects of the masculine toilet. Let him carry them himself, or stuff them in his trousers’
pocket!”
I took off my overcoat and stood in my shirt looking like a dog’s aunt.
And it was absolutely dog cold in the theater. I shivered. My teeth chattered.
People began to stare at us. “Well, you scoundrel” said the lady. “You may as well help me unbutton my cloak.
It will stop people staring at us. Oy-oy, by God, I’d better have gone straight back home!”
And it was not easy to unbutton her. It was so cold. My fingers being cold could not get round the buttons. I
did a few exercises, opening and shutting my hands so as to bring the circulation into my fingers. At last I got her
unbuttoned. We disposed of our coats. All was in order and went into see the show.
The first act went by without incident, only I was very cold and performed gymnastic exercises all the while.
Suddenly in the entr’acté\fn{The interval between two acts.} our neighbors behind us were heard raising objections.
They called the stewards and pointed at me.
“Ladies do not like looking at night-shirts,” said they. “It shocks them. More than that the son of a she dog
keeps on twisting and turning all the time.”
“I twist because I’m cold,” said I. “Let some of you sit here in your shirts! You can take it from me brothers,
I’m no more happy about it than you are. But what’s to be done?”
They hauled me off to the manager’s office and wrote everything down. Then they set me at liberty.
Some time afterwards I had to pay a fine for this. There’s a stinker! You never can guess from what quarter
some unpleasantness will arrive …
2
Pelageya was an illiterate woman. She couldn’t even write her name.
Pelageya’s husband, however, was a responsible Soviet official. Although he had once been a simple peasant,
five years of living in the city had taught him an awful lot. Not only how to write his name but a hell of a lot
besides.
And he was very much embarrassed to have an illiterate wife.
“You, Pelageyushaka, ought at least to learn how to write your name,” he used to say to Pelageya. “My last
name is an easy one. Two syllables—Kuch-kin. And still you can’t write it. It’s awkward.”
Pelageya used to wave it aside. “There’s no use in me trying to learn it now, Ivan Nikolaevich,” she would
answer. I’m getting on in years. My fingers are getting stiff. Why should I try to learn to make those letters now?
Let the young pioneers learn it. I’ll make it to my old age just as I am.
Pelageya’s husband was a terribly busy man and couldn’t waste much time on his wife. He wagged his head as
if to say, “Oh, Pelageya, Pelageya!” But he kept his mouth shut.
But one day Ivan Nikolaevich did bring home a special little book.
“Here, Polya,” he said, “is the latest teach-yourself primer, based on he most up-to-date methods. I am going to
show you how myself.”
Pelageya gave a quiet laugh, took the primer in her hands, turned it over, and hid it in the dresser, as if to say,
“Let it lie there. Maybe our grandchildren will have some use for it.”
But then one day Pelageya sat down to work. She had to mend a jacket for Ivan Nikolaevich. The sleeve had
worn through.
So Pelageya sat down at the table. Took up her needle. Put her hand under the jacket and heard something
rustling.
Maybe there’s money in there, Pelageya thought.
She looked and found a letter. A nice clean one, with a neat envelope, precise little handwriting, and paper that
smelled of perfume or eau de cologne.
Pelageya’s heart gave a leap.
Can Ivan Nikolaevich be deceiving me? She thought. Can he be exchanging love letters with well-educated
ladies and making fun of his poor, dumb, illiterate wife?
Pelageya looked at the envelope, took out the letter and unfolded it, but since she was illiterate she couldn’t
make out a word.
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For the first time in her life Pelageya was sorry that she couldn’t read.
Even though it’s somebody else’s letter, she thought, I’ve got to know what’s in it. Maybe it will change my
whole life, and I’d better go back to the country and work as a peasant.
Pelageya started to cry and began thinking that Ivan Nikolaevich seemed to have changed lately—he seemed
to be taking more care of his mustache and washing his hands more often. Pelageya sat looking at the letter and
squealing like a stuck pig. But read the letter she couldn’t. And to show it to someone else would be embarrassing.
Pelageya hid the letter in the dresser, finished sewing the jacket, and waited for Ivan Nikolaevich to come
home.
But when he came Pelageya didn’t let on that anything had happened. On the contrary, in calm and even tones
she talked to her husband and even hinted that she had nothing against doing a little studying and that she was fed
up with being a dark and illiterate peasant.
Ivan Nikolaevich was overjoyed to hear it. “That’s just fine,” he said. “I’ll show you how myself.”
“All right, go head,” said Pelageya.
And she stared fixedly at Ivan Nikolaevich’s neat, clipped little mustache.
For two solid months Pelageya studied her reading every day. She patiently pieced together the words from the
syllables, learned to form the letters, and memorized sentences. And every evening she took the treasured letter
out of the dresser and tried to decipher its secret meaning.
But it was no easy job.
It was the third month before Pelageya mastered the art.
One morning when Ivan Nikolaevich had gone off to work, Pelageya took the letter out of the dresser and
started reading it.
It was hard for her to decipher the small handwriting, but the scarcely perceptible scent of perfume from the
paper spurred her on. The letter was addressed to Ivan Nikolaevich.
Pelageya read:
Dear Comrade Kuchkin:
I am sending you the primer I promised. I think that your wife should be able to master this vast erudition in two or
three months. Promise me, old boy, that you’ll make her do it. Explain to her; make her feel how disgusting it is to be
an illiterate peasant woman.
To celebrate the anniversary of the Revolution, we are liquidating illiteracy throughout the whole Republic by all
possible means; but for some reason we forget about those closest to us.
Be sure to do this, Ivan Nikolaevich.
With Communist greetings,
Maria Blokhina

Pelageya read this letter through twice. Then, pressing her lips together sorrowfully and feeling somehow
secretly insulted, she burst into tears.
86.217 The Two Kinds Of Truth\fn{by Pyotr Ivanovich Zamoyski (1896-1958)} Sobolevka, Penza Oblast, Russia (M) 7
“What’s he doin’ so long?” my mother said, unable to tear herself away from the window.
“They won’t give him none,” Mishka told her in a quiet voice. “Why go to them at all?” he added after a
moment of silence.
All of us, a roomful of kids clinging to the window, gazing impatiently toward the school and those white
willows, trying to picture that nine-walled Glazov house where our father had gone to borrow some rye flour. The
Glazovs weren’t the first; yesterday he had made the rounds of all “benefactors” as he called them, those who
“help out” the needy, lend a measure of rye and take back a measure-and-a-half in the fall. But today all those
“benefactors” seemed to be in cahoots; my father was refused by each one of them. The Glazovs were his last
straw; old Glazov was a God-fearing man, as my dad was, and they’d meet almost every Sunday in church on the
left choir loft where they sang together.
“He’ll give, Uncle Ossip will,” Mom said. “They’ve lots of grain, all shelves full.”
“They’ll first’ve\fn{First have.} their teeth pulled,” Mishka growled.
All of us kids, except Mishka who was the oldest now, kept clinging to the window, staring at those willows
and waiting. We hoped something would suddenly begin to move in those willows and come away onto the road,
and then we’d see that it was our daddy, and our daddy’d\fn{ Daddy would.} have a bag on his back … What would
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our dad have on his back, one bag full of rye or full of nothing? That’s what it was all about.
Did Mother really believe when she said that Uncle Ossip won’t refuse? She probably didn’t because her face
was worried and her eyes were scared. There were nine mouths to feed in our family and they’d given us soil for
one-and-a-half souls. Only my dad had the right to soil and our oldest brother, now in the army. My dad was one
soul and the soldier boy one-half; we kids didn’t count—we were “soulless” they said. The had been the law, and
after the law was made there was no more soil to share out; we couldn’t rent land either for half-and-half because
we had no horse and no seeds.
As Dad used to say, we had to knock like fishes against the ice, trying to break it.
“Is it him?” Mom shouted out and her face became pale. We all saw him. We looked at each other and quietly
came down from the bench. Sitting near Mom, I could hear her sniffing into her apron. She’s crying, I thought,
and a mist came over my eyes. I was sorry for her but I knew if I ever tried to ask her not to, she'’ cry even harder
and what’s more, she’d begin to sob aloud, and then she’d wake of Aksutka in the chamber, and I’d have to rock
her, pick her up and carry her. So I decided, let Mom cry … maybe I’ll cry a little too—quietly—because a
twelve-year-old boy isn’t supposed to cry aloud.
Though we weren’t looking at the street any more we knew by a passing shadow that Dad was home. We could
see him now standing at the door of our cottage. He groaned for a while, fumbling and knocking at something,
then began to scrape, as if groping for the cramp. Thee was a jerk, and then … the door opened slowly, slowly.
Dad didn’t look at us, at our worried faces. He lazily laid the empty bag on the Dutch stove we had, rubbed his
hands as if they had been frozen, and only then did he give us a glance—sort of begging and scared too. It seemed
as if Dad was afraid of us, his own kids. He was afraid and felt guilty. None of us said anything, and there was
silence for a long time which Dad seemed to find harder and harder to stand. We all knew that Mom would be first
to speak up. She lifted her tearful face, chewed for a while on her dried-up lips and began to shake her head.
“You’re nothing but a piece of clay,” she said bitterly to Dad. Mom was speaking very softly but we all heard
her … he too. “You’re a good-for-nothing goofy nincompoop unfit even to be shot by a good cannon. Why don’t
we get rid of you before you tire us all out to death?” Mom kept scolding Dad and us. Dad didn’t say anything; he
knew that if he said something they might end fighting with the wooden poker. So he just shook his head and
whispered, “Oh, you stupid nag, you nag!”
When Mom finished scolding she got up from the bench, made a step toward the stove, and snatched the bag.
Giving Dad a look that almost made him stagger, she slammed the door and left.
I ran after and caught up with her at the pantry shed. “Mommie, where’re you going?” I asked.
She stopped and stared at me. Then she bent down as if looking for a stick, but I didn’t wait. “You miserable
brat,” I heard her scream. “Go home before I make a short end of you.”
I ran back. I knew where she was going anyhow—to the Karpukhins. The Karpukhins were richer than the
Glazovs, but more stingy. Dad wouldn’t even try there; only Mom had a chance. Mom knew how to go about
these things; she’d not crawl or bow as Dad did. No, she’d pretend to laugh, joke and wouldn’t ask for anything at
first. Only later she’d say, as if it suddenly came to here, “Heck, I just thought of something. I’d started on the
dough and found I haven’t got enough flour. Heck, could you help me out with a measure until tomorrow?”
The Karpukhins knew only too well that “tomorrow” meant until fall. Still only rarely did they refuse Mom.
True, they’d first make fun out of Dad, out of our whole household, our misery, and then they’d either give right
away or promise to.
I hadn’t gone with Mom to the Karpukhins this time, nor did I even follow to watch her through the window.
Too often she’d catch me and give me a few on the behind. But I waited until I saw her come out of the
Karpukhins’ porch. I knew from her face that she got it.
“Mom?” I asked softly, “are we going to get it?”
“We are,” she said.
“when?”
“Don’t be nosy,” she snapped. “They’re takin’ a lorry\fn{ Truck; a British term.} to the mill tomorrow an’ after
they come back they’ll give us two measures till New Moon.”
I ran inside. When Mom came in everybody knew by her face that we were going to have bread. Even Dad
cheered up though he asked no questions.
Only Mishka was glum. He sprawled wit his elbows all over the table and pressed his hands to his temples.
Mishka was thinking, but I paid no attention to him because all I thought of was that we were going to have bread.
I was so happy that I felt like running out into the meadow to watch the grazing horses at the mill or play with
other kids my age. They were burning cow dung and baking potatoes in it.
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I stopped at the threshing floor and peeked into our neighbor’s hut where I liked to sit and think. I don’t know
how long I was sitting there when I heard somebody come by in a hurry. I looked: it was my brother Mishka. In
one hand he had a blue sackcloth bundle, in the other he carried a thick stick.
“Mish,” I shouted at him. “Where’re you going?”
He turned around and yelled back at me, a little too happily: “To wild geeses, to pieces, and misty hills—that’s
where. Don’t say a word, though, to Dad or Mom,” he warned.
“If you say so,” I promised, my heart aching. My older brother was going to find his luck in neighboring
villages. As my eyes followed him sadly, I was beginning to be afraid that Mishka’d never come back to us. I
remembered him telling me, “Vasya, some day I’m going where my eyes’ll carry me. I’m tired of looking after
people’s cows and begging for little handouts. You’ll grow up and go away too. We’ve got no roots in this village,
the Tsar gives us no soil, and there’s nothing here to cling to.”
There he went, my older brother, and now there was nobody to talk to and tell my troubles. I wanted to run
after him when somebody called me. It was Lukashka, taking a cart out into the fields. I had completely forgotten
about him—I still did have a friend! Lukashka was from Kochki, not far from here; he was living in our village
now, working for the rich farmer Damyotka. Several years older than me, Lukashka was a strong lad and a good
worker. He had only one good eye, though; the other a shepherd had spattered out with a whip.
Lukashka had been telling me interesting things and giving me books to read. Whenever I had a chance to
crawl up into the attic, I’d sit down at the chimney where there was a hole in the roof and read. Mom couldn’t find
me there, no matter how hard she looked. I knew if she ever found me there she would take my book away and
tear it to pieces.
“Where’re you going?” Lukashka asked.
“Oh, wherever my eyes go,” I said. “Just seen my brother off.”
“Into the world?”
“Where else,” I sighed.
“I’m afraid Mishka won’t come back to you,” Lukashka shook his head.
“I’m afraid so,” I agreed.
“Get on the cart,” Lukashka invited me.
I jumped up. “Your brother’s going to get far, far away,” Lukashka went on. “He’ll get into a big town with all
kinds of houses and tall chimneys. He’ll hire himself out to work in some factory and never come back into this
village.”
“No, he won’t,” I nodded. My heart pained me and I didn’t want to think of it. I looked at the two-share plough
dragging behind us on its gauge wheels, then watched Lukashka’s huge dog Kaukas, running ahead of the cart.
Kukas was big and yellow, came out on top in most dog fights. And Lukashka loved to see dogs fight; he’d seem
to change when he sicked them.\fn{ Got them to attack each other .} “Sick’em, Kaukas!” he’d yell, and Kaukas’d throw
himself at his enemy from a running jump.
We barely managed to get by two boundary stones from the meadow when a two-horse cart showed up on the
road crossing. It was driven by Pavel, one of Karpukhin’s married sons. Pavel was older than Lukashka but he
always liked to ride out into the fields with his dog, the huge Polkan. He too loved to see dogs fight. His Polkan
had already been in many fights with Lukashka’s Kaukas; sometimes one, sometimes the other dog won.
“Hello there, Lukashka,” Pavel shouted.
“Hello there, Pavel. Opening the fall tilling?”
“Some people’ve\fn{People have.} started already>”
“My landlord’s sending me out,” Lukashka explained.
The dogs were already snarling at each other. Pavel’s eyes began to flash. “Look at them,” he shouted with joy.
“They know their business,” Lukashka said.
“Shall we sick’em, what d’ya say?” Pavel asked.
“Why not?”
They stopped their horses and jumped off the carts. “G-get’im, Polkan!” Pavel shouted.
“Take’m, Kaukas!” Lukashka yelled.
The dogs seemed to be waiting just for that; they jumped at each other, turned over a few times, and bunched
in a cloud of dust. Each dog had his own way of fighting; Polkan tried to grab his enemy’s throat. Kaukas aimed
for the upper lip. The winner would usually be the dog that made the first grab.
This time Kaukas had goofed. Almost at once Polkan had his throat. Whooping happily, Pavel kept running
around the dogs, baiting Polkan, “G-et’im!”
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Lukashka, too, ran around, yelling, “Take’m, Kaukas! Take’m!”
The dogs whirled, uprooting grass and crushing somebody’s millet. Kaukas was pressed to the ground, his
throat in Polkan’s teeth. He had stopped growling, whined for a while, then began to groan hoarsely.
I sat on the cart, trembling from fright and watching little rivers of sweat flowing down Lukashka’s face. Kids
had come hurrying down from the meadow, and they too, like Pavel and Lukashka, started running around the
dogs, whistling and yowling.
Kaukas was quiet and all bloody as Polkan was sitting on top of him, biting his throat. “Lukashka,” I yelled
out. “Do something, he’ll chew Kaukas to death.”
Lukashka had seen that. He made up his mind to do the last thing he’d have wanted to do. Running up to the
dogs, he kicked Kaukas as hard as he could. “S-sick’im,” he shouted “S-sick’im!”
Kaukas shot up in a flash of lightning. Before I could blink an eye he was on top of Polkan, clamping him with
his paws and sinking his teeth in his enemy’s upper jaw. Thee was Polkan’s scared yap, as Kaukas tossed him up
and threw him against the plow, and then clamped him again with his paws, tearing at his side and throwing off
bloody clumps of hair.
Pavel became pale and began darting around the wrestling dogs. “Get’im,” he kept yelling, kicking Polkan, but
Polkan couldn’t tear himself away from Kaukas’ teeth. Then Pavel grabbed a stick and began to hit Kaukas, which
was something a dog baiter wasn’t supposed to do, because when the owners wanted to separate the dogs they had
to beat their own.
“Mister Pavel,” Lukashka shouted, “Why’re you hitting my dog?”
“Shut up,” Pavel shouted back, hitting Kaukas harder and harder.
“Stop hitting my dog,” Lukashka screamed, trying to take away the stick from Pavel. But Pavel swung around
and hit Lukashka on the face with it. Lukashka’s nose began to bleed. He wanted to pull the stick out of Pavel’s
hand and hit him back with it, but Paverl grabbed his hand and struck him a few more times on the face.
“Mister Pavel,” Lukashka began to cry. “Why’re you hitting me?” He turned around to the kids who had been
watching. “You’ll witness that he hit me,” he said. “I’m going to complain to the village constable.”
Pavel started to cow the kids. “Have you seen me hitting him?” he asked. “You haven’t, right?”
The kids were scared. “No, we haven’t!” they said running away.
“You little cowards,” Lukashka shouted angrily, smearing the blood over his face. “You’re afraid to testify
against a rich man, you! I don’t care, I’ve a witness anyway.”
“And who’s that?” Pavel sneered.
“Him,” Lukashka pointed at me.
Pavel looked at me calmly. “Will you witness?” he asked.
“I will,” I answered in a voice trembling from fear and anger.
“Go on,” Pavel shouted. “Go on. What’re you going to tell the constable?”
“I’ll tell him that you hit Lukashka.”
“Go on, tell him,” Pavel dared. “Go on, tell him, and tomorrow your mother’s going to come to us for flour.”
I turned away from Pavel, not saying anything, Lukashka was silent too. The dogs had stopped fighting; tired
and bleeding they lay against each other, licking their wounds. Lukashka jerked the reins of his horse. Pavel
swerved to the boundary ridge. The dogs rose and followed their masters; I got off the cart and began walking
home.
The rest of the day my ears were ringing with Pavel’s words: “Go on, tell him,. and tomorrow your mother’s
going to come to us for flour!”
*
I didn’t tell mother anything. At night I dreamt of nothing but dogs. Toward morning I began dreaming that it
wasn’t dogs that were fighting but Pavel was hitting Lukashka on the face. Lukashka stares at me with his good
eye. “Go, go,” he begs. His face’s all bloody, his nose is broken, but I’m numb from fear. I can’t budge. I see
Lukashka creeping up to me, grabbing my hand and my shoulder and whispering, “Go, hurry to the constable.”
I lose my breath from fear. I begin to roll over and over, and then … I woke up. Mother stood beside me,
shaking my shoulder. “Go on, hurry to the constable,” I heard her whisper. “The foreman’s here waiting for you.”
In a flash all my sleep was gone. I rubbed my eyes: there was the foreman talking to my father. “You little
stinking highness,” he turned to me. “You think the constable’s going to wait for you till you’re good’n ready?
Hurry up or he’ll throw you in the klink.”\fn{Jail.}
Mother called me out into the porch. She looked around to make sure that the door was tightly shut behind and
told me in an angry, clipped whisper. “Don’t you get it into your head to finger Mr. Pavel. You’ve seen nothing,
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hear? What’s that one-eyed Lukashka to you anyway? Today he’s a sore mug, tomorrow he’ll forget all about it.
But if the Karpukhins refuse us flour, we croak\fn{ Die.} from hunger. Hear?”
I remembered yesterday’s incident very clearly. I was so scared that a chill hit me on the spine. “Mom,” I said,
“I’m going to tell only the truth.”
“Which truth?” she said, drawing her face close to mine.
“That Mister Pavel hit Lukashka.”
Mother’s fist came near my nose. “You daren’t. I’ll give you the licking of your life, hear? Pavel’s never laid a
hand on Lukashka. Never, do hear? And don’t you dare lie to the constable; you sing the truth or else.”
“I’ll tell the truth,” I promised.
“Which one?” Mother asked again.
I had no time to answer. Out came the foreman and led me off to the “Hall,” the villagers’ meeting place. When
we walked out into the street, kids began to follow us. Mother, too, followed all the time looking around herself
like a thief.
My playmate, Syomka, Pavel’s little boy, crossed our way. Not paying any attention to the foreman, he came
close to me and dared with goggling eyes. “You goin’ to squeal on my pappy?”
“I will,” I said, clenching a fist—just in case.
Syomka swung out, as if he was going to hit me. But seeing that he’d get one back right away, he asked
instead. “You want me to rap you on the mouth?”
“Go ahead,” I challenged. “But you’ll get it back—with interest.”
We were about to grab each other. “Look at these pups,” the foreman laughed, pulling us apart. “You’ll have
time for fighting later. We’ve got other things to attend to now.”
The “Hall” was full. The foreman nudged me ahead through the crowd, toward the constable sitting behind a
desk. “Here’s your chief witness,” he said, seeming to be talking to the constable and the folks at the same time.
The constable adjusted the saber hanging at his side and set back the blue-ribboned cap to the back of his head.
Then he wrinkled his brow and looked at me sternly. Pavel, sitting next to him, smiled at me gaily and stroked his
moustache. “Your Excellency, ask Vaska here, and he’ll tell you that it wasn’t me that hit One-Eye there,” Pavel
said, nodding toward Lukashka sitting glumly a little farther away in the corner. “Dogs we sicked, true—but hit
him? I never laid a hand on the lad. I’d never smear up a boy’s mug like that, no sir!”
Lukashka stared at the ceiling. His face was swollen; there were black welts round his eyes. The constable
screwed up his eyes and although I stood almost next to the desk, he said to me. “You boy, will you come a little
closer.”
I made a step closer; my knees buckled under me.
“Were you in the fields with Lukyan at lunchtime yesterday?” the constable asked.
“I was,” I said.
“Who else was there?”
“Mister Pavel here …”
“And what were you doing there?”
“Sicking dogs,” I said.
“Then what?”
“Then?” I repeated and looked back for some reason. I saw my mother; she began to blink her eyes and shake
her head so hard that I forgot what I’d wanted to say.
“Well, come on, talk,” the constable insisted.
“Then …” I began, stepping from foot to foot. “Then … Then …” No words came out. When I had pointed at
Mr. Pavel, I saw him draw his brows together so hard and toss his head so fiercely that I’d forgot the tongue in my
mouth. The folks behind began to make loud noises. “Talk, talk,” they asked me.
“Quiet,” the constable roared. “Then what?” he turned to me again. “Tell the truth, did Pavel Karpukhin hit
Lukyan or was it Lukyan himself that fell and hit his head against the plow. You tell the truth, boy!”
“Constable, Sir,” Lukashka shouted angrily, jumping up from the bench, “this is not the way to make an
inquest.”
“Don’t you try to teach me,” the constable reddened on the face. “You know what you may get for this?”
“I’m not trying to teach you, Sir,” Lukashka answered. “I’m only trying to say you shouldn’t scare the boy.
Vasya,” Lukashka turned to me, “tell the truth, Vasya. How it was, what you saw—don’t be afraid, nothing’ll
happen to you if you tell the truth.”
“Sure,” Pavel boomed. “Nothing’ll happen …”
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“Nothing’ll happen if you tell the truth,” I heard people buzzing behind me. “He, our little Vaska’ll never tell a
lie,” I heard my mother’s voice trembling with tears. “He alway’ tells the truth.”
“Come on, talk,” the constable kept insisting while at the same time scribbling something on a piece of paper.
They were asking me to tell them the truth and I didn’t know which truth to tell them—the real truth, that
Pavel had given Lukashka a beating? Whenever I opened my mouth to say it, my eyes met with Mr. Pavel’s
frowning face and I heard those words ringing in my ears: Go on, tell, and your mother’ll come tomorrow for
flour. Should I tell them that Lukashka fell and hit himself on the plough? Lukashka’s reproachful eyes, his beatup face met my eyes and made me feel ashamed of myself. Which kind of truth was the truer, I asked myself?
I looked tat the villagers gathered in the room, at the kids, and at Sayomka, who had asked if I was going to
squeal on his pappy. Syomka showed me a fist on the sly.\fn{ In a concealed way.} I looked back at the constable and
I remembered that he was going to move in to be rooming at the Karpukhins; then I heard Lukashka’s pleading
voice: Come on, talk, nothing will happen to you if you tell the truth.
“Come on, talk,” I heard Mr. Pavel chime in. “They haven’t hung anyone for tellin’ the truth.”
It was hard for me, a twelve-year-old boy, to decide which kind of truth to tell: the Lukashka kind with its beatup face, or the Pavel kind that looked like two measures of flour? I remembered how we had been waiting
yesterday for our father to come back from the Glazovs; how Mom scolded and how she went to the Karpukhins
… I remembered it and not knowing myself I let the words come out. “Mr. Pavel hadn’t hit Lukashka; he fell and
cut himself on the plow …”
I said it and broke out in tears. I cried because I thought it wasn’t me that had spoken but some other boy. I
heard a sigh of relief, probably my mother’s, and I heard Pavel’s gay voice, “I’ve been tellin’ you the kid’ll tell the
truth.” Then, as if in a dream, I heard my mother’s voice, “My boy’s always’ been so so much for the truth always’
…”
From all these words, Mr. Pavel’s, my mom’s, the floor seemed to sway under me. I thought I was falling, and
my face began to burn, and my heart was ready to jump out, and my knees began to buckle. I saw the constable
writing down something; then I heard him say, “So in other words, it wasn’t he who hit him.”
What else I might have said I don’t know, were it not that I heard Lukashka—One-Eye, as they call him. There
was the poor orphan who I loved for the books that he had given me and for so many other things … “Ey, you,
you Vasya …” I heard his reproachful sigh …
These words made me ache. I quickly turned around, caught a glimpse of my mother’s happy smile, of Pavel’s
happy face, of those wondering villagers and suddenly, surprising everybody in the room, I began to shout out in
anger. “No, no, Mr. Pavel did hit Lukashka. He hit him and hit him. He gave’m a bloody nose and all that. He
pushed him down and hit him again. It was him, Mr. Pavel. An’ I don’t want your flour, you can keep it. I don’t
want it, I don’t …”
Somebody else had begun to shout but I saw nothing until somebody grabbed my hand and pulled me. I felt a
burning on my cheek—my mother was slapping me. She had dragged me out onto the street, her face was twisted
from hateful fear and anger, she kept slapping me on the face and screaming, “Will you tell the truth, will you,
will you …”
I rocked from side to side, repeating like a dummy, “I will, I will, I will …”
Mother kept hitting and hitting me. But the more she slapped, the more stubborn and contrary I’d become. And
then I caught her finger with my teeth and bit. Mother ouched and let go of me. I broke away and began to run. I
ran through yards, through fields and dove into the hemp.
*
I walked and walked for a long time. I walked through fields, along boundary ridges, in the blooming rye and
in the graying oats. I didn’t know where I was going, I just wanted to get away. Whenever I saw lorries I’d hide in
the crops; I was still afraid they were coming to ask me for the truth, the kind of truth that brings flour.
Then I got out into the open steppe. It was vast and blue, and covered with stacks of landlords’ hay. I began to
feel sleepy. To crawl into one of those stacks, I thought, and fall asleep, and sleep, and sleep …
I remembered Mishka. Why didn’t I go with him? I asked myself. I could hear the low mooing of cows, the
baaing of sheep and the ringing neighs of frisky colts. I remembered the herd I was supposed to tend today. It was
noontime and the herd was at hits water stand at the pond—an old pond with muddy stinking water where we’d
stick in the muck up to your knees, and yet whenever we kids took the herd out we’d always go swimming in it.
I went to find them. Old Yefim was there, bent over the wickerwork he was doing and his two helpers were
asleep under a willow. Old Yefim didn’t ask me anything and I told him nothing. I watched him for a long while
until he took the pipe out of his mouth and asked, “You came?”
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“I came,” I said.
“You want to run up and fetch me some wicker?” her asked. I knew exactly what kind of wickers he needed. I
cut them up from the osier bushes and took them over to him.
“Well done,” old Yefim praised me. “You want a bite?”
“It occurred to me that I hadn’t eaten anything since last night. “Uh-huh,”\fn{ Yes.} I said.
“Take some bread. Like as not potatoes are ready in the ashes.”
The potatoes were nice and crispy. The helpers awoke and we drove the herd back onto the pasture. The whole
afternoon we looked after the cattle, running after stray cows, shouting and whistling. I completely forgot that
Mom was probably looking for me, scolding, not knowing where to find me.
In the evening we brought the herd home into the village. From afar I could see our cottage; Dad walking
home stooped from the threshing floor, and Mom waving her arms, going somewhere, then turning to Aunt
Maura.
I sneaked into my favorite hut, scrambled onto an old pile of chaff and took out the last piece of bread from my
pocket. I had deliberately saved it. A while later, when it became quite dark I heard fast steps outside. My heart
jumped at the familiar voice, “Where could that devil’s brood be? Just let me get my hands on him!”
She was still looking for me! I was afraid Mom might take a peek inside where she had surprised me already
with a book in my hands. I got out through a hole on the side, crawled on the ground, until I reached the threshing
floor. Then I began to run. I ran along field boundaries, then turned onto the street.
Lukashka always slept in his master’s barn. “This is my nest,” he’d tell me. I softly opened the door and took a
peek. He was still awake. “Is it you, Vasya?” he asked.
“It’s me,” I said. “What’re you doing?”
“Thinking. Can’t sleep.”
“What about?”
“Everything,” Lukashka said, making room beside himself on the bedding. “Come up here, Vasya. Where’ve
you been?”
“Everywhere.” I lay beside him and we were silent for a while. “You mean you weren’t home?” he asked me.
“I mustn’t go home.”
“Why not?” he asked.
“Mom’ll beat me up.”
“Why should she beat you up?” Lukashka wondered.
“I don’t know why, but she will.”
“But I know,” Lukashka smiled.
“You know?” I asked in surprise. “How would you know?”
“How? Easy,” he said.
“Then tell me.”
“It’s because of the truth,” he said.
“The truth! Eh, you’re like all the others” I waved my hand. Everybody says you’ve got to tell the truth and
nothing’ll come to you. Truth doesn’t burn, doesn’t sting, but …”
“But it depends which kind of truth,” Lukashka laughed. “There’s two, you know. One’s poor, carries a bag,
the other’s rich, has as trunk. If you tell the first one, you get it with a stick over your paws; if you tell the other
one, you get bread into them.”
I thought of the flour and the beating mother gave me. “You’re so right,” I said sadly. “Now there’ll be no flour
for us; the bin in the pantry shed’ll\fn{Shed will.} stay empty and we’ll croak from hunger.”
“Uh, don’t worry,” Lukashka muttered. He might have been talking to me or to himself.
He woke me up
early next morning. “Go on home now, Vasya,” he told me. “I’ve got to go out tilling.”
I rubbed my eyes and scrambled down from his “nest.” I went toward him but then stopped behind the corner
of our cottage to watch; mother was driving the sheep out to pasture—her face was smeared, tearful. I thought she
was probably awake most of the night, crying, maybe worrying about me, maybe about the flour.
Pavel’s wife had driven the cows out of the Karpukhin yard. Seeing Mother, she stopped and rocked her heavy,
pregnant belly. “Ari-ii-nushka,” she chanted loud’n clear for the whole street to hear. “You awlready t’come for
the flour? Your bag wide’n roo-oo-my? Ey you miserable beggar woman, you moo-oo-cher. Ever thought of
raisin’ your own bread, you good-f’-nothin’ baa-aggars?”
My mother, the champion name-caller and quarreler, didn’t answer a word. She smirked sheepishly and hurried
back home. But then, I don’t know whether I have myself away by leaning out too far, or Mom just happened to
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take a glimpse in my direction, there she stopped and stared at me. I remained like chained to the ground as she
slowly moved toward me, swinging that stick she used to drive out the sheep.
“Wa-al,” she finally shouted. “Get in already, get in. Where’ve you been? What do you care that your mother’s
worryin’ to death about you? Wa-al, get in, get in. Hey, you old poop,”: she shouted at Dad, “come here and help
me catch this brat so I can lay my hands on him.”
Happen what may, I decided, I’m going to walk up to her myself. “Go on, hit me Mom,” I dared. “Kill me, I
don’t care, I’m a goner anyway.”
My words might have stunned her. It might have been she was glad inside that I’d come back. She raised her
stick as if to hit me, but instead, took a hold of my hair and waved a bandaged finger in front of my nose. “Look
what you’ve done, look wha …” Mom groaned heavily and began to cry before she finished the sentence.
I pushed my head into her apron. “Mommie, Mommie,” I pleaded. “For Christ’s sake I’d rather have you beat
me up than hear you cry. Mommie, I’m sorry I wore you out; please beat me up an’ you’ll fell better. You will.”
She stopped crying and threw away the stick. Her hand moved affectionately over my head, then gave me a
light tap on the shoulder. “Go inside,” she said softly. “You must be hungry.”
I went inside with her following. She set a pot full of potatoes in front of me on the table. “Because of you, you
little imp, they gave us no flour,” she growled, without looking at me. “An’ two full lorries they ground up
yesterday …” While my little sister and me ate potatoes, Mom went out to the pantry shed to bring me a slice of
bread from the last loaf we had been eating a whole week already. She came back a few minutes later, a mixture
of fright and joy on her face. She winked at Dad who was gulping the potato water. “Father,” she whispered at
him, “come out with me, quick.”
“Why?” he asked gultily.
“Where did you scrounge up the flour?” she asked.
“What flour?” Dad looked t her, then at us in amazement.
“Come take a look at the pantry,” she pointed her head.
He got up, wiping his hands on his pants. We went out—Mom leading me right behind her, and the rest of us
following. She led us to the bin in the pantry. “There,” she pointed.
Dad rubbed his eyes and bent over. “My Lord,” he exclaimed, taking a handful of flour, “what’s this? Where
did you hustle it up, Mother?”
“That’s what I’m askin’ you,” she relied. “Where did you hustle it up, Mother?”
“Don’t know anything, Mother. Don’t know a thing, so help me.” Dad kept shaking his head.
He and Mother and all of us stood there over the bin, basking our eyes in about three measures of beautiful
flour. Where did it come from? we asked ourselves. I was getting dizzy for trying to think. Where did it come
from? I asked myself time and time again. Then a thought struck me. This thought made me tremble, and in my
trembling I hadn’t realized that I said aloud, “You won’t croak from hunger!”
“What did you say?” Mother asked.
“You won’t croak,” I repeated in a clear voice, then looking around as if to tell a secret, I began to explain in a
whisper: “That’s Lukashka’s flour. Last night …”
Dad sighed and mumbled. Mom bent over the bin and cried. Her tears fell into the flour and made a few tiny
clumps …
266.79 1. Letter To Freedom (1924) 2. Memoir About Jack Abrams (1930) 3. Tribute To Vsevolod Eikhenbaum
(1945) 4. Tribute to Alexander Berkman (1966)\fn{by Mollie Steimer aka Marthe Alperine (1897-1980)} Dunaevtsky,
Bryansk Oblast, Russia (F) 8
1
May 1924
Comrades and Friends:
Lozovsky, Chicherin and Trotsky are deliberately lying when they say that no anarchists are being held in
prison, as you can see in the attached report on the persecution of anarchists and other left revolutionists. It is
surely not in their interest to let the world know that Communist prisons are overflowing with political
prisoners today just as in the days of the tzar. So they hide the truth with impudence.
When I reached Russia at the end of 1920, I found many of my anarchist comrades in jail. The few who
were still free were so frightened that they did not want to get together for fear that the goverment would
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suspect a “conspirative” meeting.
I immediately concerned myself with the fate of those in prison and did what I could to help them. But it
is more difficult to help a political prisoner in Soviet Russia than in any capitalist country. The Communists
very rarely put a political opponent on trial. During my stay in Russia hundreds of rebellious idealists were
sent to prison, to concentration canps or to exile. Very few of then ever had a trial. Ordinarily, the local
political department sends a package of accusatory papers to the administrative committee in Moscow, and
this committee decides the issue in the “absence” of the accused.
Often people are arrested and accused in secret. In such cases, the efforts of relatives to learn where the
victims are being held are frustrated because the political department refuses to give them any information. An
eloquent example is the case of David Kogan and Ivan Akhtirsky, two old anarchists who were active during
and before the revolution in Russia. Remaining faithful to their ideals they continued their anarchist
propaganda under the Soviet “government”. These two comrades were arrested in October, 1922. Since then,
relatives and friends have been trying to find out where they are, but in vain.
No one knows what happened to these two idealists. Are they alive? Have they been shot? We do not know,
and the omnipotent officialdom refuses to say what has happened to them. When Maria Veger—Akhtirsky’s
comrade—tried to get information about him, the chief of the St. Petersburg political department, Maysing,
answered,
“Forget about him! You will see Akhtirsky when you will be with him in person.”
A great many political prisoners are sick with scurvy, malaria, tuberculosis because of the terrible conditions in
the prisons: dampness, dirt, lack of fresh air and nutrition. A week does not pass without a hunger strike
somewhere, or an attempt at suicide to protest the miserable treatment to which they are subjected in the
Communist jails.
The help that we can give the prisoners is to provide them with food, clothing, tobacco and books. We need
funds to carry on. I address this appeal to all men and women with a sense of justice to help the imprisoned
revolutionaries who are suffering today in Russia’s jails.
Friends and comrades: I speak to you in the name of the idealists who have given their lives for a cause that
they sincerely believed would liberate mankind from its unhappy existence. Give them your hand in their hour of
need. Help them morally as well as materially. Protest against the continuing persecution of revolutionists in
“Socialist” Russia. Don’t be deceived, and don’t let others be deceived by the shameless lying propaganda of the
Communists.\fn{Freedom is an anarchist journal, founded by Peter Kropotkin and others in 1886 and published in London, England; it
still continues, although each issue is only 24 pages long (in a reduced format) and costs £2 ($3.30):H }
2
I first met Jack Abrams on a Saturday evening in January, 1917, when I joined the anarchist group, Freedom,
in New York. I observed right away that only two people did practically all the work of the group. They were
Bunin (“Jesus”) and Jack Abrams.
Abrams was the more energetic personality with a greater will for action. He won my admiration immediately.
It was the kind of admiration that a young girl had for the person who shared the same ideals which she holds dear
and struggles for them to become a reality. Abrams and his wife, Mary, and I became good friends and comrades
immediately. We were very active.
Suddenly, I don’t remember why, the group broke up. There were ideological differences.
The events of the time had become very serious—war was being waged all over the world. We decided to look
deeper into our souls, overlook minor differences, and, this time without Bunin (“Jesus”), decided to form a new
group. The new group consisted of Jack Schwartz, Bernstein, Bernard Sernaker, Jack Abrams and a few others
whose names I do not want to mention at this time.
We distributed leaflets and flyers everywhere and published a Jewish newspaper from time to time called The
Storm. Though not oriented to any special “ism” it was anarchistic. All our members sincerely believed that the
Revolution was around the corner.
Events were taking place very rapidly. In Russia a Revolution had broken out which filled us with great
enthusiasm. It was then that our discussions began. Should we give up our stand against war and take the side of
the allies, or side with the German militarists? Bernard Sernaker wrote an article for our paper supporting Peter
Kropotkin and the famous sixteen in favor of the allied side against the German Goverment, to safeguard the
libertarian traditions of the French revolutionary movement. After exhaustive discussions we did not accept
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Sernaker’s article for our paper. We decided to continue our call to the world against war and to stop the
bloodbath.
But we were not able to continue our agitation much longer because of the Espionage and Sedition Act of
October, 1917. We could no longer work openly and freely. All criticism of the government was prohibited. The
printshops refused to print our leaflets and our paper. We were compelled to operate underground, illegally.
At first we tried to install a little printing press in a comrade’s room, but it made too much noise and the
neighbors would begin to complain and call the attention of the authorities to us. We then decided to establish a
small print ship of our own where Jack Schwartz and Hyman Lachowsky were supposed to hold private jobs and
at the same time print our leaflets and other propaganda. We opened our shop in Harlem and found an apartment
nearby with a number of rooms in which to live. Schwartz and his wife, Florence, had one room, Abrams and his
wife, Mary, had another room, and I occupied the third room. We did this to reduce our expenses both for living
quarters and our printshop.
In July, 1918, we learned that President Wilson had sent ten thousand American troops to Vladivostock to
intervene militarily against the Russian Revolution. At that time we were all very much in sympathy with the
Russian Revolution. We sent out a call for a mass protest meeting against intervention and sent it to the American
press. Samuel Lipman attended the mass meeting even though he considered himself a Marxian Socialist and we
were glad to have him. We knew that he was an upright person to whom we could entrust the preparation of the
English version of our anti-intervention proclamation. We entrusted the Jewish version to Jack Schwartz. To test
the effectiveness of the proclamation we read it at the mass meeting.
Our group consisted of only ten comrades. Each one took the responsibility to distribute leaflets in a
designated district. In a few days our leaflets were distributed all over New York, Philadelphia and other cities,
especially in workers, districts, in such numbers that the bourgeois press reported that we spread them by air. A
horde of detectives were sent out to trail us and spy on us, all without success. They finally succeeded in the
following manner.
One day Lachowsky brought with him another comrade, Rosansky, to help distribute leaflets. We relied
entirely on Lachowsky’s assurance that he could be trusted and we gave him a bunch of leaflets to distribute. In
the morning Rosansky was arrested. He was beaten mercilessly and he could not hold out. He told the police that
he was to meet us later in the afternoon on the corner of Madison Avenue and 104 th Street. On August 23, 1918,
when I left my workplace and came to the appointed meeting place, I found Rosansky waiting. I was in a happy
mood and told him that the press had already printed the protest proclamation against intervention. The people
were discussing it everywhere in the streets. Then Lipman arrived, and immediately after, Lachowsky.
Suddenly we were surrounded on all sides by the police who took us to police headquarters. While this was
going on, another police detachment broke into our communal living apartment. There they found Jack Schwartz,
Abrams and his wife, Mary, and Rosa Bernstein. After a thorough search the police wanted to arrest all of then.
Abrams spoke up and declared that his wife, Mary, was sick and that Rosa, a nurse, was taking care of her, that
they knew nothing at all about politics. He convinced the police to leave them alone, but they took the others off
to police headquarters. We were already there when they arrived.
We sat there for many hours. The police questioned the man for many hours forcing then to endure fearful
beatings. I heard their screams from the different roams where they were being questioned and beaten. I saw the
detectives with their sleeves rolled up mouthing insults and foul oaths as they emerged from the interrogation
chambers. When after midnight they led me for questioning past the room where comrade Schwartz was being
interrogated I saw that he had a bloody handkerchief over his mouth. The detectives questioned me for hours to
find out where our printing press was located. When they realized that they would never get any information from
me, they incarcerated us in the Tombs where we remained imprisoned until our trial.
Preparations for our trial lasted two weeks before the trial was held. The pre-trial period was taken up with
whether the government had the legal right to intervene in the internal affairs of Russia, militarily or in any other
way. The well-known liberal periodical, The Nation, printed an editorial challenging the legality of the
proceedings and raising embarrassing questions for the government to answer.
The policy of military intervention in the Russian Revolution was abandoned. We won, in spite of the fact that
Abrams, Lachowsky and Sam Lipman were sentenced to twenty years imprisonment, and I to fifteen years.
A collection of ten thousand dollars was made to appeal the verdict. During the month we were free on bail,
Abrams continued his organizing and propaganda work. He was a member of the Bookbinders Union and often
explained the position of the defendants.
In October, 1919, I was illegally sentenced to six months imprisonment in Blackwell Island Prison where I was
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placed in solitary confinement, entirely separated from the outside world, without mail, without visitors. Even my
mother was not allowed to visit with me. One day, in January, 1920, a slip of paper was snuggled into my cell
informing ma that Abrams, Lachowsky and Lipman were caught while trying to flee to Mexico. That same day a
newspaper clipping giving the history of our group was thrown into my cell.
Our appeal to the highest court in the land ended in failure. My three anarchist comrades on trial with me were
already sent to federal prison in Atlanta, Georgia. When my six months imprisonment at Blackwell Island ended, I
was brought to New York where I was kept under arrest for two days. The first day was the International Workers
Holiday, May Day, 1920. I was then sent to the Federal Penitentiary in Jefferson City, Missouri, to serve my
fifteen year prison sentence.
How the Defense and Amnesty Committees arranged to exchange us for Russian prisoners of war I do not
know. I had my differences with the Defense Committee and the Amnesty Ccmmittee about sending a petition to
the government but I was told that I did not have enough information about all the aspects of the case. We were
informed that the exchange with Russian prisoners of war would take effect on the 23 rd of November, 1921. We
were all deported to Russia.
3
There is a stirring, pure quality in the lives of the great Russian revolutionary figures, such as Kropotkin,
Perovskaya and others, that fills one with love and respect. The very fact of voluntarily giving up a life of ease, of
comfort and pleasure, to take up a hazardous and difficult life is itself a mark of high moral quality. To leave such
a life of ease for one of unending hard struggle and sacrifice in defense of a higher conception of justice, this is
the mark of a real personality, of a superior human being. Vsevolod Eikhenbaum (Voline) was such a man.
If such an attitude is not just for show or misrepresentation but represents profound feelings; if one undergoes
most terrible trials in behalf of the liberation of the most oppressed class; if one suffers deportation, torment and
misfortune without the slightest weakening of commitment; if in the most difficult situations and greatest dangers
the individual maintains his convictions and his desire to continue the struggle; if the dark octopus of misery
pervades his home for his six children and his comrade who suffered a sad death, and he does not weaken in the
defense of his ideals, of remaining always in the front lines, of never abandoning the struggle until death stopped
his heart and closed his eyes, one can only say that this is the sublime in the purest maaning of the word. This was
Voline’s life.
How do such rare individuals come about? Difficult to say. They cannot be understood by studying the average
human being. They live separate, exceptional lives for whom the passions and desires of the majority, their aim
and interests and concerns are a matter of indifference. One must regard such a person from two points of view to
understand him: the intimate, internal viewpoint, and the external. The first tells us something of his psychology,
his sensibility, his passions, his sentiments; the other shows us his response to the world around him, the social
scene, the human suffering, the universal injustice, the ceaseless misfortune of the working class. Both aspects are
joined in the individual, creating the personality of the fighter, the revolutionist.
In Voline’s case we had an unconquerable spirit, great emotional drive, deep love for mankind, a powerful
desire to overcome, an inexhaustible readiness to do battle. All this at the service of the eternal cause symbolized
by Prometheus in his combat against Titans and gods in defense of freedom for mankind. This was the course
taken voluntarily by Voline. His fruitful life compares with the lives of the most dedicated, pure fighters in the
international revolutionary movement of all epochs and all countries.
*
Vsevolod Eikhenbaun Voline was born in Voronezh, Russia, in August, 1882. His father and mother were both
doctors who enjoyed a comfortable life. The celebrated mathematician and poet, Eikhenbaum, was his
grandfather, and Boris Eikhenbaun, the great Russian literary critic, his only brother.
Vsevolod graduated from college in Voronezh and entered the University of St. Petersburg. He did brilliantly
in his studies, but as he progressed he became less interested in the profession he had chosen because it could not
help the suffering of the Russian people. He abandoned his studies when he had almost completed his course to
become a lawyer. His parents pleaded with him desperately, but his decision was irrevocable: he broke with them
and joined the Socialist Revolutionary Party.
His greatest desire was to lift the people to a higher standard of living and culture. He organized workers and
peasants clubs, and gave them all his time and energy. He developed libraries, organized schools and created a
special program of adult education to achieve these aims.
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One of his outstanding activities was direct, personal propaganda. He gave hundreds of lectures, edited
periodicals, published hundreds of leaflets. When he was told that he ought to write something important such as a
book, he would answer that the daily struggle required first attention, and that when he had passed the age of
seventy he would dedicate himself to write something serious.
He never wanted to accept money from his parents, earning his living by tutoring. His attitude on this was
made entirely clear when he refused to accept the inheritance of a large sun of money willed to him by his parents
upon their death. He gave the entire sum to the movement to be used for the revolutionary struggle. Long heated
discussions with a number of his comrades failed to change his mind. His unswerving response was,
“It is not mine. It does not belong to me.”
However, someone who knew the difficult situation in which Volines family lived managed to give seven
thousand rubles to his wife which was received in their bare home like water in a time of drought.
*
He was an active militant in the revolutionary movement for many long years. His activity and dynamism
knew no respite. He forgot to take care of his most elemental needs in the fever of his struggles. He could never
say no to the demands of the movement. Friends, family, situation, jobs, all were put aside to fulfill the
assignment given to him.
He participated actively in the revolutionary movement of 1905. He was one of the organizers, and a member
of the Soviet of Workers and Peasants. That sane year, while taking part in the revolt at Kronstadt, he was arrested
and imprisoned in the Peter and Paul fortress. Thanks to the influence and efforts of his family, the prison
sentence was commuted and he was sent into exile to the faraway inhospitable regions of Siberia. He succeeded in
escaping to France after a series of incidents.
During his stay in France, undoubtedly due to his various experiences, he reached the conclusion that the State
could never give freedom and well being to the people. He declared himself an anarchist. From that time on, he
devoted all his enthusiasm and knowledge to this movement which he loved and worked for the rest of his life.
This evolution is understandable in view of his temperament and sensibility. He detested the social conventions
and fought against them; he could not tolerate the slightest injustice; when Voline spoke of the people he did not
confine himself to unfeeling artificial slogans; he loved the people; he loved the suffering masses who earn their
bread by the sweat of their brow. Like Pushkin, Nekrasov, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, etc., he loved the Russian people
tenderly and fought for their liberation. The people were number one among his loves, his concerns, his hopes.
When the First World War broke out, he spoke out against it and was expelled from France. He succeeded in
reaching the United States with great difficulty where he became active with the Russian anarcho-syndicalists,
helping with their journals, giving lectures, holding meetings.
But he did not remain there long. As soon as the Russian Revolution broke out in 1917, he was among the first
to return to his country. Together with other comrades he lost no time organizing the Union for AnarchoSyndicalist Propaganda. He developed an extraordinary activity at this time. He edited the Golos Truda (Voice of
Labor), carried on an intense propaganda campaign, took an active part in revolutionary activities. In a word, he
lived the October Revolution.
He was bitterly opposed to the Brest-Litovsk Treaty, and fought against the Bolshevik position. The anarchist
movement protested against the Treaty, and called upon the people to fight against the Austro-German invasion of
the Ukraine and White Russia. When Voline finished editing this manifesto, he resigned as editor of the paper,
declaring,
“When I call upon the masses to fight, I must march with them.” And he went to the front.
*
Several months after his departure, the comrades asked him to return to organize the Ukrainian Confederation
of NABAT (Tocsin).\fn{Its full name was Nabat Confederation of Anarchist Organizations; nabat is a Russian/Ukranian word
meaning “tocsin”, a alarm bell or signal. It was commonly called just Nabat:W} The aim of this movement was to bring
together the various tendencies among the anarchists, to form a fighting, creative organization. He returned
without delay and placed himself on the front lines of NABAT, dedicating himself once again most actively to
propaganda. During this period the counter-revolution gained great strength in the Ukraine, and the peasant army
led by Makhno fought desperately against the reaction.
A Congress of the Confederation was held in Elizabethgrad at that time, and Voline was there. When he and a
group of comrades were returning from the meeting they were seized by a counter-revolutionary band. They were
about to be executed when Makhno’s army arrived and rescued them. Although they knew about Voline, this was
the first time he had established contact with the fighters, the peasant army.
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He immediately saw the courage and the idealism in the Makhno movement. He joined them, and did
everything he could to educate them and make them worthy of the ideal they represented, worthy of their
comrades in struggle. He was an active fighter against the Denikin bands.
As soon as the counter-revolutionary forces were exterminated, the Bolsheviks proceeded to arrest the most
active people in the Makhno movement, among them Voline. He was condemned to death by the Bolsheviks.
However, thanks to the intervention of some old immigrants who were members of the Russian government,
Lenin ordered that he not be executed.
Voline was taken to prison in Moscow where he remained until Nestor Makhno made an agreement with the
Bolsheviks for a joint struggle against the white armies of Wrangel, on condition that Voline and his comrades be
released from prison and given permission to hold a Congress of Russian anarchists in Karkhov. Voline was
released after the terms and conditions were accepted and signed by both parties. He organized the Congress
together with other comrades. The Congress started.
However, the second Bolshevik treachery occurred immediately. The permission to hold the Congress was
nothing but a gross lie. As soon as the counter-revolutionary movement was crushed, everyone who took part in
the anarchist Congress, including Voline, was arrested. He was again taken to a prison in Moscow where he
declared a hunger strike together with other comrades.
Shortly thereafter, an International Congress of the Profintern (the Communist organized Red Trade Union
International) was held in Moscow. Some of the foreign delegates, especially the anarcho-syndicalists, protested
against the persecution of indisputable revolutionists such as Voline and other jailed comrades. Thanks to their
intervention, they were released from prison and expelled from Russia, their country.
*
After his expulsion he settled in Berlin. He continued his lifelong work there. He edited the Anarkhichesky
(Anarchist Herald), and published a great number of articles in the libertarian press. However, his economic
situation was bad. Some of the comrades believed that he would do better in France. He received permission to
return to France in 1925.
After he was settled in Paris, he resumed publication of Anarkhichesky, collaborated with a number of French
publications, gave lectures and did whatever he could in behalf of the movement and comrades who needed his
support.
When the Second World War broke out he found himself in Marseilles. He refused to become involved in
capitalist wars. He had a personal theory for this position. This was his reasoning:
The destructive course of the governing system began in 1914 when the First World War started. This destructive
period can last for decades; each new war will be worse and more terrible than the one before. It is, and will be like
this, because the privileged classes will spend greater and greater force to protect their privileges. Therefore, however
critical the situation, the constructive forces of the new society must have nothing to do with such wars other than to go
on preparing the masses by pointing out the great changes that must be made in society: to prepare them for the social
revolution, to show that the riches of the earth should be organized for the benefit of all humanity, to point the way to
create a saner, better world.

This was why he felt that he had no stake in the Second World War.
Such a position was extremely difficult for a foreigner to maintain, as can be easily imagined. He experienced
a great deal of hate. He was persecuted relentlessly by the police. He could find no work, had no home, and
frequently had nothing to eat. However, at these times of poverty, Voline would take advantage of the forced
idleness by staying in a library and writing his History of the Russian Revolution (later published as The Unknown
Revolution).
By luck, before leaving France for Mexico, we, my comrade Senya and myself, stayed in Marseilles for a short
time and shared our rations with Voline. He read his manuscript, History of the Russian Revolution, to us. It is a
well-written work and a most interesting document. He was happy that he had been able to finish it. He believed
that this work would inform the public of the many activities and sacrifices of the Anarchists in support of the
Russian Revolution.
We urged him to come with us to Mexico. His reply was:
“That will be too far from home. Whatever will happen in a revolutionary sense will take place in Europe. I
must remain here.”
We never suspected that this would be our last separation. Voline's physical and moral resistance, his iron will
and unbreakable firmness, made us feel that he could defy eternity.
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*
We reproduce the following paragraph from his prologue to the “History of the Makhno Movement”, a section
of The Unknown Revolution. It is a treatise of beauty, of good sense and outstanding historiography:
The epic poem of Makhno is too grave, too sublime and tragic; it has been too strongly irrigated with the blood of its
participants; it is much too profound, complicated and original to permit it to be treated lightly, as though it amounted
to no more than the contradictory stories and testimony of different individuals. We do not propose to limit ourselves to
documents only, because documents are dead things that do not reflect throbbing life fully. Future historians who have
no access to other materials will have to work with documents only.
Contemporaries must be much more demanding and critical in their work and their personal relationship to it,
because history will judge them accordingly. They must refrain from passing along stories and expressing opinions
about facts of great importance if they did not take part in them personally. They must not be seduced by tales and
documents to make history.
They should rather make an effort to relate their personal experience to the history they are writing if they had
participated in it. Otherwise they run the risk of leaving things in shadow, or worse, of corrupting the essential base, the
throbbing spirit of events in such a way as to seriously mislead the reader and the future historian.
It is true that the personal experience is also not free from inaccuracies and equivocation. However, this is not very
important. The essential thing is to give a real, live, substantive account of events. It will be relatively simple to root out
secondary errors by juxtaposing accounts of actual personal experience with documents and other data.
The story of a participant, the visual witness of events, has a special value. The deeper and more complete the
personal experience, the greater the value of the history that is written. If, in addition, the participant is in possession of
a great deal of documentation and the testimony of other participants, his report acquires a significance of the first
order.

Do not these lines have the value of a treatise on history? Don’t they stir you to want to read his Unknown
Revolution? Another characteristic story:
At the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, Voline placed himself on the side of the people in arms. The
Libertarian Movement and the CNT (National Confederation of Labor, the anarcho-syndicalist trade union
organization in Spain) immediately offered him the editorship of the journal to be published in Paris. Voline had a
good position and received a good salary. It is enough to say that he stopped his own writing and devoted all his
efforts to publishing El Antifascista (The Antifascist).
However, when the Libertarian Movement and the CNT decided to participate in the government, he lost no
time in submitting his resignation and expressed his categorical opinion that he judged the step to be a grave error.
Result: he was jobless and had no journal.
Voline had such a fruitful, dramatic intense and varied life that we feel very bad to be giving it such light
treatment. Voline deserves much better. However, we have our limitations, and we will give a final touch to this
sketch.
He never lost his faith and enthusiasm, not even in his darkest days, his greatest poverty or danger. In May,
1945, when he was very sick after five years of hunger and cold, completely exhausted physically, he wrote to us
of his plans to publish. He said in his letter:
I don’t need anything special. I would appreciate it if you would send me a fountain pen because I have been unable
to write for lack of one. It would be very good if you could send me a monthly contribution for the anarchist
publication I have in mind.

This was his last letter to us. Then we received the shocking news of his death.
That is all. We have lost one of the best and purest idealists our movement ever had. He was a courageous
revolutionist and anarchist without reservations or qualifications, and a great friend and comrade of all of us
who had the good fortune to know him and to work with him.
4
Alexander Berkman, “Sasha” to his friends, was a rebel from early childhood. He protested against injustice
wherever he saw it. He paid for his militant revolutionary activities with fourteen years in prison for his attempt to
kill henry Clay Frick, chairman and general manager of the Carnegie Steel Company, during the Homestead Steel
Strike.
After Berkman was released from prison he continued to devote his life to the revolutionary cause, a
convinced anarchist. He worked with all his energies and dedication for the movement, for freedom, and wound
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up a political refugee in the various countries where he was permitted to live. He was one of the finest, most
generous people I ever knew. Although he had very few material possessions, he was always ready to give
everything away to others and had to be reminded not to deny himself his urgent personal needs. Berkman made
every possible effort to understand and help people. He radiated warmth and comfort, like the rays of the sun.
I first met Berkman in New York City in the late Fall, 1919, at the home of Stella Ballantine, Emma
Goldman’s niece. We discussed the Russian Revolution and the need to expose the atrocities of the Bolsheviks
against the anarchists, socialists and all who dared to criticize their new dictatorial regime in Moscow. Emma said
that we should not come out against the Bolsheviks at this time when they are fighting so many enemies of the
revolution. She supported her position with cogent, forceful arguments.
Sasha also argued that the Bolsheviks should be given a chance, that it was too early to start an organized
opposition because the revolution was surrounded by enemies.
When he was deported to Russia, we felt that he did not really oppose our position, that his warm personal
greeting indicated that he supported our right to criticize the actions of the Bolsheviks from our viewpoint.
Our second meeting with Sasha and Emma took place in Berlin four years later, November, 1923, where they
had been living for two years, since January, 1922. They had left Soviet Russia greatly disillusioned with the
Bolshevik regime. Sasha and Emma were each writing about their experiences in Russia.
In addition, Sasha was active organizing help for the anarchists, anarcho-syndicalists and other political
opponents held in prison by the Bolsheviks. He appealed for funds, issued a bulletin in English, translated the
letters from men and women prisoners in Russia. He assembled and translated all the material that was published
in the book, Letters From Russian Prisons. The book was published in New York in 1925 by the International
Committee to Aid Political Prisoners. Roger Baldwin was Chairman of the Committee and its members were
people of world renown, including, among others, Clarence Darrow, Eugene V. Debs, Norman Thomas, B.
Chamey Vladeck, and Felix Frankfurter (later a Justice of the United States Supreme Court). Isaac Don Levine
did some of the work in preparing the book, including translations and obtaining letters of support from
prominent individuals around the world such as Albert Einstein, Knut Hamsun, Gerhard Hauptmann, Sinclair
Lewis, Maurice Maeterlinck, Thomas Mann, Romain Rolland, Upton Sinclair, H. G. Wells and Israel Zangwill.
The letters in Letters From Russian Prisons were obtained by a committee that included Mark Mratchny,
forced out of Russia by the Bolsheviks and subsequently editor of the Freie Arbeiter Stimie, a Jewish Anarchist
weekly published in New York City for 87 years, and I. N. Steinberg, a member of the Socialist Revolutionary
Party and the only non-Bolshevik Minister of Justice in Lenin’s cabinet. When Steinberg was forced to leave the
government and Russia he became one of the founders of the Jewish Territorialist Movement, Freeland, which
sought to establish agricultural settlements in various countries.
During this period, Berkman had written three pamphlets, The Russian Tragedy, The Russian Revolution and The
Ccrmunist Party, and The Kronstadt Rebellion. He had also assembled all the data for his excellent book, The Bolshevik
Myth.
Life was difficult for everyone in Germany after World War I and particularly so for the political refugees.
Many of us felt that we had to leave Germany. A number of us went to France, including Sasha and Emma. Sasha
wrote his book, ABC of Communist-Marxism in France and it was published by Vanguard Press in New York City
in 1929.
While he was in St. Cloud, a town near Paris, Sasha was in close contact with a number of groups in the
anarchist movement. He worked particularly with the Jewish anarchists in the area. He gave lectures frequently,
whenever the opportunity offered.
“No audience is too small for me to talk to,” Sasha used to say.
When Emma found a tiny house in St. Tropez in the south of France, she offered one room to Sasha for
his residence. Sasha preferred a small shanty in the garden. He worked there and for relaxation took care of
the small garden. Emma wrote her memoirs, Living My Life, at that time. She would work late into the night
and Sasha would serenade her early in the forming with the sound of the hanmill grinding coffee for
breakfast. This was the signal for Emma to wake up. Music to her ears. The morning would start with the
greeting, “Bon esprit” (lively spirit, good cheer) and Enna named her little hut Bon Esprit.
The day's work started immediately after breakfast. Emma and Sasha carried on an intensive correspondence
with comrades all over the world. There were requests for articles and above all, work on Living My Life. Emma
and Sasha worked together harmoniously. When guests and reporters cane to the house, or even friends of friends,
Sasha would welcome them in a warm, friendly manner. He filled the house with a joyful spirit and his
discussions were marked with authoritative facts and information.
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My beloved life-long companion, Senya, became associated with the Stone Photographic studio in Berlin
in 1929. We left France and went to Berlin where we renamed for four years until the Nazis came to power.
We returned to France. Sasha was living in Nice, at this time. He had become a changed person, altogether
different from the man we had known. He was being harassed by the French police regarding his status as a
political refugee.
His economic situation was very bad. Although he did a lot of translation work he earned very little, not
enough for a decent living. His health was very poor. He needed a serious operation but he kept on delaying it
because he did not have enough money to go to Paris where he would have been able to get good care by surgical
specialists. He finally had to go to a small local hospital and underwent an unsuccessful operation. The acute
physical pain of his prostate gland, his economic difficulties, his precarious status as a political refugee, all
combined to cause our warm, genial comrade, who had always been so full of life, to end his sufferings and
commit suicide.
He did not die immediately. He wrestled with death for sixteen hours. Emma was at his bedside, hiding her
sorrow with superhuman control of her heartbreak.
This happened June 28, 1936, three weeks before the start of the Spanish Revolution. Everyone who knew or
talked about Esma and Sasha could not speak of one without mentioning the other. Although they lived their own
separate lives, they were inseparable emotionally and spiritually. Neither of them ever wrote a major article or a
book without consulting the other. They knew and shared every event in their lives; there were no secrets between
them. Their friendship and companionship were the finest. Those of us who were privileged to know them will
never forget them.
Enma died four years later in Toronto, Canada, May, 1940. A great part of Emma’s life was lost to her with
Sasha’s death. His name will live as long as there are and will continue to be rebels who struggle for genuine, true
liberty.
3.42 Fro\fn{by Andrey P. Platonov (1899-1951)} Voronezvh Oblast, Russia (M) 10
He had gone far off, and for a long time. He might never return.
The express train had drawn away, and now in the open country began to sing a song of parting. Those who
had come onto the platform to see the passengers off returned to their sedentary lives. A porter came up with a
broom and began to sweep the platform, now resembling the deck of a deserted ship.
“Move aside, citizeness,” said the porter to the two sturdy legs that remained.
The young woman moved over to the wall by the letter box and began to read the collection times printed on it.
The collections were frequent. You could write letters every day.
She ran her finger over the iron casing of the box. It was strong. Your very soul could go into a letter and not
be lost.
Beyond the station lay a new railroad town; on the white walls of the houses quivered shadows cast by the
leaves of trees, the summer evening sun spread its light, clear and sad, over nature and dwellings alike, as if
through a transparent emptiness without any air to breathe. At the hour when night was about to descend on the
world, everything was far too distinctly outlined, dazzling to the point of illusion, as if unreal.
The young woman halted, startled at the strangeness of the light. In all her twenty years she could not
remember such a deserted, shining, silent vacuum of space; her heart felt faint with the rarity of the air, with the
longing for the man she loved to return. She caught sight of her reflection in the hairdresser’s window: a
commonplace appearance, her hair arranged in puffs and loops (in the style of the last century), two deep gray
eyes looking out with a kind of tenderness so intense as to seem artificial—it had become second nature to love
the man who had gone away, she wanted him to love her, continuously, unceasingly, so that deep in her body,
inside her ordinary, dull soul, there might linger and grow a second cherished life. But she could not love as she
wished to love, strongly and unfailingly; sometimes when wearied she wept that her heart had not proved itself
unquenchable.
She lived in a new three-room apartment. One room was occupied by her widowed father, a locomotive
engineer; the other two belonged to her and her husband, who had just left for the Far East to install and put into
operation certain incomprehensible electrical apparatus. He was always busy with mysterious machines, hoping
that machines would transform the world to the greater welfare and delight of mankind, or for some such reason.
His wife did not know what exactly.
Aging now, her father took a train out only rarely. He was called on as substitute engineer if one of the others
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fell ill. He would test machines returned from the repair shop, or he might run a light train on local service. The
year before they had thought of pensioning him off. Not knowing what this would mean, the old man at first
agreed but after four days at liberty, on the fifth he went out to the semaphore and seated himself on a rise in the
yard and stayed there till late at night, his eyes bright with tears, watching the engines lumbering at the head of the
trains. Since then he had gone daily to the rise to watch the engines, living in imagination and compassion for
them. Each evening he would turn up at home, worn out, as if he had himself been handling an engine in heavy
traffic. Once home, he would wash his hands, sighing, telling how the brake block had dropped out of a train on
Hill 9,000 or something of the sort. He would ask his daughter shyly for some vaseline to grease his left palm, as
if it had grown calloused pulling on the stiff governor valve. Then he would sit down to his supper and soon
would fall asleep in sheer content.
Next morning he would again go down to the yard and spend the day watching, tears in his eyes, carried away
by imagination, compassion, and the frenzy of his lonely enthusiasm. If he thought some locomotive on the track
showed a defect or that an engineer was driving a particularly well-tuned engine, he would shout words of blame
or caution from his elevated post:
“Draw off the water, open that faucet, you good-for-nothing! Blow through it!”
“Tip off that sand: you’ll never get up the slope! What the hell’re you wasting it like that for?”
“Screw that cap down tighter, don’t let your steam off; what d’you think you’re driving, an engine or a stove?”
If the train had come out badly assembled, with the lighter cars at the head or in the middle, where they could
be crushed by a too sudden braking, the retired engineer up on his rise would shake his fist at the guard in the
caboose. Again, when his old locomotive happened by, with his one-time fireman, Benjamin, at the controls, the
old man would always find some obvious fault with the engine—it was different in his time—and call out to the
fireman about what to do to the engineer:
“Hi, Benjamin, spit in his eye, Benjamin, old lad,” the old man would call from his lonely stand on the rise.
When the weather was overcast, he would take an umbrella, and his only daughter would take his lunch to the
rise, for she felt sorry for him when he came back at night, haggard, hungry, and out of sorts because of his
unquenched longing for work.
But recently, while the old man was standing at his usual vantage point, keeping his eye on the traffic and
hurling blasphemies, the party organizer from the depot, Comrade Piskunov, came up to him. He took the old man
by the arm and led him back to the depot. The clerk in the depot office re-registered the old man for active
service. The old man climbed up to the cabin of a cold locomotive, sat down, and hugged the boiler, as if he had
been reunited with the entire working class.
When his daughter returned from seeing her husband off to work, he would call to her, “Frossy, give me a bite
of what you’ve got in the oven, I may get called out tonight.”
He was always expecting to be called at any moment to take out a train, but in fact this happened only once
every three or four days, when freight trains were being assembled out of lightweight cars, or for some other easy
task. Even so, the father was afraid of having to go out on an empty stomach, unfueled and in a bad humor.
Consequently, he was always careful of his health, his strength, and his digestion, for in his own estimation he
was the mainstay of the railroad, a steel-hardened cadre.
“Citizen engineer,” the old man would address himself with great dignity and precise articulation, and his
response to this was an important silence, as if hearing a distant ovation.
Now Frossy opened the oven door, took out a hot dish, and gave her father a helping. The evening sun lit up
every corner of the apartment, even penetrating Frossy’s body to where her heart was beating, an engine that
continually tuned the coursing blood and the sense of vitality. She went to her own room. On her table stood a
photograph of her husband as a boy; he had never had his photograph taken since childhood, for he was
completely uninterested in himself and indifferent to his own face. The yellowing photograph showed a little boy
with an infant’s large head and wearing a poor shirt and cheap trousers, with no shoes on his feet. Behind him was
a magical background of trees with a fountain and a palace in the distance. The little boy looked out attentively on
a world as yet little known to him, without seeming to notice the beautiful existence in the photographer’s backcloth.\fn{Backdrop.} The beautiful existence was in the boy himself, the wide-faced, alert, shy little boy, who held
a green sprig instead of a toy and whose bare feet confidently stood on the earth.
Night had already fallen. The local herder had brought the cows in from the steppe. They were mooing their
demands to rest beside their masters; the women of the house led them into the yard. The long day grew chilly as
it changed to night. Frossy sat in the dark, content with love and remembrance of the man who had gone. Outside
the window the pine trees rose straight up to the serene vastness of the skies, the tiny voice of tiny birds sang their
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late songs, chorusing sleepily, while the crickets, those guardians of darkness, chorused their sweet assurance that
all was well, that they would not sleep but keep watch.
The father asked Frossy whether she was going to the social club. There was to be novel entertainment there
that evening: a battle of flowers and a comic turn by members of the conductors’ reserve.
“No, I’m not,” said Frossy, “I’ll be longing for my husband here at home.”
“Longing for Fedka?” said the engineer, “he’ll be back; he’ll be here before the year is up. But never mind,
long for him. I used to be away for only a day or two, but your poor dear mother hardly knew what to do with
herself, the little bourgeois housewife.”
“Well, I’m not a bourgeois housewife, and I don’t know what to do with myself either,” returned Frossy,
surprised at herself.
“No, that’s not right, surely I’m a bourgeois, too.”
Her father said soothingly, “You’re not a bourgeois housewife! They don’t exist any more, they’re all dead and
gone long since. To be a bourgeois, you’ll have to live and learn a long time yet; they were all right, those
women.”
“If you’ll go to your room, papa,” said Frossy, “I’ll bring you your supper directly, but just now I’d like to be
alone.”
“It is suppertime,” he concurred, “but I shouldn’t be surprised if they sent for me from the depot. Someone
may fall ill, or go off on a binge, or maybe a death in the family—anything can happen. So then I have to turn out
—the railroad must run. Ah, your Fedka’s well away by this time in that express—green lights flashing to let her
by. You know, they clear the track now for forty kilometers ahead. The engineer can see a long distance, and he’s
got electricity to tend the engine by—everything just so!”
The old man delayed leaving. He went out, then came back, mumbling. He liked to be with his daughter or to
be with someone when a locomotive was not possessing all his thoughts and feelings.
“Papa, go and get ready for supper!” His daughter bade him; she wanted to listen to the crickets, gaze at the
pine trees outside the window, and think about her husband.
“Well, you’re a strange one,” muttered her father as he went off.
When she had given her father his meal, Frossy left the house. Entertainment night at the club was in full
swing, with music and singing by a group of comedians from the conductors’ reserve:
“Gh, pine tree, what a pine tree, and what pine cones on the pine tree! Toot-toot-toot (a locomotive) rrearrr (an
airplane) phew-phew-phew (an ice breaker). Now do what we do and bend over, do as we do and get up, say toottoot, rrearrr, wake up every coffin, more art, more culture, more output, that’s our goal!”
The audience stirred itself, mumbled timidly, and was hard put to follow the comedians’ example and keep up
the tenor of the entertainment.
Frossy went past the club to the point, now deserted, where the mountings protecting the main line began. A
fast train came in from the Far East. The locomotive cut off steam, and the engine strained forward, casting it
brilliant searchlight ahead. Somewhere along the line this train would have met the express rushing on toward the
Far East carrying off her dear one. Intently she stared at the fast train that had passed her husband. She went back
to the station, but on her way the train, having come to a halt, left again. The tail coach disappeared into the
darkness, indifferent to the melancholy of people who came and went. There was no one Frossy did not know on
the platform or in the station; none of the passengers had got off the train, so there was no one she could ask about
the express train or about her husband. Still, perhaps someone had seen it and would know something.
At the station, however, there were only two old women sitting and waiting for the midnight local, and the
peasant who came daily to clean was as usual sweeping around their feet. They always come and sweep when you
simply want to stand there and think, as if they were against people.
Frossy moved out of the cleaner’s way, but he pursued her with his broom.
“You wouldn’t have heard anything about the No.2 express, would you?” she asked him. “Is it all right? It
came through here today. Have there been any announcements about it?”
“You can go on the platform when the train comes in,” said the cleaner, “but there aren’t any trains expected
now. Go inside the station, citizeness. The public are always hanging around here. Better at home in bed, reading
the papers. But no, they must hang around, dirtying up the place.”
Frossy crossed the tracks, past the points, toward the other side of the station. Here was the circular loading
yard for the freight trains, the coaling yard, the slag pit, and a turntable for the locomotives. The area was brightly
lit, and clouds of steam and smoke floated in the upper air. Some of the engines were throbbing, getting up steam,
while others were letting off steam or cooling as they were washed down. Four women carrying iron shovels
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passed close to Frossy, and behind them came a man, perhaps an official in charge of works or a crew foreman.
“Who’re you looking for out here, my pretty?” he asked. “You’ve lost him, you won’t get him back: they don’t
come back once they’ve gone. What about lending us a hand with the rolling stock?”
Frossy hesitated. “Give me a shovel.”
“Here’s mine.” The foreman handed it to her. “You women,” he ordered the others, “go over to the third pit;
I’ll be at the first.”
He led Frossy to the clinker pit, where the locomotives were emptying their furnaces, put her to work, and left.
Two other women were working in the pit, throwing the hot clinkers out. Frossy got down beside them and began
to shovel, glad that the others were strangers. There was a smell of burning and of gas: breathing was not easy; it
was a heavy, tiring job heaving the clinkers up, for the pit was narrow and oppressively hot. But it was just this
that made Frossy feel better, it was something for her to do, in company with her work-mates, under the huge, free
night, lit by stars and electric lamps. In her heart her love slept in peace. The express was now well on its way.
Lying on a plank in an upper berth of a comfortless coach, her man slept with Siberia all around him. Let him
sleep untroubled and may the engineer see far ahead and keep clear of accidents.
Before long Frossy and one of the other women came out of the pit. The clinkers had to be loaded onto a
flatcar now. As they tossed up the hot cinders, they glanced at each other and now and then exchanged a few
words when they stopped to rest and breathe in the fresh air.
Frossy’s workmate was about thirty. Hot as it was, she kept shivering and tugging her shabby coat about her.
She had just come out of jail, having spent four days in custody on a charge brought by a mean man. Her husband
was a night-watchman. It was his job, armed with a rifle, to patrol the cooperative storehouse all night, for which
he was paid sixty rubles a month. When his wife was arrested, the night-watchman went in tears to the prison
authorities to beg for her release; until her arrest, she had been living with another man, who carelessly, on
impulse (perhaps out of weariness or fear), had told her of some fraud he had committed. But then, it seems,
getting frightened, he had tried to ruin her to prevent her from reporting him. Now he himself had been arrested
and, she hoped, was suffering. Now that she was freed, she would again be living with her husband. There was
work to be had now, bread they could buy, and clothing that together they would find somehow or other.
Frossy told her of her own sorrow and of her husband’s having gone off on a long trip.
“He’s only gone on a trip, he’s not dead, he’ll come back,” the woman comforted her. “But in that jail I got
really down-hearted, I felt so blue, I’d never been in jail before, I wasn’t used to it; I wouldn’t have felt so bad if I
had been. I was always so innocent, the law never had laid a hand on me. When I came out and went home, my
husband was so happy to see me he cried, but he wouldn’t kiss me: he thinks I’m a prisoner, an important person!
But, really like always, I’m easy to get along with. That night he had to go out to work. That was hard on us both.
He takes his gun. ‘Come on, I’ll buy you a drink,’ he says. All had was twelve kopeks, though, only enough for
one glass, so we could have had half a glass each. But I was feeling so blue, it just wouldn’t pass. I told him to go
ahead and have his own glass, and then when we’d more money and my heart didn’t feel so heavy, we’d go out
together and have a whole bottle. So that’s what I told him to do, and I came on down here to work. I was pretty
sure they’d be loading timber, or changing rails, or something. Even at night there’s always some job going. I felt,
if I could get down here with other people, I’d get over the blues and feel better. And honest, since I’ve been
talking to you, I feel as if you might be a cousin of mine. Well now, let’s finish with the flatcar, they’ll give us our
money at the office, and I’ll be able to go out and buy bread tomorrow. Frossy,” she called over to the slag pit
where a namesake of Frossy’s was working, “is there much left to do?”
“No,” answered the other Frossy, “not much at all, only a few lumps.”
“Climb up here,” said the night-watchman’s wife, “We’ll get done faster, and go get what’s owing to us,
together.”
Around them locomotives were being stoked for long journeys, or else were cooling off letting their breath out
into the air. The crew foreman came up.
“Well, how’s it going, you women? Finished in the pit? Aha! Quick march, off you all go to the office, I’ll be
along in a jiffy. That’s where you get your pay, and then we’ll see who’s going dancing at the club and who’s
going home to raise a family. You’ll have plenty to do.”
At the office the women signed their names: Efrosinya Evstafyeva, Natalya Bukova, and three letters that
looked like Eva, followed by the hammer-and-sickle, instead of another Efrosinya, for the owner of the name had
fallen back into illiteracy. They each got three rubles and twenty kopeks and set off for home. Frossy Evstafyeva
and Natasha, the night-watchman’s wife, walked together. Frossy invited her new friend home to wash and
freshen up.
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The old man lay asleep on the trunk in the kitchen. He was fully dressed, with even a winter jacket and a cap
with the engineer’s badge on it. He was ready for any sudden call about some technical breakdown, for in that
event he would have to present himself on the instant at the scene of the mishap. Noiselessly, the women
freshened themselves, powdered their noses, smiled at each other, and went out again. It was already quite late,
probably the dance and certainly the battle of flowers had begun at the club. As long as Frossy's husband lay
sleeping in the uncomfortable coach, his heart felt nothing, had no recollection of her, and no love for her. She
was as if alone in the world, free from either happiness or depression and she wanted now to dance a little, hear
music, hold others by the hand. In the morning, when he would wake alone and the thought of her would abruptly
return to him, she would perhaps let the tears fall.
The two women ran at top speed to the club. The local train went by. It was midnight, then, not yet too late. An
amateur jazz band was playing at the club, and Frossy Evstafyeva was at once invited by an assistant mechanic to
dance to the strains of Rio Rita.
Frossy went on dancing with a happy face; she liked music; in her mind the music of sorrow and gladness were
inseparable, as in real life, as in her own soul. While dancing she had only a dim recollection of herself. She
moved as if in a slight trance, bemused, her body making the right steps of its own accord, her blood roused by
the tune.
“Have they had the battle of flowers yet?” she murmured to her partner, her breathing coming fast.
“It’s just finished. Why did you get here so late?” he answered tenderly, as if he had always been in love with
Frossy, always pining for her.
“Oh, what a pity,” said Frossy.
“You like it here?” asked her partner.
“I certainly do,” she replied. “It’s lovely.”
Natasha Bukova did not know how to dance. She stood by the wall holding her workmate’s hat.
While the band was resting, Frossy and Natasha shared two bottles of cider. Natasha had been in the club only
once before, and that a long time ago. She gazed at her surroundings, the cleanness and the decorations, with a
kind of gentle joy.
“Fross, hey, Fross!” she whispered. “Is it true—with Socialism here now—all the rooms will be like this?”
“I’d say so, they certainly will,” said Frossy. “Well, maybe just a little better.”
“Imagine that!” Natasha exclaimed.
After the musicians had rested, Frossy danced again. This time it was the dispatcher who asked her. The band
was playing a foxtrot, My Baby. The dispatcher pressed his partner against him with his cheek on Frossy’s hair,
but this did not disturb her, she loved her distant man, her poor body was deaf and withheld.
“What’s your name?” asked her partner in her ear as they danced. “I know you by sight, but I don’t seem to
remember who your father is.”
“Fro!” she answered.
“Fro? Aren’t you Russian?”
“Certainly not, why should I be?”
“Why shouldn’t you be? I’ve got it, your father’s a Russian, Evstafyev!”
“It doesn’t matter,” murmured Frossy. “They call me Fro.” They danced on in silence. The onlookers stood
against the wall, observing the dancers. There were in all three couples dancing, the others being too shy or else
ignorant of the steps. Frossy bent her head closer to the dispatcher’s chest. Her abundant hair, done in an oldfashioned style, was on a level with his eyes, and this tiny show of confidence pleased him. He felt proud in the
sight of the onlookers. He longed to stroke her hair, but was afraid of provoking a scandal. Furthermore, his
fiancee was among the crowd and might very well create a scene later about this Fro. So the dispatcher drew back
a trifle from his partner for the sake of decorum, but Frossy leaned close to him, her head pushing his tie to one
side. The pressure opened his shirt showing the flesh. Somewhat uneasily, he went on dancing till the music
should end. But the music rose on a crescendo, and the girl did not shift from her partner’s arms. Suddenly drops
of moisture tickled his skin with its curly hair under the tie.
“Are you crying?” he asked in dismay. ,
“Just a little,” said Fro in a low voice. “Take me over to the door. I can’t dance any more.”
Frossy’s partner danced her toward the exit, and she went into the corridor, where there were few people.
Natasha handed back her friend’s hat. Frossy went on home, while Natasha went over to the cooperative
storehouse, where her husband was on duty. Next to the storehouse was a building contractor’s yard, watched over
by a pleasant-mannered woman. Natasha wanted to find out whether there was any affection or sympathy between
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this woman and her husband.
Next morning Frossy got a telegram her husband had wired from a station in Siberia beyond the Urals. He had
written:
Dear Fro I love you and
I see you in my dreams.
Her father was not at home. He had gone off to the depot to chat for a while in the Red Corner, read The
Whistle, and here about the night’s events in the hauling sector. Later he would have a beer in the refreshment
room with a workmate and a friendly talk about their common concerns.
Frossy did not brush her teeth, she hardly washed, merely dashing a little water on her face, troubling no more
than this—about her appearance. She had no time for anything but the emotion of love, for she lacked the
feminine zeal women now have for their grooming. From the third floor overhead came the sound of a harmonica.
The tune would stop, only to begin again. Frossy had first waked that morning when it was still dark and had gone
back to sleep. Then she heard the modest little tune coming from upstairs like the song of a small gray bird on the
steppe, spending his strength on his work, so that little breath remained for singing. Upstairs there lived a little
boy, the sun of a screw cutter at the depot; his father would surely have gone to work, the mother was washing
clothes, and so he was trying to amuse himself.
Without stopping for food, Frossy went about her work on her courses in railroad communications and signals.
Frossy had not been attending these courses for the past four days, and certainly her classmates had missed her,
but she went only listlessly to join them. She was forgiven a great deal at these courses because of her capacity to
learn and because of her clear perception of the aims of technical science; but she did not clearly understand how
she came by this facility. For the most part she was imitating her husband, a graduate of two technical colleges,
who understood the intricacies of machines as intimately as he did his own flesh.
At the start Frossy had been a bad student. Nothing attracted her in Pupin cells, rail-coupling, or calculating the
resistance of grid wire. But then her husband had pronounced these names wholeheartedly, imaginatively, entering
into the very essence of the abstruse, inanimate mechanisms, telling her how the lifeless matter of her study
became animate in operation and how there was a hidden quality in meticulous calculation by virtue of which
machines became alive. He had the faculty of actually feeling the degree of intensity of an electric current, as if it
were a secret passion of his own. Everything that came into contact with his hands or his thoughts was brought to
life, and so he had acquired a true conception of the forces at work in any mechanical setup and an immediate
insight into the strength of endurance of the basic metal in any machine.
From then on reels, Wheatstone bridges, contactors, candle-power became sacred objects for Frossy, as if they
were living parts of her man; she began to understand them and to cherish them in her mind as in her soul. When
in difficulty Frossy would come home, sighing, “Fyodor, all that about microfarads and eddy currents is so
boring.” But as he embraced his wife after their day’s separation, Fyodor changed himself into a microfarad or an
eddy current. Frossy could almost see what before she had only wanted to understand and could not. It was a
matter of objects as simple, natural, and disarming as the many-colored grasses on the plain. At night Frossy was
often sad at the thought that she was only a woman and could not feel like a microfarad, or a locomotive, or
electricity as Fyodor could—and she drew her finger cautiously over his warm back; he was sound asleep and did
not wake. For some mysterious reason he was always warm, strange, uncannily able to sleep amid noise, to eat
any food with complete indifference to whether it was tasty or tasteless, never to feel ill; he liked to spend money
on little things; he had volunteered as a soldier to serve in Soviet South China.\fn{ The area of land comprising the
present Kazakh, Uzbek, Khirgiz and Turkmen states (which the Russians conquered between 1813 and 1914) is probably what is meant; I
have never seen this locational term before. China still claims much of this area as part of her country .}

When Frossy now attended the course, her thoughts would stray, taking nothing in of the day’s lessons. She
made desultory copies in her notebook from the drawings on the blackboard of the vector diagram of current
resonance and sadly listened to the institute lecturer’s discourse on the influence of iron saturation on harmonics.
Since Fyodor was not here, communications and signals held no attraction for her, while electricity itself had
become alien to her. Pupin coils, microfarads, Wheatstone bridges, iron cores had grown sore and barren in her
heart; as for the upper harmonics of currents, she could make nothing of them. In her head the monotonous little
song piped by the boy on his harmonica played itself over and over again:
Mother’s washing,
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Father’s working,
When’ll they come again?
To be alone and lonely
Is a thing of pain,
Of pain.

Frossy took her eyes off the lecturer and wrote down her thoughts in her notebook: “I’m a silly, hopeless girl,
Fyodor, come back sooner, I may be learning about communications, but I’ll die, you can bury me and go back to
China.”
At home her father was sitting with his boots, his outdoor clothes, and his cap on. He was certain he would be
called out on a trip that day. “Are you home?” he called to his daughter; he was glad when someone was in the
apartment; he constantly listened for footsteps on the stairs, as if expecting a caller, come unannounced, with
happiness stuck in his hatband.
“Would you like me to warm you up some buckwheat grits and butter?” asked the father. “They’ll be ready in
no time.”
The daughter declined.
“Well, fry you some sausages, then?”
“No,” said Frossy.
The father was silent for a while, then asked again, but more hesitantly, “What about some tea and crackers? I
can get it for you quick.”
His daughter made no reply.
“Or some of yesterday’s macaroni? It hasn’t been touched, I left it for you.”
“Oh, let me alone, can’t you!” cried Frossy. “If they’d only sent you out to the Far East—”
“I’ve asked them to, often, but they won’t, they say I’m too old and my eyesight’s failing,” her father sighed.
He was aware that our children are our enemies, and he was not angry with the enemy; but he was afraid that
Frossy would shut herself up in her room, whereas he wanted her to stay with him and talk, so the old man looked
for any way of keeping Frossy with him.
“Why haven’t you put on any lipstick today?” he asked. “Maybe you’ve run out of it, have you? I can go and
buy some for you right away.”
Tears sprang into Frossy’s gray eyes, and she went off to her own room. Her father was left alone; he busied
himself tidying the kitchen and sweeping up, then, squatting on his heels, he opened the oven door, put his head
inside, weeping into the dish of macaroni.
There was a knock on the door. Frossy did not stir. The old man took his head out of the oven—the kitchen
cloths\fn{Dishcloths.} hung dirty all around, so he wiped his face with the mop and went to the door. A messenger
had come from the depot.
“Sign here, Nefed Stepanovich: you’re on at eight o’clock, you’re to take out the cold engine for heavy repairs.
It’ll be pulling the No. 310 mixed-traffic train. Take some food and clothes with you, you won’t be back for a
week.”
Nefed Stepanovich signed the book and the messenger left. The old man opened his metal lunchbox: it still had
the bread he had put there the day before, an onion, and a piece of sugar. To this he added an ounce or two of
millet, two apples. He thought for a moment, and then closed the little chest with an enormous padlock. Then he
knocked cautiously on Frossy’s door.
“Daughter! Shut the door behind me, I’m going off, I’ll be gone a week or two. I’m taking out that gray
locomotive, the ZH, she’s cold, but never mind.”
Frossy waited until her father had left, then she came out and closed the door of the apartment.
“Go on playing! Why don’t you play?’ muttered Frossy to the apartment upstairs, where the boy with the
harmonica lived. He had probably gone out for a walk. It was summer time, with its long days; toward evening
the wind died down among the sleeping pines. The harmonica player was still too young to have chosen the one
being in the entire world as the object of his undying love. She lost herself gazing at the sky with the traces of the
setting sun, telling herself that happiness must surely be found in that firmament. …
Between the two pillows Frossy found a short hair that could only be Fyodor’s. Holding it up to the light, she
saw it was white.
Fyodor was now in his twenty-ninth year, and some twenty white hairs had appeared on his head. Her father’s
hair was also white, but he never came near their bed. Frossy put her nose against the pillow where Fyodor had
slept: it still smelled of his body; the pillowcase had not been washed since he left. Frossy sank her head into
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Fyodor’s pillow and was somewhat comforted.
Upstairs on the third floor the little boy had come back and was playing on his harmonica the same tune as
before. Frossy got up and put the hair into a little box on her table.
The boy had stopped playing. Perhaps is was his bedtime, or else, now that his father had returned from work,
he was sitting on his knee.
That evening Frossy walked along the railroad tracks to a little wood close by and to the rye fields. She passed
the slag pit where she had worked. It was full to the top with clinkers, but no one was there. Frossy did not know
where Natasha Bukova lived. She had not asked her the night before; but she did not want to visit friends; for
some reason she was ashamed to face anybody: she could not talk to other people of her love, and the rest of
living held no vital interest for her. She went past the cooperative storehouse where Natasha’s husband was pacing
up and down, alone with his gun. Frossy wanted to give him a few rubles to buy a bottle for himself and his wife
the next day, but she had not the courage.
“Move on, citizeness! You can’t loiter here, it’s the cooperative storehouse, state property,” the nightwatchman
said as Frossy halted and felt in her jacket for her money.
Beyond the storehouse lay wasteland, unused and abandoned, where a kind of grass grew, stubby, stiff,
poisonous, Having come this far, in anguish of spirit Frossy tarried amid these evil weeds from whose mean
sphere there seemed to stretch a distance of two kilometers to the stars.
“Oh, Fro, Fro, if only you had somebody to cherish you!” she said to herself.
Once home again, Frossy went straight to bed. The little boy had gone off to sleep long before, and the crickets
had ceased to chirrup. But something kept her from sleeping. She looked around her in the darkness and sniffed: it
was the pillow that was disturbing her, Fyodor’s pillow. It still gave forth the sharp, earthy odor of a warm,
familiar body, and this odor depressed her spirits all the more. She wrapped the pillow in a sheet and pushed it
into a closet. Then she fell asleep alone, like an orphan.
Frossy no longer went to her communications courses. In any event they had become incomprehensible. She
stayed at home and waited for a letter or a telegram from Fyodor, fearing the mailman might bring a letter and
find no one at home. But four days went by, then six, but Fyodor sent no further news. The father returned from
his assignment on the cold locomotive. It was good to have been away and to have tired himself working. He had
passed through many distant stations, had encountered various incidents; he now had enough for thought, talk,
and reminiscence to last a long time. As Frossy put no questions to him, her father began to tell her everything
himself, how the cold locomotive had functioned, and how he had gone sleepless at night so that the fitters at
stations along the way would not take the engine parts, at what places fruit was sold cheaply, but also where the
spring frosts had spoiled the crops. Frossy made no response; even when Nefed Stepanovich told her of the cotton
voile and the synthetic silk they were making at Sverdlovsk, his daughter showed absolutely no interest. “Is she a
fascist or what?” mused her father. “How she came to be born to me and my good woman, I don’t know.”
When neither letter nor telegram came from Fyodor, Frossy sought a job with the letter carriers at the post
office. She suspected that letters could be lost, and so she herself would deliver the whole lot to the addresses.
What was more, she would receive Fyodor’s letters sooner than if they were brought by some apathetic, unknown
mailman, and they would not get lost if she had the handling of them. She arrived at the delivery section earlier
than the other letter carriers—even before the boy played his harmonica on the upper floor—and volunteered her
help in the sorting and packaging of the mail. She read the addresses on all the envelopes—none from Fyodor. All
the envelopes were addressed to other people, and so their contents had no interest. Even so, Frossy diligently
went out twice a day from house to house, carrying the letters, which she hoped bore only good tidings. Very early
in the morning she went quickly along the streets of the residential part of the town carrying the heavy bag on her
belly like a pregnant woman, knocking at doors, giving letters and rolls of printed matter to men in underpants,
women still undressed, and little children who had waked before the grown-ups.
The dark blue sky still stretched over the earth when Frossy was already at work, seeking in fatigue to exhaust
the anguish in her heart. Several of the addressees inquired about her life as they took in their mail, asking her
questions about everyday affairs.
“Do they pay you eighty rubles a month?”
“Yes, they do,” Frossy would answer ,”after income tax deductions.”
“Do you still go out when you have your period, or do they give you sick leave?”
“Sick leave,” Frossy declared, “they provide us with a belt, but I haven’t had mine yet.”
“You’ll get it all right,” promised the other woman, “you’ll get it anyway.”
A man who took in the paper Red Virginlands\fn{An area of some million square miles along the Siberian border with China
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deliberately colonized with Russians to provide new supplies of grain for the Soviet population; and to forestall Chinese territorial claims to
the area by providing a pool of manpower for the creation of local armies to fight the Chinese .} proposed marriage to her on an

experimental basis; it might result in happiness, he argued, and it would certainly be a useful experience.
“What’s your reaction?” he asked her.
“I’ll think about it,” answered Frossy.
“Don’t think,” he advised her, “come and visit to start with, you’ll see what sort of a man I am: I’m kind, well
read, cultured—you can see that from the papers I subscribe to. This periodical is edited by a committee—many
intelligent people, as you can see—and then there won’t be one of us any more but two. It’s a very respectable
arrangement, and as a married woman you’ll have more authority. But an unmarried girl is—a how shall I put it?
—a lonely creature, you might almost say antisocial.”
Frossy came to know a good many people, standing with a letter or a package at strangers’ doors. Some even
offered her wine or a bite to eat and complained to her of their daily lives. Life was never empty or uneventful.
When he left, Fyodor had promised Frossy to tell her at once where he would be working, for he himself did
not exactly know then. But now two weeks had gone by, there was still no word from him, and she had no idea
where to write. In trying to bear this separation, Frossy did the rounds faster and faster delivering the mail,
breathing faster and faster in her attempt to sink her feelings in work and so wear out her depression.
One day, quite unexpectedly, she cried out in the presence of others while making the second delivery of the
day. Frossy was unaware of how her chest had suddenly contracted, how her breathing stopped and her heart was
skipping. She cried out on a high, singing note. The passers-by stared at her. When she came to herself, she ran off
into the fields, still carrying the mailbag, for she could not bear her shallow breathing. She threw herself to the
ground and cried until her heart recovered its normal pace.
Frossy sat up, straightened her clothes, and smiled. Now she felt better, she did not feel like crying any more.
After completing her deliveries, Frossy looked in at the telegraph office. A telegram from Fyodor, containing his
address and kisses, was handed her. Returning home at once without stopping to eat, she began a letter to her
husband. She did not see the day ending outside the window, she did not hear the boy piping on his harmonica.
Her father knocked on her door and brought his daughter a glass of tea and a slice of bread with butter. He
switched on the light so that Frossy should not strain her eyes in the dark.
That night Nefed Stepanovich lay asleep on his trunk in the kitchen. Six days had passed since he had last been
called to the depot; tonight, he thought, they must call him again, and he listened for the messenger’s footstep on
the stairs.
At one o’clock at night Frossy came into the kitchen with a folded piece of paper in her hand.
“Papa!”
“What is it, daughter?” The old man had been sleeping lightly and fitfully.
“Will you take this telegram to the telegraph office? I’m too tired to go.”
“But supposing the messenger comes while I’m out?” said the father, alarmed.
“I’ll get him to wait,” promised Frossy. “You haven’t far to go, anyway. Only don’t read the telegram yourself,
just hand it to the clerk.”
“I won't read it, but you were writing a letter, let me take that, too.”
“It’s no concern of yours, if I was. Have you any money on you?”
He had. He took the telegram and set off. When he got to the telegraph office, the old man did read the
telegram; his daughter might have got something wrong, he told himself, so he ought to take a glance at it.
The telegram was addressed to Fyodor in the Far East:
Return by first train your wife my
daughter Frossy dying respiratory
disorder Nefed Evstafyev father. xxxxxxx
“Young peoples’ doings,” thought Nefed Stepanovich and handed the telegram in at the window.
“But I saw Frossy today!” said the clerk. “Can she really be sick?”
“She got sick after, that’s what,” declared the engineer.
Next morning Frossy asked her father to go again to the post office, this time to hand in her voluntary
resignation because of her failing state of health. The old man went again; in any case he wanted to go to the
depot.
Frossy did some sewing, darned socks, washed the floors, and tidied the apartment, never stirring out of doors.
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Two days later an urgent telegram came:
Leaving for home Very upset Distressed
Hold funeral till my return Fyodor. xxxx
Frossy worked it out exactly how long it would take her husband to come. On the seventh day after the arrival
of his telegram she was walking the station platform, tremulous and gay. The Trans-Siberian express from the
East was never late.
Frossy’s father too was on the platform, but he kept away from his daughter not to disturb her.
The express engineer brought the train into the station at a fine clip and gently, lovingly put on the brake.
Nefed Stepanovich stood watching with tear-bright eyes, even forgetting the reason why he had come.
Only one passenger got off the train. He was wearing a hat and a long blue raincoat. His deep-set eyes gleamed
expectantly. The girl ran toward him.
“Fro!” exclaimed the man and threw down his suitcase onto the platform. The father picked up the case and
followed his daughter and son-in-law. Halfway home the daughter turned to her father.
“Papa, go down to the depot and ask for an assignment. You get so bored staying at home all the time.”
“Its dull,” admitted the old man, “I’ll go now. You take the suitcase.”
His son-in-law turned to the old engineer. “Greetings, Nefed Stepanovich!”
“Hallo, Fedka, welcome home!”
“Thank you, Nefed Stepanovich.”
“I’ve spring-cleaned the whole apartment, dear,” said Frossy, “I wasn’t dying at all.”
“I guessed that on the way—that you weren’t about to die,” her husband answered. “After a while I didn’t
believe your telegram.”
“Why did you come then?” asked Fro, surprised.
“I love you, I was lost without you,” he replied sadly.
Frossy was distressed. “I’m afraid you’ll stop loving me one day, and then I really will die.”
Fyodor kissed her on the cheek as he walked beside her. “If you died, you would forget everything, and me as
well.”
Frossy had quite recovered from her distress.
“No, there’s no point in dying. It’s pure inertia.”
“Oh, inertia, of course,” smiled Fyodor; he liked her superior, erudite words. Fro had even asked him specially
to teach her some cleverly worded sentences, and he had filled a whole notebook with empty but intelligentsounding phrases:
“Whoever says ‘A’ must say ‘B.’”; “A stone is placed at the vertex of an angle.”; “If it is thus, it is precisely
so,” and so on.
But Fro saw through them herself. She asked: “But why does it follow that anyone should say ‘B’ after saying
‘A’? What if it doesn’t follow, or I don’t want it to?”
At the apartment they lay down to rest and fell asleep. Three hours had gone by when the father knocked at the
door. Frossy went to open it and waited while the old man put food and clothing into his little metal chest and left
again. He must have been given an assignment. Frossy closed the door and lay down to sleep again.
It was night when they woke. They talked for a little, then Fyodor took Fro in his arms, and they were silent
until morning.
Next morning Frossy quickly got breakfast, fed her husband and ate something herself. She now did
everything in a slapdash way, sleepily, careless of the taste, but it was of no consequence to them what they ate or
drank, so long as they did not lose a moment of their love for secondary matters.
Frossy told Fyodor that she would now begin studying hard and assiduously, learn a lot, and give of her
strength so that everyone in the country should have a better life.
Fyodor listened to Fro, then explained his own thoughts and plans to her in detail, about the transmission of
energy by using a driving force, not a conductor but ionized air, about increasing the strength of all metals by
treating their supersonic waves, about the stratosphere, hundred kilometers high, where there were special
conditions of light, heat, and electricity capable of ensuring man eternal life—thus the ancient dream of heaven
might now be realized—and there were many other things that Fyodor vowed to study and accomplish for Fro and
for all humankind.
Frossy listened to her husband’s words, her yearning lips parted in rapture. After talking they went into each
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other’s arms—they wanted their happiness at once, that very moment, before their concentrated application to the
future should yield results affecting both their own and the common happiness. No heart can bear postponement,
its suffering is such that it loses faith. After having slept out of sheer exhaustion from all the thinking, talking, and
pleasure, they woke refreshed and ready to go on with life. Frossy wanted to have children, she would raise them
to carry on the task begun by their father, by communism, and by science. With all the passion of his
imaginativeness, Fyodor whispered to Frossy about the mysterious force of nature that provides humanity with
abundance, the radical transformation of man’s poor soul. Then they kissed and embraced, and their noble dream
took on the form of pleasure, as if it had suddenly come into reality.
In the evenings Frossy would leave the house briefly to shop for herself and her husband: now both their
appetites were growing. They had spent four days without leaving each other’s side. The father had not yet come
back from his trip; he must have been driving a cold locomotive on another long journey. After another two days
Frossy told Fyodor that they could stay together a little longer, but then they would have to go back to working
and earning their bread.
“So tomorrow, or the day after, you and I will begin living in earnest,” said Fyodor, holding Frossy tightly to
him.
“The day after,” Fro murmured.
On the eighth day, Fyodor woke up sad.
“Fro! Now let’s go back to work and live as we ought. You must go on with your communications courses.”
“Tomorrow!” whispered Fro, taking her husband’s head in her hands. He smiled at her resignedly.
“But when, Fro?” Fyodor asked the next day.
“Soon, soon,” she answered drowsily, gently; she was holding his hand, he kissed her on the forehead.
One morning Frossy awoke late. Outside, the day had long since grown warm. She was alone in her room, for
the eleventh or twelfth day of unbroken reunion with her husband. Frossy got out of bed at once, threw the
windows wide open, and heard the strains of the harmonica she had completely forgotten. This time the sounds
were not coming from upstairs. She peered out of the window. A log lay near the woodshed, and on it sat the
barefoot little boy with a child’s large head, playing on his mouth organ.
All the house was quiet and somehow strange: Fyodor had gone off somewhere. Frossy went into the kitchen.
There her father was sitting on a stool, dozing, with his head, still wearing the cap, on the kitchen table. Frossy
woke him.
“When did you get back?”
“Eh?” the old man ejaculated. “This morning, very early.”
“Who opened the door for you? Fyodor?”
“No one,” said her father, “it was open. Fyodor came and found me at the station. I was sleeping on one of the
benches.”
“What were you sleeping at the station for, haven’t you got a place of your own?” protested Frossy angrily.
“Why not? I’m used to it,” returned her father. “I thought I’d be in your way.”
“What silly nonsense! And where is Fyodor, when’s he coming back?”
The father seemed embarrassed.
“He’s not coming,” said the old man. “He’s gone.”
Fro stood in silence, staring at her father. The father fixed his eyes on the dish cloth and went on: “There was
an express this morning, he got on it and went back to the East. ‘I might even go on into China,’ he said. ‘I don’t
know yet.’”
“What else did he say?” asked Fro.
“Nothing,” answered her father. “He told me to go back home to you and look after you. As soon as he gets
through all his work, he told me, he’ll come back here, or he’ll send for you to go there.”
“What work?” Frossy wanted to know.
“I don’t know,” declared her father. “He said you’d know all about it: communism—wasn’t it?—or something
like that—whatever comes up!”
Fro left her father, went into her own room, lay down with her stomach pressed against the windowsill,
watching the boy outside as he played his harmonica.
“Little boy!”she called. “Come and visit me.”
“Just a moment,” he replied.
He got down from the log, wiped his harmonica on the hem of his shirt, and came toward the house.
Fro stood in her nightdress in the middle of the large room. She smiled as she awaited her visitor.
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“Good-bye, Fyodor!”
Perhaps she was foolish, perhaps her own life was not worth two kopeks, not worth her cherishing, but it was
at least true that she alone knew how to turn two kopeks into two rubles.
“Good-bye, Fyodor! You’ll come back to me, and I’ll be waiting for you.”
The little visitor knocked shyly on the apartment door. Frossy let him in; she crouched down and took the
child’s hands in hers, and praised the little musician. For he was surely a man, a member of that humanity Fyodor
had spoken of to her with such loving kindness.
86.228 The Vane Sisters\fn{by Valdimir Vladimirovich Nabokov (1899-1977)} St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia
(M) 6
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I might never have heard of Cynthia’s death, had I not run, that night, indo D., whom I had also lost track of
for the last four years or so, and I might never have run into D., had I not got involved in a series of trivial
investigations.
The day, a compunctious Sunday after a week of blizzards, had been part jewel, part mud. In the midst of my
usual afternoon stroll through the small hilly town attached to the girls’ college where I taught French literature, I
had stopped to watch a family of brilliant icicles drip-dripping from the eaves of a frame house. So clear-cut were
their pointed shadows on the white boards behind them that I was sure the shadows of the falling drops should be
visible too. But they were not. The roof jutted too far out, perhaps, or the angle of vision was faulty, or, again, I
did not chance to be watching the right icicle when the right drop fell. There was a rhythm, an alternation in the
dropping that I found as teasing as a coin trick. It led me to inspect the corners of several houses blocks, and this
brought me to Kelly road, and right to the house where D. used to live when he was instructor here. And as I
looked up at the eaves of the adjacent garage with its full display of transparent stalactites backed by their blue
silhouettes, I was rewarded at last, upon choosing one, by the sight of what might be described as the dot of an
exclamation mark leaving its ordinary position to glide down very fast—a jot faster than the thaw-drop it raced.
This twinned twinkle was delightful but not completely satisfying; or rather it only sharpened my appetite for
other tidbits of light and shade, and I walked on in a state of raw awareness that seemed to transform the whole of
my being into one big eyeball rolling in the world’s socket.
Through peacocked lashes I saw the dazzling diamond reflection of the low sun on the round back of a parked
automobile. To all kinds of things a vivid pictorial sense had been restored by the sponge of the thaw. Water in
overlapping festoons flowed down one sloping street and turned gracefully into another. With ever so slight a note
of meretricious appeal, narrow passages between buildings revealed treasures of brick and purple. I remarked for
the first time the humble fluting—last echoes of grooves on the shafts of columns—ornamenting a garbage can,
and I also saw the rippling upon its lid—circles diverging from a fantastically ancient center. Erect, dark-headed
shapes of dead snow (left by the blades of a bulldozer last Friday) were lined up like rudimentary penguins along
the curbs, above the brilliant vibration of live gutters.
I walked up, and I walked down, and I walked straight into a delicately dying sky, and finally the sequence of
observed and observant things brought me, at my usual eating time, to a street so distant from my usual eating
place that I decided to try a restaurant which stood on the fringe of the town. Night had fallen without sound or
ceremony when I came out again. The lean ghost, the elongated umbra cast by a parking meter upon some damp
snow, had a strange ruddy tinge; this I made out to be due to the tawny red light of the restaurant sign above the
sidewalk; and it was then—as I sauntered there, wondering rather wearily if in the course of my return tramp I
might be lucky enough to find the same in neon blue it was then that a car crunched to a standstill near me and D.
got out of it with an exclamation of feigned pleasure.
He was passing on his way from Albany to Boston, through the town he had dwelt in before, and more than
once in my life have I felt that stab of vicarious emotion followed by a rush of personal irritation against travelers
who seem to feel nothing at all upon revisiting spots that ought to harass them at every step with wailing and
writhing memories. He ushered me back into the bar that I had just left, and after the usual exchange of buoyant
platitudes came the inevitable vacuum which he filled with the random words: Say, I never thought there was
anything with Cynthia Vane’s heart. My lawyer tells me she died last week.”
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He was still young, still shifty, still married to the gentle, exquisitely pretty woman who had never learned or
suspected anything about his disastrous affair with Cynthia’s hysterical young sister, who in her turn had known
nothing of the interview I had had with Cynthia when she suddenly summoned me to Boston to make me swear I
would talk to D. and get him “kicked out” if he did not stop seeing Sybil at once—or did not divorce his wife
(whom incidentally she visualized through the prism of Sybil’s wild talk as a termagant and a fright). I had
cornered him immediately. He had said there was nothing to worry about—had made up his mind, anyway, to
give up his college job and move with is wire to Albany where he would work in his father’s firm; and the whle
matter, which had threatened to become one of those hopelessly entangled situations that drag on for years, with
peripheral sets of well-meaning friends endlessly discussing it in universal secrecy—and even found, among
themselves, new intimacies upon its alien woes—came to an abrupt end.
I remember sitting next day at my raised desk in the large classroom where a mid-year examination in French
Lit. was being held on the eve of Sybil’s suicide. She came in on high heels, with a suitcase, dumped it in a corner
where several other bags were stacked, with a single shrug slipped her fur coat off her thin shoulders, folded it on
her bag, and with two or three other girls stopped before my desk to ask when I would mail them their grades. It
would take me a week, beginning from tomorrow, I said, to read the stuff. I also remember wondering whether "“.
had already informed her of his decision—and I felt acutely unhappy about my dutiful little student as during one
hundred and fifty minutes my gaze kept reverting to her, so childishly slight in close-fitting gray, and kept
observing that carefully waved dark hair, that small, small-flowered hat with a little hyaline veil as worn that
season and under it her small face broken into a cubist pattern by scars due to a skin disease, pathetically masked
by a sun-lamp tan that hardened her features whose charm was further impaired by her having painted everything
that could be painted, so that the pale gums of her teeth between cherry-red chapped lips and the diluted blue ink
of her eyes under darkened lids were the only visible openings into her beauty.
Next day, having arranged the ugly copybooks alphabetically, I plunged into their chaos of scripts and came
prematurely to Valevsky and Vane whose books I had somehow misplaced. The first was dressed up for the
occasion in a semblance of legibility, but Sybil’s work displayed her usual combination of several demon hands.
She had begun in very pale, very hard pencil which had conspicuously embossed the blank verso, but had
produced little of permanent value on the upper-side of the page.\fn{ Called the recto.} Happily the tip soon broke,
and Sybyl continued in another, darker lead, gradually lapsing into the blurred thickness of what looked almost
like charcoal, to which, by sucking the blunt point, she had contributed some traces of lipstick. Her work,
although even poorer than I had expected, bore all the signs of a kind of desperate conscientiousness, with
underscores, transposes, unnecessary footnotes, as if she were intent upon rounding up things in the most
respectable manner possible. Then she had borrowed Mary Valevsky’s fountain pen and added:
Cette examin est finie ainsi que ma vie. Adieu, jeunes fillest!\fn{This examination is finished, along with my life. Farewell,
young ladies.} Please, Monsieur le Professeur, contact ma soeur\fn{My sister.}and tell her that Death was not better than
D minus, but definitely better than Life minus D.

I lost no time in ringing up Cynthia who told me it was all over—had been all over since eight in the morning
—and asked me to bring her the note, and when I did, beamed through her tears with proud admiration for the
whimsical use (“Just like her!”) Sybil had made of an examination in French literature. In no time she “fixed” two
highballs, while never parting with Sybil’s notebook—by now splashed with soda water and tears—and went on
studying the death message, whereupon I was impelled to point out to her the grammatical mistakes in it and to
explain the way “girl” is translated in American colleges lest students innocently bandy around the French
equivalent of “wench,” or worse. These rather tasteless trivialities pleased Cynthia hugely as she rose, with gasps,
above the heaving surface of her grief. And then, holding that limp notebook as if it were a kind of passport to a
casual Elysium (where pencil points do not snap and a dreamy young beauty with an impeccable complexion
winds a lock of her hair on a dreamy forefinger, as she meditates over some celestial test), Cynthia led me
upstairs, to a chill little bedroom just to show me, as if I were the police or a sympathetic Irish neighbor, two
empty pill bottles and the tumbled bed from which a tender, inessential body, that D. must have known down to its
last velvet detail, had been already removed.
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It was four or five months after her sister’s death that I began seeing Cynthia fairly often. By the time I had
come to New York for some vocational research in the Public Library she had also moved to that city where for
some odd reason (in vague connection, I presume, with artistic motives) she had taken what people, immune to
gooseflesh, term a “cold water” flat, down in the scale of the city’s transverse streets. What attracted me wee
neither her ways, which I thought repulsively vivacious, nor her looks, which other men thought striking. She had
wide-spaced eyes very much like her sister'’, of a frank, frightened blue with dark points in a radial arrangement.
The interval between her thick black eyebrows was always shiny, and shiny too were the fleshy volutes of her
nostrils. The coarse texture of her epiderm looked almost masculine, and, in the stark lamplight of her studio, you
could see the ores of her thirty-two-year-old face fairly gaping at you like something in an aquarium. She used
cosmetics with as much zest as her little sister had, but with an additional slovenliness that would result in her big
front teeth getting some of the rouge. She was handsomely dark, wore a not too tasteless mixture of fairly smart
heterogeneous things, and had a so-called good figure; but all of her was curiously frowsy, after a way I obscurely
associated with left-wing enthusiasms in politics and “advanced” banalities in art, although, actually, she cared for
neither. Her coily hair-do, on a part-and-bun basis, might have looked feral and bizarre had it not been thoroughly
domesticated by its own soft unkemptness at the vulnerable nape. Her fingernails were gaudily painted, but badly
bitten and not clean. Her lovers were a silent young photographer with a sudden laugh and two older men,
brothers, who owned a small printing establishment across the street. I wondered at their tastes whenever I
glimpsed, with a secret shudder, the higgledy-piggledy striation of black hairs that showed all along her pale shins
through the nylon of her stockings with the scientific distinctness of a preparation flattened under glass; or when I
felt, at her every movement, the dullish, stalish, not particularly conspicuous but all-pervading and depressing
emanation that her seldom bathed flesh spread from under weary perfumes and creams.
Her father had gambled away the greater part of a comfortable fortune, and her mother’s first husband had
been of Slav origin, but otherwise Cynthia Vane belonged toa good, respectable family. For aught we know, it
may have gone back to kings and soothsayers in the mists of ultimate islands. Transferred to a newer world, to a
landscape of doomed, splendid deciduous trees, her ancestry presented, in one of its first phases, a white churchful
of farmers against a black thunderhead, and then an imposing array of townsmen engaged in mercantile pursuits,
as well as a number of learned men, such as Dr. Jonathan Vane, the gaunt bore (1780-1839), who perished in the
conflagration of the steamer “Lexington” to become later an habitué of Cynthia’s tilting table. I have always
wished to stand genealogy on hits head, and here I have an opportunity to do so, for it is the last scion, Cynthia,
and Cynthia alone, who will remain of any importance in the Vane dynasty. I am alluding of course to her artistic
gift, to her delightful, gay, but not very popular paintings which the friends of her friends bought at long intervals
—and I dearly should like to know where they went after her death, those honest and poetical pictures that
illumined her living-room—the wonderfully detailed images of metallic things, and my favorite, “Seen Through a
Windshield”—a windshield partly covered with rime, with a brilliant trickle (from an imaginary car roof) across
its transparent part and, through it all, the sapphire flame of the sky and a green and white fir tree.
4
Cynthia had a feeling that her dead sister was not altogether pleased with her—had discovered by now that she
and I had conspired to break her romance; and so, in order to disarm her shade, Cynthia reverted to a rather
primitive type of sacrificial offering (tinged, however, with something of Sybil’s humor), and began to send to
D.’s business address, at deliberately unfixed dates, such trifles as snapshots of Sybil’s tomb in a poor light;
cuttings of her own hair which was indistinguishable from Sybil’s; a New England sectional map with an inked-in
cross, midway between two chaste towns, to mark the spot where D. and Sybil had stopped on October the
twenty-third, in broad daylight, at a lenient motel, in a pink and brown forest; and, twice, a stuffed skunk.
Being as a conversationalist more voluble than explicit, she never could describe in full the theory of
intervenient auras that she had somehow evolved. Fundamentally thee was nothing particularly new about her
private creed since it presupposed a fairly conventional hereafter, a silent solarium of immortal souls (spliced with
mortal antecedents) whose main recreation consisted of periodical hoverings over the dear quick.\fn{ The living; as in
the phrase, the quick and the dead.} The interesting point was a curious practical twist tht Cynthia gave to her tame
metaphysics. She was sure that her existence was influenced by all sorts of dead friends each of whom took turns
in directing her fate much as if she were a stray kitten which a schoolgirl in passing gathers up, and presses to her
cheek, and carefully puts down again, near some suburban hedge—to be stroked presently by another transient
hand or carried off to a world of doors by some hospitable lady.
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For a few hours, or for several days in a row, and sometimes recurrently, in an irregular series, for months of
years, anything that happened to Cynthia, after a given person had died, would be, she said, in the manner and
mood of that person. The even might be extraordinary, changing the course of one’s life; or it might be a string of
minute incidents just sufficiently clear to stand out in relief against one’s usual day and then shading off into still
vaguer trivia as the aura gradually faded. The influence might be good or bad; the main thing was that its source
could be identified. It was like walking through a person’s soul, she said. I tried to argue that she might not always
be able to determine the exact source since not everybody has a recognizable soul; that there are anonymous
letters and Christmas presents which anybody might send; that, in fact, what Cynthia called “a usual day” might
be itself a weak solution of mixed auras or simply the routine shift of a humdrum guardian angel. And what about
God? Did or did not people who would resent any omnipotent dictator on earth look forward to one in heaven?
And wars? What a dreadful idea—dead soldiers still fighting with living ones, or phantom armies trying to get at
each other through the lives of crippled old men.
But Cynthia was above generalities as she was beyond logic. “Ah, that’s Paul,” she would say when the soup
spitefully boiled over, or: “I guess good Betty Brown is dead”—when she won a beautiful and very welcome
vacuum cleaner in a charity lottery. And, with Jamesian meanderings\fn{ A reference to Henry James’\fn{(1843-1916),
American novelist, short-story writer, critic } at time loquacious use of the English language; but Nabakov is prone to them himself, as the
remainder of this paragraph demonstrates .} that exasperated my French mind, she would go back to a time when Betty
and Paul had not yet departed, and tell me of the showers of well-meant, but odd and quite unacceptable bounties
—beginning with an old purse that contained a check for three dollars which she picked up in the street and, of
course, returned (to the aforesaid Betty Brown—this is where she first comes in—a decrepit colored woman
hardly able to walk), and ending with an insulting proposal from an old beau of hers (this is where Paul comes in)
to paint “straight” pictures of his house and family for a reasonable remuneration—all of which followed upon the
demise of a certain Mrs. Page, a kindly but petty old party who had pestered her with bits of matter-of-fact advice
since Cynthia had been a child.
Sybil’s personality, she said, had a rainbow edge as if a little out of focus. She said that had I known Sybil
better I would have at once understood how Sybil-like was the aura of minor events which, in spells, had suffused
here, Cynthia’s, existence after Sybil’s suicide. Ever since they had lost their mother they had intended to give up
their Boston home and move to New York, where Cynthia’s paintings, they thought, would have a chance to be
more widely admired; but the old home had clung to them with all its plush tentacles. Dead Sybil, however, had
proceeded to separate the house from its view—a thing that affects fatally the sense of home. Right across the
narrow street a building project had come into loud, scaffolded life. A pair of familiar poplars died that spring,
turning to blond skeletons. Workmen came and broke up the warm-colored lovely old sidewalk that had a special
violet sheen on wet April days and had echoed so memorably to the morning footsteps of museum-bound Mr.
Lever, who upon retiring from business at sixty had devoted a full quarter of a century exclusively to the study of
snails.
Speaking of old men, one should add that sometimes these posthumous auspices and interventions were in the
nature of parody. Cynthia had been on friendly terms with an eccentric librarian called Porlock who in the last
years of his dusty life had been engaged in examining old books for miraculous misprints such as the substitution
of “l” for the second “h” in the word “hither.” Contrary to Cynthia, he cared nothing for the thrill of obscure
predictions; all he saw was the freak itself, the chance that mimics choice, the flaw that looks alike a flower; and
Cynthia, a much more perverse amateur of misshapen or illicitly connected words, puns, logogriphs,\fn{ A sort of
riddle in which it is required to discover a chosen word from various combinations of its letters, or of some of its letters, which form other
words, or from verses containing synonyms of words that can be made from the one to be guessed;--thus, to discover the chosen word
chatter from cat, hat, rat, hate, rate, etc.} and so on, had helped the poor crank to pursue a quest that in the light of the

example she cited struck me as statistically insane. Anyway, she said, on the third day after his death she was
reading a magazine and had just come across a quotation from an imperishable poem\fn{ “Kubla Khan” by Samuel
Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834), English poet } (that she, with other gullible readers, believed to have been really composed
in a dream) when it dawned upon her that “Alph” was a prophetic sequence of the initial letters of Anna Livia
Plurabelle\fn{A character in Finnegans Wake by James Joyce (1882-1941), Irish novelist, short-story writer .} (another sacred river
running through, or rather around, yet another fake dream), while the additional “h” modestly stood, as a private
signpost, for the word that had so hypnotized Mr. Porlock. And I wish I could recollect that novel or short story
(by some contemporary writer, I believe) in which, unknown to its author, the first letters of the words in its last
paragraph formed, as deciphered by Cynthia, a message from his dead mother.
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I am sorry to say that not content with these ingenious fancies Cynthia showed a ridiculous fondness for
spiritualism. I refused to accompany her to sittings in which paid mediums took part: I knew too much about that
from other sources. I did consent, however, to attend little farces rigged up by Cynthia and her two poker-faced
gentlemen-friends of the printing shop. They were podgy, polite, and rather eerie old fellows, but I satisfied
myself that they possessed considerable wit and culture. We sat down at a light little table, and crackling tremors
started almost as soon as we laid our fingertips upon it. I was treated to an assortment of ghosts who rapped out
their reports most readily, though refusing to elucidate anything that I did not quite catch. Oscar Wilde\fn{ Oscar
Fingal Wills (1854-1900), Irish author. } came in and in rapid garbled French, with the usual anglicisms, obscurely
accused Cynthia’s dead parents of what appeared in my jottings as “plagiatisme.” A brisk spirit contributed the
unsolicited information that he, John Moore, and his brother Bill had been coal miners in Colorado and had
perished in an avalanche at “Crested Beauty” in January, 1883. Frederic Myers, an old had at the game, hammered
out a piece of verse (oddly resembling Cynthia’s own fugitive productions) which in part reads in my notes:
What is this—a conjuror’s rabbit,
Or a flawy but genuine gleam—
Which can check the perilous habit
And dispel the dolorous dream?

Finally, woith a great crash and all kinds of shudderings and jig-like movements on the part of the table, Leo
Tolstoy\fn{Leo Nikolaevich Tolstoy (1828-1910), Russian author.} visited our little group and, when asked to identify
himself by specific traits of terrene habitation, launched upon a complex description of what seemed to be some
Russian type of architectural woodwork (“figures on boards—man, horse, cock, man, horse, cock”), all of which
was difficult to take down, hard to understand, and impossible to verify.
I attended two or three other sittings which were even sillier but I must confess that I preferred the childish
entertainment they afforded and the cider we drank (Podgy and Pudgy were teetotalers) to Cynthia’s awful house
parties.
She gave them at the Wheelers’ nice flat next door—the sort of arrangement dear to her centrifugal nature, but
then, of course, her own living-room always looked like a dirty old palette. Following a barbaric, unhygienic, and
adulterous custom, the guests’ coats, still warm on the inside, were carried by quiet, baldish Bob Wheeler into the
sanctity of a tidy bedroom and heaped on the conjugal bed. It was also he who poured out the drinks which were
passed around by the young photographer while Cynthia and Mrs. Wheeler took care of the canapés.
A late arrival had the impression of lots of loud people unnecessarily grouped within a smoke-blue space
between two mirrors gorged with reflections. Because, I suppose, Cynthia wished to be the youngest in the room,
the women she used to invite, married or single, were, at the best, in their precarious forties; some of them would
bring from their homes, in dark taxis, intact vestiges of good looks, which, however, they lost as the party
progressed. It has always amazed me—the capacity sociable week-end revelers have of finding almost at once, by
a purely empiric but very precise method, a common denominator of drunkenness, to which everybody loyally
sticks before descending, all together, to the next level. The rich friendliness of the matrons was marked by
tomboyish overtones, while the fixed inward look of amiably tight men was like a sacrilegious parody of
pregnancy. Although some of the guests were connected in one way or another with the arts, there was no inspired
talk, no wreathed, elbow-propped heads, and of course no flute girls. From some vantage point where she had
been sitting in a stranded mermaid pose on the pale carpet with one or two younger fellows, Cynthia, her face
varnished with a film of beaming sweat, would creep up on her knees, a proffered plate of nuts in one hand, and
crisply tap with the other the athletic leg of Cochran or Corcoran, an art dealer, ensconced, on a pearl-gray sofa,
between two flushed, happily disintegrating ladies.
At a further stage there would come spurts of more riotous gaiety. Corcoran or Coransky would grab Cynthia
or some other wandering woman by the shoulder and lead her into a corner to confront her with a grinning
embroglio of private jokes and rumors, whereupon, with a laugh and a toss of her head, she would break away.
And still later there would be flurries of intersexual chumminess, jocular reconciliations, a bare fleshy arm flung
around another woman’s husband (he standing very upright in the midst of a swaying room), or a sudden rush of
flirtatious anger, of clumsy pursuit—and the quiet half smile of Bob Wheeler picking up glasses that grew like
mushrooms in the shade of chairs.
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After one last part of that sort, I wrote Cynthia a perfectly harmless and, on the whole, well-meant note, in
which I poked a little Latin fun at some of her guests. I also apologized for not having touched her whisky, saying
that as a Frenchman I preferred the grape to the grain. A few days later I met her on the steps of the Public
Library, in the broken sun, under a weak cloudburst, opening her amber umbrella, struggling with a couple of
armpitted books (of which I relieved her for a moment). Footfalls on the Boundary of Another World by Robert
Dale Owen, and something on Spiritualism and Christianity; when, suddenly, with no provocation on my part, she
blazed out at me with vulgar vehemence, using poisonous words, saying—through pear-shaped drops of sparse
rain—that I was a prig and a snob; that I only saw the gestures and disguises of people; that Corcoran had rescued
from drowning, in two different oceans, two men—by an irrelevant coincidence both called Corcoran; that
romping and screeching Joan Winter had a little girl doomed to grow completely blind in a few months; and that
the woman in green with the freckled chest whom I had snubbed in some way or other had written a national bestseller in 1932. Strange Cynthia! I had been told she could be thunderously rude to people whom she liked and
respected; one had, however, to draw the line somewhere and since I had by then sufficiently studied her
interesting auras and other odds and ids, I decided to stop seeing her altogether.
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The night D. informed me of Cynthia’s death I returned after eleven to the two-storied house I shared, in
horizontal section, with an emeritus professor’s widow. Upon reaching the porch I looked with the apprehension
of solitude at the two kinds of darkness in the two rows of windows: the darkness of absence and the darkness of
sleep.
I could do something about the first but could not duplicate the second. My bed gave me no sense of safety; its
springs only made my nerves bounce. I plunged into Shakespeare’s sonnets—and found myself idiotically
checking the first letters of the lines to see what sacramental words they might form. I got FATE (LXX), ATOM
(CXX) and, twice, TAFT (LXXXVII, CXXXI). Every now and then I would glance around to see how the objects in
my room were behaving. It was strange to think that if bombs began to fall I would feel little more than a
gambler’s excitement (and a great deal of earthy relief) whereas my heart would burst if a certain suspiciously
tense-looking little bottle on yonder shelf moved a fraction of an inch to one side. The silence, too, was
suspiciously compact as if deliberately forming a black back-drop for the nerve flash caused by any small sound
of unknown origin. All traffic was dead. In vain did I pray for the groan of a truck up Perkins Street. The woman
above who used to drive me crazy by the booming thuds occasioned by what seemed monstrous feet of stone
(actually, in diurnal life, she was a small dumpy creature resembling a mummified guinea pig) would have earned
my blessings had she now trudged to her bathroom. I put out my light and cleared my throat several times so as to
be responsible for at least that sound. I thumbed a mental ride with a very remote automobile but it dropped me
before I had a chance to doze off. Presently a crackle (due, I hoped to a discarded and crushed sheet of paper
opening like a mean, stubborn night flower)—started and stopped in the waste-paper basket, and my bed-table
responded with a little click. It would have been just like Cynthia to put on right then a cheap poltergeist show.
28.7 & 46.157 Two excerpts from Hope Against Hope: 1. “A My Night” 2. “Cow Or Poetry Reading?”\fn{by
Nadézhda Yákovlevna Mandelshtám (1899-1980)} Saratov, Saratov Oblast, Russia (F) 2
1
… After slapping Alexei Tolstoi in the face, M immediately returned to Moscow. From here he rang Akhmatova
every day, begging her to come. She was hesitant and he was angry. When she had packed and bought her ticket,
her brilliant, irritable husband Punin asked her, as she stood in thought by a window:
“Are you praying that this cup should pass from you?”
It was he who had once said to her when they were walking through the Tretiakov Gallery: “Now let’s go and
see how they’ll take you to your execution.” This is the origin of her lines:
And later as the hearse sinks in the snow at dusk,
What mad Surikov will describe my last journey?

But she was not fated to make her last journey like this. Punin used to say, his face twitching in a nervous tic:
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“They’re keeping you for the very end.”
But in the end they overlooked her and didn’t arrest her. Instead, she was always seeing others off on their last
journey—including Punin himself.
Akhmatova’s son, Lev Gumilev, went to meet her at the station—he was staying with us at that time. It was a
mistake to entrust him with this simple task—he of course managed to miss her, and she was very upset. It wasn’t
what she was used to. That year she had come to see us a great deal and she was always greeted at the station by
M himself, who at once started to amuse her with his jokes. She remembered why he had once said angrily, when
the train was late:
“You travel at the same speed as Anna Karenina.” And another time:
“Why are you dressed like a deep-sea diver?”—it had been raining in Leningrad and she had put on boots and
a rubber mac with a hood, but in Moscow the sun was shining and it was very hot.
Whenever they met they were cheerful and carefree like children, as in the old days at the Poets’ Guild.
“Stop it,” I used to shout, “I can’t live with such chatterboxes!”
But this time, in May 1934, they had nothing to be cheerful about.
The day dragged on with excruciating slowness. In the evening the translator David Brodski turned up and
then just wouldn’t leave. There wasn’t a bite to eat in the house and M went around to the neighbors to try and get
something for Akhmatova’s supper. We hoped that Brodski might now get bored and leave, but no, he shot after
M and was still with him when he returned with the solitary egg he had managed to scrounge.
Sitting.down again in his cbair, Brodski contmued to recite the lines he liked best from his favorite poets,
Sluchevski and Polonski (there was nothing he didn’t know about both Russian and French poetry). He just went
on and on, quoting and reminiscing, and it was only after midnight that we realized why he was being such a
nuisance.
Whenever she came to see us, Akhmatova stayed in our small kitchen. The gas had not yet been installed and I
cooked our semblance of a dinner on a kerosene stove in tbe corridor. In honor of our guest we covered the gas
cooker with oilcloth to disguise it as a table. We called the kitchen “the sanctuary” after Narbut had once looked
in there to see Akhmatova and said:
“What are you doing here, like a pagan idol in a sanctuary? Why don’t you go to some meeting or other where
you can sit down properly?”
Akhmatova and I had now taken refuge there, leaving M to the mercy of the poetry-loving Brodski. Suddenly,
at about one o'clock in the morning, there was a sharp, unbearably explicit knock on the door.
“They’ve come for Osip,” I said, and went to open the door.
Some men in civilian overcoats were standing outside—there seemed to be a lot of them. For a split second I
had a tiny flicker of hope that this still wasn’t it—my eye had not made out the uniforms under the covert-cloth
topcoats. In fact, topcoats of this kind were also a sort of uniform—though they were intended as a diguise, like
the old pea-green coats of the Czarist okhrana. But this I did not know then. All hope vanished as the uninvited
guests stepped inside.
I had expected them to say “How do you do?” or “Is this Mandelstam’s apartment?” or something else of the
kind that any visitor says in order to be let in by the person who opens the door. But the night visitors of our times
do not stand on such ceremony—like secret-police agents the world over, I suppose.
Without a word or a moment's hesitation, but with consummate skill and speed, they came in past me (not
pushing, however) and the apartment was suddenly full of people already checking our identity papers, running
their hands over our hips with a precise, well-practiced mement, and feeling our pockets to make sure we had no
concealed weapons.
M came out of the large room.
“Have you come for me?” he asked.
One of the agents, a short man, looked at him with what could have been a faint smile and said:
“Your papers.”
M took them out of his pocket, and after checking them, the agent handed him a warrant. M read it and
nodded.
In the language of the secret police this was what was known as a “night operation.” As I learned later, they all
firmly believed that they were always liable to meet with opposition on such occasions, and to keep their spirits
up they regaled each other with romantic tales about the dangers involved in these night raids. I myself once heard
the daughter of an important Chekist,\fn{A note reads: Member of the Cheka, the secret police. At later periods the Cheka was
known successively as the OGPU, GPU, NKVD, MVD, MGB. It is now called the KGB. The KGB lasted from 1954-1991. The Cheka
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(officially known as the VeCHEKA—The All-Russian Extraordinary Commission for Combating Counterrevolution and Sabatoge, which
is the English translation of its Russian acronym—operated between December 1917 and 1922, when it was replaced by the GPU (State
Political Administration). In 1923 this became the OGPU (United State Political Administration); in 1934 the NKVD (People’s
Commissariat of Internal Affairs); in 1943 the NKGB (People’s Commissariat of State Security); the MGB (Ministry of State Security) in
1946; the MVD (Ministry of Internal Affairs) in 1953; and the KGB (Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti; Committee of State Security)
from 1954-1991, whence, at the demise of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, it was much reduced in size and scope—it was thought
by Western experts to have employed between 400,000-700,000 people full-time, exclusive of agents and informers, during its peak activity
in the 1970s and 1980s—and is now known as the FSB (Federal Security Service) .} who had come to prominence in 1937,

telling a story about how Isaac Babel had “seriously wounded one of our men” while resisting arrest. She told
such stories as an expression of concern for her kindly, loving father whenever he went out on “night operations.”
He was fond of children and animals—at home he always had the cat on his knees—and he told his daughter
never to admit that she had done anything wrong, and always to say “no.”
This homely man with the cat could never forgive the people he interrogated for admitting everything they
were accused of. “Why did they do it?” the daughter asked, echoing her father. “Think of the trouble they made
for themselves and for us as well!” By “us,” she meant all those who had come at night with warrants,
interrogated and passed sentence on the accused, and whiled away their spare time telling stories of the risks they
ran. Whenever I hear such tales I think of the tiny hole in the skull of Isaac Babel, a cautious, clever man with a
high forehead, who probably never once in his life held a pistol in his hands.\fn{ Isaac Emmanuilovich Babel (18941941), Russian author; according to official documents, he was arrested and shot with a dozen other alleged traitors in 1940, after a trial
lasting 20 minutes.}

And so they burst into our poor, hushed apartments as though raiding bandit’s lairs or secret labratories in
which masked carbonari were makIng dynamite and preparing armed resistance. They visited us on the night of
May 13, 1934. After checking our papers, presenting their warrants and making sure there would be no resistance,
they began to search the apartment. Brodski slumped into his chair and sat there motionless, like a huge wooden
sculpture of some savage tribe. He puffed and wheezed with an angry, hurt expression on his face. When I
chanced at one point to speak to him—asking him, I think, to get some books from the shelves for M to take with
him—he answered rudely: “Let M get them himself,” and again began to wheeze. Toward morning, when we
were at last permitted to walk freely around the apartment and the tired Chekists no longer even looked
searchingly at us as we did so, Brodski suddenly roused himself, held up his hand like a schoolboy and asked
permission to go to the toilet. The agent directing the search looked at him with contempt.
“You can go home,” he said.
“What?” Brodski said in astonishment.
“Home,” the man repeated and turned his back. The secret police despised their civilian helpers. Brodski had
no doubt been ordered to sit with us that evening in case we tried to destroy any manuscripts when we heard the
knock on the door. …
2
… Like everybody else, we tried to devise ways of saving ourselves. It is only in the East that people voluntarily throw themselves into the flames, but we still thought of ourselves as Europeans. Both O. M. and I\fn{ O. M. is
Osip Yemilyevich Mandelstam (1891?-1938?), Russian poet, born in Warsaw; his wife, Nadézhda, brought out two volumes of memoirs
(1970, 1974), establishing Osip’s place in Russian literature. He is believed to have died in a Russian labor camp. This excerpt may be from
one of them.} had different plans—all they had in common was their absolute unfeasibility.

My plan was summed up by the word “cow.” In our country, where all means of earning a livelihood are in the
hands of the State, there are only two ways of maintaining a private existence: begging, or keeping a cow. We had
tried begging, but found it unbearable. Everybody shies away from beggars and nobody wants to give alms,
particularly as all they have comes to them by courtesy of the State. There had been a time when the ordinary people in Russia always took pity on prisoners and convicts, and the intelligentsia regarded it as a duty to support
anyone persecuted for political reasons. All this disappeared together with “abstract humanism.”
Apart from this, people were frightened of us—we were not only beggars, we were also lepers. Everybody was
afraid of everybody else: not even the “safest” person was immune—they could even come at night for someone
who had just published an article in Pravda denouncing the “enemies of the people.” Every arrest was followed
by a chain reaction of others—the relatives and friends of the arrested man, as well as those whose telephone
numbers were scribbled in his notebook, or in whose company he had celebrated the New Year. People were I
frightened of every meeting and of every conversation, but they gave a particularly wide berth to people like us
who had already been touched by the plague. And we ourselves felt that we were spreading the infection and I
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wanted nothing more than to hide away and not see anybody.
This was why I dreamed of a cow. Thanks to the vagaries of our economic system, a family could support
itself for many years by keeping a cow. Millions lived in wretched huts, feeding themselves from the products of
their tiny plots of land (on which they grew potatoes, cabbage, cucumbers, beets, turnips and onions) and their
cow. Some of the milk had to be sold to buy hay, but there was always enough left over to add a little richness to
the cabbage soup. A cow gives people some independence and, without over-exerting themselves, they can earn a
little extra to buy bread. The State is still in a quandary about this relic of the old world: if people are allowed to
buy hay to feed their cow, then they do only the very minimum of work on the kolkhoz;\fn{Collective farm.} if, on
the other hand, you take their cows away, they will die of hunger. The result is that the cow is alternately
forbidden and then permit-ted again. But the number of cows is gradually decreasing, because the peasant women
no longer have the strength to fight for them.
A cow would have saved us, and I was sure I would be able to learn how to milk it. We would have merged
with the background somewhere, living very obscurely and never leaving our house. But to buy a house and cow
you needed money—even now I wouldn’t be able to afford them. Peasant women came to us in Savelovo, offering us their frame houses for a song, and nothing could have been more tempting. But to settle in the countryside
you need to have been born there and inherit a hut with a leaking roof and a broken fence from some old peasant
woman. Perhaps in capitalist countries there might be people eccentric enough to give an exiled poet the money to
buy himself a peasant hut and a cow, but there could be no question of it here. To do so would have been regarded
as a crime, and the benefactors themselves would speedily have ended up in a labor camp.
O. M. was not keen on my plan. Apart from the fact that we had no money to bring it about, the idea itself did
not appeal to him.
“Nothing ever comes of such schemes,” he said.
His plan was the reverse of mine—instead of merging with the background, he wanted to attract attention to
himself. He believed that if only he could induce the Union of Writers to arrange a public reading of his poetry,
then it would be impossible to refuse him work. He still harbored the illusion that you could win people over with
poetry. This was something he had felt in his youth, when he once said to me that nobody could deny him anything if he wrote verse.
It was probably quite true—things had been good for him in those days, his friends valued and protected him.
But it was of course meaningless to apply those standards to the Moscow of 1937. Moscow no longer had faith in
anything, and the order of the day was: every man for himself. Moscow now had no time for any civilized values,
let alone for poetry. We knew this well enough, but O. M. was restless by nature and could not just sit waiting on
events. Morever, an outcast could live only if he kept on the move. O. M. was not to be given a moment’s respite
until his death.
Lakhuti\fn{A note reads: Abolhasem Akhmedzade Lakhuti (1887-1957): Persian poet and revolutionary .} seized on the idea of
a poetry reading, which he too thought might save O. M. I know nothing at all of Lakhuti, except that he was
friendly and kind to us. In the brutal atmosphere of those days, his friendliness seemed like a miracle. Neither he
nor Stavsky\fn{A note reads: V. P. Stavsky (d. 1943): writer believed to have collaborated with the government and to have contributed
to the case against O. M.} could decide the question of a reading without consulting higher authority.
While this matter of State was being considered “up above,” we waited in Savelovo, occasionally coming in to
Moscow and going to the Union to see whether there was any progress. On one of these visits O. M. had a
conversation with Surkóv\fn{A note reads: Aleksey Aleksandrovich Surkóv (b. 1899): poet, essayist, editor, and functionary within
the Writer’s Union and the Communist Party .} in the corridor, and when he came out, he found 300 roubles in his pocket.
Surkóv must have put them there without O. M. noticing. Not everybody would have risked such a thing—the
consequences could have been very unpleasant. In any final estimate of Surkóv, one should not forget this gift of
money to O. M. It was rather like the onion which, in Russian tradition, the sinner must hang on to if he wants the
Virgin to pull him into heaven at the last moment.
For a long time there was no word about the poetry reading, but then suddenly O. M.’s brother Evgeny had a
phone call from the Union and was asked to inform O. M. urgently that it had been fixed for the next evening.
Cables were very unreliable and, rather than take chances, Evgeny rushed to the station and caught the last train
out to Savelovo. At that moment he too no doubt thought that O. M. might be saved by a poetry reading.
The next day we traveled to Moscow and went to the Union of Writers at the stated time. The secretaries were
still there, but nobody knew anything about a poetry reading—they had only heard some vague rumor, but
couldn’t remember exactly what. All the rooms it could have been held in were locked, and there were no posters
announcing it.
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It only remained to find out whether anybody had received a circular about it. Shklóvsky\fn{ A note reads: Viktor
Borisovich Shklovsky (b. 1893): literary scholar, essayist, and novelist, one of the founders of the Formalist movement in Russian literary
scholarship in the 1920s.} told us that nothing had been sent to him, but he advised us to ring one of the poets—invitations were generally sent around only to members of the relevant section. We happened to have Aseev’s\fn{ A note
reads: Nikolay Nikolaevich Aseev (1889-1963): poet; proponent of various forms of Futurism and a follower of the poet Mayakovsky .}
telephone number and O. M. phoned him to ask whether he had received a notice. After a moment or two O. M.
turned pale and hung up: Aseev said that he had heard something vaguely, but that he couldn’t talk just now
because he was about to leave for the Bolshoi Theater to see The Snow Maiden\fn{A note reads: An opera by RimskyKorsakov (1844-1908) based on a Russian fairy tale.} O. M. didn’t have the heart to try anybody else.
We were never able to unravel the mystery of the poetry reading. Somebody had certainly rung Evgeny from
the Union of Writers, but we never discovered who. It might have been the personnel department (always closely
connected with the secret police) which had not bothered to inform the secretaries and given them no instructions
—it was they who usually attended to the practical arrangements for such things. But why would the personnel
department have been involved? The thought crossed our minds that it had all been a trap designed to lure O.M.
from Savelovo for the purpose of arresting him in Moscow, but that nothing had come of it because somebody
had forgotten to get top-level clearance—perhaps from Stalin himself. Since Stalin had been personally interested
in O.M.’s case, this may well have been so. Otherwise O.M. might have been picked up in a way which had now
become common practice for the overworked secret police—instead of going to arrest people in their homes, they
lured them on some pretext to a convenient place from which they could be sent straight to the Lubyanka.\fn{ A
Moscow prison.} There were many stories about such cases. But there was no point in speculating about it, so we
returned to Savelovo and pretended to be vacationers again.
Both our plans for salvation thus collapsed—O.M.’s suddenly, and mine more gradually. Such dreams offered
no way out.
It was quite natural that Aseev should have mentioned The Snow Maiden, rather than some other opera, as his
excuse for not being able to talk: the poetic faction to which he belonged had once shown a weakness for preChristian Russia. But we omitted to inquire what was being performed that evening at the Bolshoi Theater and
whether, indeed, it had not already been closed for the summer. I am told that in his old age Aseev was lonely and
isolated. He explained his isolation by saying that he had lost his standing because of his fight against the “cult of
personality.”
Friends of Kochetov\fn{A note reads: Vsevolod Anisimovich Kochetov (1912-1973): novelist and editor, he was extremely proStalin and a powerful functionary in official writers’ organizations .} write articles to say that even he (Kochetov) fought
against the “cult of personality.” It now seems there were no Stalinists at all, only brave fighters against the “cult
of personality.” I can testify that nobody I knew fought—all they did was to lie low. This was the most that people
with a conscience could do—and even that required real courage. …
86.234 Excerpt from The Stranger: “After Forty Years”\fn{by Maria Kuncewicz (1899-1989)} Samara, Samara
Oblast, Russia (F) 3
… Meanwhile Rose\fn{Also called Eva or Evfelyn.} suddenly ceased to be in such a hurry to go home, which
meant to a room in Wolf Street, with “board” in a “cultured Christian family.”
Adam, as soon as he found himself in the street, began to look about for a taxi.
“We will drive, won’t we? You are tired.”
She held his arm.
“No need, Adam, I feel very well. and it isn’t that I am in a hurry, only that I did not feel like wasting time.
What was there still to do at the Paul’s? Dinner, certainly, was excellent. Well, I ate and drank. And Martie is
coming to me today, And driving in a taxi, it’s like in a box—you don’t see anything. And it’s too stuffy. Let us go
in a horse cab.”
Presently they got into an old cab. Rose settled on the seat with childish joy.
“There is nothing like a horse cab. I remember Yula, when she married that rich Russian in Taganrog,fn{ A city
in southwestern Russia, built on an arm of the Sea of Azov; founded by Peter the Great as a fortress in 1698, it twice fell to the Turks before
being finally annexed by Russia in 1769 .} splendid harnesses. In winter—three fine horses under a net, the kalakolchiki

(little bells) tinkled till the whole street was gay with them. In summer a phaeton with two horses shining like new
chestnuts, and off the went to the sea to bathe. Or to a far-away farm they drove in a tarantas,\fn{A low four-wheeled
Russian carriage, the body of which rests on two long springy poles, and which is mounted on a sledge in winter .} with a
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samovar\fn{A metal urn used in Russia for making team the water of which is heated by a charcoal-filled pipe passing through the urn .}
and down pillows for the night out of doors. My aunt was very self-willed and Grandfather used to be frightfully
upset by some of the things she did. In the evening he was often sitting, so they said, with another exile, a
comrade from the insurrection, playing bezique.\fn{A card game similar to pinochle, but played with a pack of 64 cards, the
object being to own or win certain valuable counting cards, and sometimes to show specific scoring combinations known as melds .} Then
he moaned: ‘What a shame, what dishonor, my daughter has married a Russian. There will be no rest for me in the
grave.’ And the comrade agreed: ‘Even beyond the grave, brother, you will know no rest.’ But where were they to
be found—those Poles in Taganrog? When, later on, my father, a Polish legionary’s orphan—no longer young,
worn out with Czar Nicholas’ regime in the corps and by the Crimean campaign—appeared in the town, it was not
strange that Grandfather started beating and starving Sophie, my mother (she was fifteen then), to force her to
marry that Adolph Zabeznski.”
She wandered for some moments, looking sadly at the houses and the sky.
“Well, now, look: Poland. I do not like it very much, Adam,” she sighed; “they compelled my mother and me
to come here. My mother, why, she was in love with a Russian boy, and never grew accustomed to my father,
although—God rest his soul—he was a real gentleman, noble and distinguished. But he was melancholy and
could not bear people. And I? All the happiness I ever had was Taganrog. Until suddenly Louise declared:
‘Taganrog: that is Asia; my school friends and teachers and the boys who were there (how beautifully Pietia used
to play the ocarina!)—they were all enemies and barbarians; that is to say, Russians. Yes, and from day to day she
bade me cast away my happy childhood and return to that Poland for which my Grandparents longed. For them it
was the country of their happy youth. But for me, what was it? Exile. The home of a cross aunt. Ah, Adam …
when I arrived in Warsaw, which was unknown and strange and unlike anything of which I was fond, if I was
angry with anybody, do you know what I called him in thoughts? ‘Wretched Pole!’”
Adam put his hands to his ears to keep off these words. He writhed: “Why do you drag that up now? If you
called him that in your thoughts, well, you did, and yet you were always a true Pole.”
Rose nodded her head doubtfully.
“A true Pole. Remember what you said yourself about me: ‘Contrariety and pride brought you back to Poland.’
That was the truth. Only through contrariety and pride I wanted to come back to Poland, when I was in Russia.
But now … now I am driving with you along these streets. They are ugly. There is little that is picturesque or rich
in this town of Warsaw. And I feel—what will you say, my dear?—I feel that I could die for it. I should be ready
and glad to die for each small brick in this Poland.”
He moved uneasily: “Why die? It is better to live, with God in your heart.”
The cabman stopped his horses. They had reached their destination.
“It’s a pity,” said Rose, “it is so pleasant to look at the world when the heart is good. As a matter of fact I have
known the world very little.”
Adam paid the cabman and rang for the porter, but Rose still hesitated in the doorway.
Scarcely had they gone in and taken off their things than Adam got out his pocket-book and his pencil and put
on his spectacles. Thus armed he waited patiently while rose hung up her coat in the wardrobe. She took rather a
long time about it, but at last sat down opposite her husband, breathing heavily. However, she immediately got up
again and rang the bell.
“Let us have some coffee.”
He looked at her reproachfully.
“Why do you drink black coffee? They forbade you long ago.”
She raised her eyebrows.
“Who forbade it? Dr. Gerhardt never said anything to me about coffee.”
The coffee was brought in. She arranged the cups and in the midst of these hospitable activities she sat down
again.
“I don’t know where the sugar is,” she whispered. “Can we drink it without sugar? I have no strength to look
for anything.”
She stroked Adam’s back.
“Do you really wish me well? Good health and long life? Tell me, Adam. Only it is not worth while lying, for I
shall know anyhow whether you are telling the truth.”
He shrugged his shoulders.
“Did I ever lie to you? I never lied, although you never cared whether I did or not.”
He bent his head.
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“Even for lies, there were but few opportunities for us.” Rose nudged his arm.
“Well, Adam, Adam! don’t say that. Why recollect it now? I, you see, wanted—on the contrary—to tell you
that I bear no grudge against you. Neither for those long years of ours, nor for today. I have forgiven you
everything.”
He pushed away his cup and an expression of boredom spread over his features.
“Well, and the accounts? Now, this moment I can give you a hundred zlotys for your journey on condition that
next month you repay the same amount to the holiday fund. For we must certainly go to take the waters at
Truskawiec; with the Waldyses, the political situation is uncertain, and one cannot count on them. As for the
money from your shares, for which you wrote me a power of attorney, I’ve paid three hundred—as you asked me
to do—to the furrier, and here is the receipt.”
Rose listened piously for a time; then the attention began to fade from her face. When it came to the receipt she
laid her hand on Adam’s notebook.
“You don’t seriously think that there things re important?”
He started and flushed.
“Certainly they are important. And, anyway, you yourself wanted to do it.”
“I did. I often want something and afterwards I am overcome with surprise that I could have wanted such an
impossibility.”
She broke into a laugh.
“Accounts? Accounts between us … but, Adam, forty years of marriage! How many years does one need to
count what you owe me and I owe you?”
“Oh, if that is what you meant?—he signed—“it is a difficult matter. But why did you want to do it today?”
“For my life will end here!” she said.
Adam’s reserve vanished in the twinkling of an eye.
“Your life will end? Eva, you’re concealing something! You’ve already been to the doctor? Here? Have they
frightened you?”
She shook her head. “Oh, no! Not that. Only that a miracle has happened to me. What I was always expecting
has come now.”
“What—what has come? What miracle?” he asked feverishly. “At least tell me. No doubt it is some madness. I
have seen lately that you’ve been taken with something again.”
She wrung her hands.
“Again? No, not again. It was never like this before. This is completely new.”
“But what, Evelyn? Do stop tormenting me with riddles!”
She got up and went to the window. She held the curtain with one hand. Presently she came back tense with
excitement.
“No, Adam, don’t ask. I want frightfully to tell you and I cannot. You see, surely, that it’s not in my power?”
She caught his hand in both of her own.” Really, what is the good of talking? There always were, and there
remain, so many mysteries between us; you for me, I for you, we were always mysteries. And that was not such a
bad thing. Only hate was bad. Now I understand that one should not hate mysteries. So, please do respect my
secret.”
Adam’s face twitched, he hesitated.
“Good!” he sighed at last. “I will not ask. I also know that it is useless to plague myself trying to understand
you.” He paused and turned pale. “For the rest, I have no right … since we do not live together and you do not ask
me about my life.”
She got up, suddenly radiant.
“Ah, ah, it is just that! You see you admit it yourself. For a year you have been living at Kwiatkowska’s. I
understand: it is friendship. She is old, you are old—and both of you are made of the same clay. You like to sit at
tea talking about people: ‘So-and-so is like this or like that. Someone’s son-in-law has embezzled money,
someone’s wife has eloped’—not gossip, only you feel yourself one family. And afterwards you talk of Poland, of
the community … which party is right, how things used to be, and how they are now. And you prophesy. And you
argue about divine providence, the duties of a citizen and the young generation. After that you tell anecdotes, or
go together to a lecture, or to the movies, or to church on Sundays, or to various national celebrations. I
understand your Aunt Regina was the same; at your parents’ home they used to argue like that and had similar
interests—and at Kwiatkowska’s it is the same. You love that, you’ve missed it your whole life—and now you
have found it; and you are glad and you feel at peace. Well, life was difficult with me. I did not care for people, I
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was wild, I cared for music and my sorrow, my yearning and my secrets. You immediately warm the place,
wherever you settle; I always wanted to be somewhere else. Your father was a burgomaster, your grandfather was
a yeoman farmer; but mine were exiles, wanderers and soldiers of the foreign legions. You and I do not make a
pair. I understand and I make no claims upon you. Oh, that is important, you see! At last, at last, I make no claims
upon you.”
She choked and plucked at her chain.
“What accounts can there be between us if there are no claims?”
He was following with difficulty Rose’s rapid speech. His mouth and eyes were almost colorless with age and
very grave. He did not contradict and did not interrupt her at all. When her flow of words was checked, he still sat
listening to the silence. At last without taking his eyes from his wife’s lips, which were quivering after this great
effort, he repeated: “You and I do not make a pair, no …”
He listened again as though to himself.
“But are there many well-matched pairs in the world? And yet they live a godly life. Everything you said is
true. About Kwiatkowska. About our families. And that is true too, that we were mysteries to one another. One
thing only is not true: about hate. You hated my mystery, but your mystery … your mystery,” he dropped his
eyelids and added in a scarcely audible voice: “I loved it.”
Rose shed tears.
“Oh, God, how dreadful! I know.”
He controlled himself quickly and went on:
“You know how very much you surprised and delighted me through the whole of my youth. You know how I
have suffered day and night. How I desired to reconcile you. How I succumbed to you. But do you know when I
finally lost you? When I counted for nothing with you, Evelyn?”
She did not answer. She looked at her husband with tearful eyes. Then he pressed his fists against the arm of
the chair, crouched as though for a leap and said hoarsely:
“It was when, having mastered you once in my life, by hate, I could not continue in hatred for longer than one
night.”
He choked and his eyes became bloodshot.
“And do you know when I really understood it? This morning! You insulted me dreadfully. You told me that I
had purposely given my child to death, to hurt you. And you did still worse: you insulted God. Because in that
dreadful hour when our son was dying I did not blaspheme as you did, but desired to inspire you with Christian
humility—you now, hardened at heart, made God the enemy of man—to hurt me. …”
He broke off, his voice failed him. However, he did not yield to his weakness.
“You compelled me today to be angry. I will confess. Thee was one moment when I desired your death. … Oh,
Eva”—he folded his hands—“scarcely had that desire passed from my accursed head to my heart, when it faded
away. And when you felt ill, I would have given my life for you. But you …”
He got up, horror widened his eyes.
“You … smiled at me as if you liked my hate.”
He lifted his hands and let them fall again. With hunched shoulders he went to the window. On the way he
whispered again:
“I understood a great deal this morning.”
The reddish October sun threw its rays lower and lower over the roofs, the panes of the third-floor windows
opposite glittered like lanterns, the day drew towards its close with a pathos which only the pigeons observed.
Busy and excited, they strutted up and down on the cornice of the building, cooed and looked questioningly
towards the west. Adam wiped his nose. Rose came up and touched his shoulder.
“Adam, forgive me. My heart is torn when I think of your life. But do think also of mine. You say you cannot
hate. But that is just your great good fortune. Did you ever consider how hard, how inhuman it was for me to live
with my hatred? And why did you—good and wise as you were—why did you not save me, stupid as I was? Why
were you afraid of me, Adam? Why?”
He replied in a quivering voice:
“How could I save you from yourself? Only god can save people from themselves, my dear.”
She sobbed instead of replying. On the other side of the street the windowpanes and the pigeons still glistened,
but in the room dusk began to fall. They stood in silence side by side, sunk in their own thoughts, and both alike
helpless. When the windows grew dark, Rose was the first to awaken.
“Oh, why are we talking in such a dreadful way? In any case nothing can be mended now. It can only be
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ended.”
Then Adam turned his face and said:
“Yes, Rose. Before long all will be ended. One thing we can still do: Forgive.”
They looked at each other. In the dark their features were invisible—their faces looked indistinct and ghostly,
like wisps of fog. They fell into each other’s arms and wept together.
1920
178.136 Excerpt from The Word Of The Shepherd: “Hunting For Wolves”\fn{Salchak Toka (1901-1973)} “Mergen,
in what is now Kaa-Khem Raion,” Tuva Republic, Russia (M) 4
On one of my trips through Tuva I met Chamyan, a livestock expert and prize-winning wolf hunter of far-flung
renown.
Chamyan was sitting on a hillock facing a stretch of rolling knolls rising to the foothills of a mountain range.
He was keeping a watchful eye on his large flock of sheep. The sun was already half-hidden behind the snowcapped mountains, tinting the entire landscape in deepening golden hues. He smiled and extended his hand in
greeting, then invited me to sit down on the grass next to him. We set in silence for a long time, admiring the
changing colours of the dying day.
“Look, how beautiful are the mountains around us,” he said. “And look at that silver stream twisting and
turning among the rocks. It’s really beautiful here in Tuva.”
As he spoke, Chamyan continued to gaze at the shimmering ribbon of water, near which his sheep began to
sway to and fro in agitation, resembling, for our vantage point, a flock of birds on a disturbed body of water. Soon
a horse and rider appeared.
“My youngest son,” Chamyan explained. “He’s been appointed to look after the sheep farm. And he’s also
taking courses. What was it like before, you wonder? The men were older than he, but even so they could not save
a dozen sheep from the plague. To say nothing of protecting them from the wolves. I remember how they used to
dig out grass from under the snow to avoid the dzhut,\fn{A cattle disease arising from malnutrition, which once plagued the
nomad camps} and how they prayed to the taiga—‘Show mercy! Save us from the kok-karaks\fn{The “blue-eyes,” a
nickname for wolves}during the terrible night.’ Where could there be any mercy shown when there were as many
wolves as sheep!”
After driving the sheep back to the farm, Chamyan invited me to his place. It was spacious and neat in his felt
tent.
"When you have to go from place to place to find pasture in the mountains, a yurta is a very handy thing. It is
easy to move and can be set up anywhere. Of course, I have a house back at the kolkhoz. You must come to visit
me there. I am no longer living a nomad’s life,” he added with pride. We drank green tea and continued our
conversation.
“Tell me how you became a great hunter, Chamyan,” I asked.
“I’m not a great hunter,” he replied. “I am just a pupil of Ulur-Kherel, the best wolf hunter in Tuva. If you
wish, I will tell you a story about him.”
And Chamyan unhurriedly related the following tale.
*
It happened two years ago, at the end of November. The bitter frosts were getting worse. We were losing more
and more sheep in the winter pastures, partly because of the severe cold, but mostly because the wolves were
raising havoc, causing our kolkhoz immense losses. I was not [an] unusual hunter as far as bravery or skill were
concerned. So who was I to tackle the wolves!
Late one evening, I had finished tending to the flock and left it with Akkal, my powerful and vicious sheep
dog, to guard it. My wife had prepared some aromatic and satisfying tea for me, exactly like the tea we are
drinking now. But I wasn’t thinking of tea just then. One thought kept hounding me: how to protect the animals
entrusted to me from the wolves?
The frost is not so frightening. Not like when you live on an individual farm all on your own where you and
your animals could freeze to death. We had renovated the farmyards in the autumn, provided the sheds with heat
and sealed all the cracks with clay. In my sector we had laid in about 500 piles of odek\fn{Dry manuer, used for
bedding in the winter} and sufficient fodder. We mowed with machines for the first time that year.
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The fire was burning brightly in my yurta. In my preoccupation, I kept tossing blocks of cedar wood into it
while talking quietly with my wife.
“The sheep are in a warm place for the night,” I said. “And the fodder situation is not bad. The pasture grass is
good, and we mowed quite a bit for fodder during the summer. We can protect them from the cold, that much I
know. But what to do about the wolves is another thing.”
“You should ask the hunters for advice,” my wife suggested. “Good hunters are always ready to help wipe out
the kok-karaks.”
Akkal’s pitched barking interrupted our conversation.
“Oh no, the wolves again!” my wife exclaimed, running out of the yurta.
I snatched up my shotgun and rushed to the fold. I fired a shot even before I reached it, but to this day I don't
know why. All I remember is that the flash lit up the fold for a split second. Then it was darker than before. The
stars shine brightly on a dark night, but I still could not make out anything around me. Sharp needles of frost
stabbed at my cheeks. Only Akkal’s bark disrupted the stillness. I heard him gradually approaching from the
distance. He had apparently run out toward the wolves, but then, deciding not to do battle with them alone, was
retreating to the sheepfold.
“Grab the axe,” I told my wife. “I have one shell left. I’ll have it ready for the wolves.”
No sooner had I taken my “position” than I was taken aback to see the silhouettes of two horsemen close by.
Evidently, Akkal was barking at them. And here I was shooting at wolves! I quickly uncocked the gun and hung it
on the fence. I could hear the riders’ saddlebags slapping as they trotted up. They dismounted, tied up their horses,
and, beating off Akkal, disappeared into the yurta without noticing me. I followed them in. We greeted each other
and offered each other pipes. Our guests began to ask about our health and the condition of the livestock. My wife
offered them tea in a big copper pot, a meat dish and roasted wheat. After having a bite to eat, one of the men,
Ulur-Kherel,\fn{A nickname which means, literally, hunter-who-knows-how-to-make-wolf-calls } gave me a mocking look and
said:
“Who were you shooting at so late at night? Do the wolves come up so close?”
“A pack of wolves began howling up on the mountain,” I replied meekly. “I decided to shoot so that they
wouldn’t come up to the camp. I am sick and tired of those confounded wolves. Perhaps you could help us
somehow.” Ulur-Kherel realised that I had fired out of fright, and, smiling, he asked:
“And where, in your opinion, are these wolves?”
“Everywhere around the aals.\fn{Settlements} They come every night. And in the daytime, they’re on KaraShat. Last night they gashed the throats of three of the Karaolovs’ sheep, and tore the insides out of two. They
killed one sheep, dragged it two hundred metres or so from the yurta, ate it and went away.”
“Which way did they go?”
“Towards Kara-Shat. There are always a lot of them there.”
“Well, let’s have a bit of tea, dress warmly and head for Kara-Shat.”
“You mean right now—at night?”
“Yes, of course right now. After all, you yourself were hunting at night, weren’t you? Do you have any
horses?” asked Kherel with the same smile.
“Yes, of course I have horses. But how are we going to hunt in the dark?”
}Your job, my good man, is to saddle the horses and show us the way. The rest is a hunter's secret.”
“I can saddle the horses all right, but don’t joke with me. Going after wolves at night!”
“Nobody’s joking!” Kherel exclaimed with displeasure. “Your dog just started to bark and you began shooting.
That may have been a joke, but I have no reason to joke.”
It was around midnight when I went to get the horses. It had got even colder. I had trouble finding the tethered
horses in the dark. Noticing me first, they let out a friendly whinny.
“Where can we go on a night like this,” I thought. “What is that fool trying to do!” But then I remembered how
mockingly Kherel had smiled, and I quickly saddled the horses.
Kherel was all ready to go. His companion, however, had fallen fast asleep. I left my gun behind. What good
was it without shells? Let it hang there on the fence. Anyway, Kherel had one of the best hunter’s carbines made.
We rode in silence The stillness was broken only by the horses’ snorts and the clatter of their hoofs.
“Is this the summit?” Kherel asked, barely audibly, when we reached the top of Kara-Shat.
“The highest point is right here,” I replied.
“Are there any yurtas in the foothills?”
“Yes, three.”
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“We’ll stop here then,” said Kherel. “Well, get off!” he added sternly, seeing my confusion. “It’s time to start
the hunt. Or do you plan to spend the night on your horse?”
“No, I’m not planning anything of the kind,” I said, my feelings hurt. “But I can’t make head or tail of your
way of hunting. “I’ve never heard of people hunting at night.”
“Don’t worry. It’s very easy.”
After knocking his pipe on the heel of his boot, Kherel lit up. Then he gave me his reins, whereupon he
squatted down, put his palms to his temples, and peered into the horizon for several minutes. Motioning first to
the eastern, then to the western slope of the mountain, he again asked whether I knew for sure that there were aals
there and herds grazing. I answered affirmatively.
Suddenly Kherellet out a wolf howl. He bent his head low, covering his mouth with his sleeve to muffle the
sound and give it a distant effect. After a pause, he continued his eerie, prolonged howling: “A-a-a … oo-oo-oo.”It
sounded exactly like a wolf. At first he howled toward the west. After a minute, he whispered happily,
“You hear? My friends are answering,”
I listened. Somewhere, several kilometres away, a pack of wolves howled in response. Their howls were just as
muffled and prolonged, just as plaintive as Kherel’s. They also paused from time to time. Evidently they were
listening, too.
“There are only five of them,” Kherel said with authority. “They’re not far away, but there is no need to chase
after them.”
He turned to the east and again started howling in different voices. I soon realised that there were several
wolves in that direction. My hand instinctively moved to my knife, my only weapon. It was big and sharp,
however, and adequate defence against a wolf.
“Wait a minute!” Kherel’s voice brought me out of my anxious preoccupation. “Listen! The ones over there
aren’t ignoring us either. They’re not far, about two kilometres away. There are three of them. That means eight in
all.”
“But how can you count them? How can you make them out?” I asked in surprise.
“By their voices! Each one has his own voice. We can sleep for a couple of hours now.” We moved some two
hundred metres away to settle down in a depression overgrown with young larch.
“What are we going to do now?” I asked after tying up the horses.
“What do you mean? We’re going to get some rest, until dawn. But we mustn’t oversleep. If you wake up first,
be sure to rouse me. When the first beams of light appear over the mountains the night prowlers scurry to their
hiding places. You and I will pick a comfortable spot and let the animals come to us.”
I wanted to distract Kherel from his plan of sleeping surrounded by the beasts of prey that he had summoned
out of the darkness, and began to discuss different methods of hunting, the advantages of crossbows, traps,
poisons and wolf pits.
“The best of all is an ambush,” I concluded. “Not a one would get out alive.”
“Any method is good as long as it brings in the hides. And you and I will be counting them come dawn.”
He bundled up in his shaggy sheepskin coat and began to snore, just as if he were at home and not sleeping
right next door to a pack of wolves. I tried to sleep, too, but my drowsiness would disappear as soon as I closed
my eyes. I jumped up many times, seeing packs of the red-eyed ones as clearly as if they were there. I imagined
that they were crawling up on their bellies from all sides. Meanwhile, my companion snored peacefully. The night
seemed without end, but dawn came at last. It was particularly bright and colourful, as if smiling to the awakening
earth.
“Get up, it’s getting light!” I said quietly to Kherel. He was up in an instant.
“Now’s the time. You lead the horses!” He spoke rapidly, rubbing his eyes and peering intently into the
distance.
We quickly readied the horses. Kherel mounted and pointed with a wave of the hand.
“We’ll head for that ridge over there. Mount up. We have to hurry.”
Kherel stopped his horse about twenty metres from the ridge and started crawling up to the top. I hurried after
him.
“Lie down!” he said. “Stay there and keep an eye on that hill.”
Without a moment’s pause, he bent down to the ground, covered his mouth with his sleeve and let out a long,
plaintive howl. Hearing no reply, he raised his head and his voice, then suddenly cut short his howl. My heart
stopped. The responding wolf howls came from right close by. But Kherel remained calm, as if nothing unusual
had happened. He looked in the direction of the howls.
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“Do you see them?” I heard them, but saw nothing.
“There are three of them-one big one, sitting in a gully by a boulder, another lying on a knoll, and the third,
peeking out from behind a mound. All you can see are his ears.”
I strained my eyes, but no matter how hard I tried I could make out nothing.
“You’re just imagining wolves,” I said. “Those howls are coming from somewhere far away.”
“What a dunce you are. They’re right close by!” Kherel took his carbine and aimed.
“Here, look through the sight. Now do you see them?”
I dropped down to the carbine and lined up the sight. I saw a huge wolf sitting next to a boulder. I didn’t bother
examining the others. I handed Kherel the carbine and pressed myself closer to the ground.
“Shoot, Kherel, shoot him, otherwise he’ll run away.”
“There’s nothing worse than being in a hurry at a time like this. You could ruin the whole hunt. We’ll call them
in a little closer, instead. They’ll be as obedient as little lambs.”
Dropping to the ground, Kherel howled in an even more muffled tone: "A-a-oo-oo-oo … oo-oo-oo.”
He released the safety on his carbine and froze. A few seconds passed. Then, without moving or changing
position, Kherel gently poked me, pointing uphill.
I had to force myself to keep from running away. A fully-grown gray wolf had left the others and was running
toward us, looking around from time to time. After covering about a half kilometre, he stopped and listened again.
Kherel lowered his head even more, almost to the ground, and howled. This time the howl was very low,
spasmodic, and plaintively thin. The wolf rushed headlong toward us, no longer glancing back. The distance
between him and us grew smaller every second, until he was right over. He was all set to leap—but at that
moment a shot rang out.
The wolf somersaulted and began circling on his front paws, emitting weird sounds, somewhere between
yelping and growling. I forgot my fright and raised myself up on my haunches.
A sudden strong push brought me back to reality. I nearly cried out from the pain and surprise. Kherel’s strong
arm pressed me to the ground.
“A fine hunter! You’ll scare them away!” he whispered, still holding me down.
The other two wolves had started running toward us, one a little ahead of the other. Ignoring everything,
including us, the lead wolf headed straight for the wounded animal. He was guided by the yelping, or perhaps by
the smell of blood, for it was only when he reached the top of the hillock that he could actually see the wounded
wolf. He stopped, evidently deciding what to do next. Then the second shot rang out. The wolf recoiled and fell to
the ground. He lifted his head, bellowed and, after a few convulsive movements of his paws, lay motionless.
Kherel, his carbine on the ready, kept a keen eye on the last wolf.
This one bounded up to the wounded wolf, who was still howling and growling and spinning around on the
ground. Suddenly he made a move toward us. He probably had noticed the dead wolf lying nearby. I looked from
wolf to hunter and back again, expecting to hear a shot. But no shot ensued, although the rifle barrel moved
slowly, like the hand of a clock, keeping aim on the wolf. Seconds passed. The wolf hopped up on the ridge above
us and turned his head toward the other wolves. A shot rang out, and the third wolf toppled over and rolled down
in our direction.
Kherel got up and brushed the snow from his clothes.
“Well, that’s it. And you had no faith! What kind of livestock man are you if you can’t shoot and hunt and
don’t exterminate these beasts? We lose thousands of head of sheep to the wolves every year! Just figure what a
loss that is to the kolkhoz.”
“Oh, Kherel!” I cried out in admiration. “What hunting! You’re number one, the best hunter in all of Tuva.”
Kherel did not understand my enthusiasm. This kind of hunt was an everyday experience for him.
“You should have taken your gun along,” he said. “It’s a better gun than mine for killing a wounded wolf. As it
was, I had to use the carbine and damaged the hide a bit.”
“What do you mean?” Kherel broke into a sly smile.
“I shot that old one in the hindquarters on purpose, so that he wouldn’t croak right away, but so that he
couldn’t get away either. He was yawling and calling the others for help. If I had killed him outright, the others
never would have come up. That’s the whole secret of night hunting, my good friend!”
Kherel burst into gay, friendly laughter, showing his snow-white teeth. On the way home, I felt pleased with
our big success. I was enriched by the hunt, but even more so by the lesson I had learned. I decided then and there
that I must learn to hunt like Kherel. I realised that Ulur-Kherel had purposely taken me along in order to give me
a lesson in how to protect our kolkhoz assets.
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253.192 The Resurrection Of Mozart\fn{by Nina Nikolaevna Berberova (1901-1993)} St. Petersburg, Russia (F) 10
1
In the early days of June, 1940, just at the time when the French army was beginning its final and irrevocable
retreat after the breach at Sedan, on a quiet warm evening, a group of four women and five men were sitting in a garden
under the trees, about thirty miles from Paris. They were in fact talking about Sedan, talking of how the last few days
had restored to that name which, like crinoline, had long since gone out of fashion, the ominous connotations it had had
before; this town, which none of them had ever seen, and which had died in the time of their grandfathers, seemed to
have been resurrected in order to relive the tragic events that were destined for it alone.
The silence was so complete that when they stopped talking and returned to their own private thoughts, they could
hear through the open windows the clock ticking in the large old house. The sky was green, clear, and lovely, and the
stars were just beginning to shine, so few and far-flung that they failed to form any definite pattern. The old trees—
acacias, limes—neither breathed nor trembled, as if standing stock-still were a safeguard against something that was
invisible to men but somehow immanent in the summer evening. The hosts and their guests had just finished supper;
the table had not yet been cleared. Some wine glasses were still on the table.
Slowly, the green light of the darkening sky transformed the faces of the seated company, which were now obscured
by shadows. They were talking about war and about the omens of war. A young woman, a guest who had driven out
from town with her husband and sister, restraining her brassy voice, remarked that she had seen a meteor a fortnight
before.
“It was about this time of day. The sky was just as hazy. At first it looked like a falling star, but it was so long
and it was so bright.”
“You probably wouldn’t even have noticed it a year ago,” said another guest, smiling.
This was Chabarov, a bald, robust man with a drooping black mustache and wearing a bright blue shirt. He was a
groundsman at a chateau about eight miles away and had just arrived on his bicycle.
“A year ago,” said Vassily Georgievich Sushkov, the host, a tall man, taller than anyone else at the table, grayhaired but not yet old, with a sharp and furtive look in his eye.
“Yes, it was exactly a year ago today that Neveisky died. He knew a lot of this was coming. He predicted so much
of it.”
“Well, he couldn’t have picked a better time to die. At least he doesn’t have to see what we see. If he were
resurrected he’d either spit in disgust or break down and cry.”
Facing the hostess, at the opposite end of the table, sat a Frenchman brought along by Chabarov but whom no
one else really knew. Simply, and without any fussy apology, he asked them to translate what they were all saying.
“Monsieur Daunou, we were talking about the dead, and what they would say if they were resurrected and saw
what’s going on now,” replied Maria Leonidovna Sushkova. Daunou took his black pipe out of his mouth, furrowed
his brow, and smiled.
“Is it worth waking the dead?” he said, looking his hostess straight in the eye. “I suppose I might well invite
Napoleon to come and have a look at our times, but I’d certainly spare my parents the pleasure.”
Suddenly everyone started talking at once.
“Resurrect them for your sake or for theirs? I don’t understand,” Manyura Krein, who had come from Paris, asked
with a lively expression, not addressing anyone in particular and no longer trying to conceal her loud voice. She had a
full mouth of her very own white teeth, which gave the impression of being false.
“If it were for their sake, then of course you’d resurrect Napoleon and Bismarck and Queen Victoria, and maybe
even Julius Caesar. But if I could bring someone from the past back to life for my sake, just for mine, then that’s an
entirely different thing. That calls for some thought. Such a large choice, so many temptations … still, silly as it
sounds, I think I’d resurrect Pushkin.”
“A charming, fun-loving, marvelous man,” said Maria Leonidovna Sushkova. “What a joy it would be to see
him alive.”
“Or maybe Taglioni?” continued Manyura Krein. “I’d lock her up at home so I could look at her whenever I
wanted.”
“And then take her to America,” put in Chabarov, “and let the impresarios tear her to shreds.”
“Come on, if you’re going to resurrect anyone, then don’t resurrect Taglioni,” said Fyodor Egorovich Krein with
barely repressed irritation. He was Manyura’s husband, twice her age, and a friend of Sushkov’s. "There's no need to
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be frivolous. I would make the best of the occasion. I would drag Tolstoy back into God’s world. Wasn’t it you, dear
sir, who denied the role of the individual in history? You who declared that there would be no more wars? And
wasn’t it you who took a skeptical view of vaccination? No, don’t try to wriggle out of it now. Just have a look at the
result.” It was evident that Fyodor Egorovich had scores to settle with Tolstoy and that he had an entire text prepared
should they happen to meet in the next life.
“Avec Taglioni on pourrait faire fortune,” Chabarov repeated his thought in French.
“And I, gentlemen,” piped in Sushkov’s mother, who wore heavy violet powder and reeked of some unpleasant
perfume, “and I, gentlemen, would resurrect Uncle Lyosha. Wouldn’t he be surprised?”
No one knew who Uncle Lyosha was, so no one said anything for a minute or two. Little by little the conversation
had drawn everyone in, taking them far from that evening, that garden, and into the past, the recent or the very distant
past, as if someone had already made a firm promise to wave a magic wand and fulfill everyone’s wish, so that now the
only problem was in making a choice, and it was a difficult choice because no one wanted to miscalculate,
especially the women.
“No one but Mozart will do for me, though. Yes, it has to be Mozart,” Maria Leonidovna thought. “There’s no one
else I want, and it would be useless anyway.”
She had decided not out of any morbid love of music, as can happen with women who have reached a certain age and
who are generally thought of as “cultured,” but merely because she connected that name in her mind with her earliest
childhood, and because it lived on as something pure, transparent, and eternal that might take the place of happiness.
Maria Leonidovna smoked avidly and waited for someone else to say something. She didn’t feel like talking herself. It
was Magdalena, Manyura Krein’s sister, a young woman of thirty, full-figured and pale, with unusually rounded
shoulders, who spoke up. The sight of her always brought to mind those undeniable statistics about how in Europe so
many millions of young women had been left single because there weren’t enough husbands to go round.
“No, I wouldn’t resurrect a single famous man,” said Magdalena, with a certain disdain for men of renown. “I’d
much prefer an ordinary mortal. An idealistic youth from the early nineteenth century, a follower of Hegel, a reader of
Schiller; or a courtier to one of the French kings.”
She shrugged her heavy shoulders and looked around. But already it was nearly dark, and one could barely
make out the faces round the table. But the stars were now quite visible overhead, and the sky seemed familiar
again.
Chabarov didn’t say anything for a long while. Finally he made a muffled nasal sound, drummed his fingers on the
table, opened his mouth, but suddenly hesitated, said nothing, and sank back into his thoughts.
The ninth person present, who had been silent until then, was Kiryusha, Sushkov’s nineteen-year-old son and
Maria Leonidovna’s stepson. In the family he was considered a little backward. Slowly he unglued his thick, wide
lips and, gazing trustfully at his stepmother with his blue and very round eyes, asked if it was possible to resurrect
two people at the same time.
God alone knows what was going through his dreamy mind at that point. He seemed to think that everything
had already been decided by the others and that only the details remained to be settled.
“Mais c’est un vrai petit jeu,” noted Daunou with a sad laugh, and immediately everyone seemed to move and
smile once more, as if returning from far away. “Everyone has their own private passion, and everyone is being
terribly serious about it.” Maria Leonidovna just nodded at him.
“Mozart, of course, only Mozart will do,” she repeated to herself. “And it’s a good thing I’m not young anymore
and don’t have any physical interest in seeing him. We could sit up till dawn, and he could play our piano and we’d
talk. And everyone would come to see him and listen to him—the neighbors’ gardener and his wife, the postman, the
shopkeeper and his family, the stationmaster …
“What a joy it would be! And tomorrow there’d be no post, no trains, nothing at all. Everything would be topsyturvy. And there wouldn’t be any war. No, there would be war all the same.”
She lit another cigarette. For a moment the match illuminated her thin, slightly worn face and her delicate,
beautiful hands. Everything about her, except her face, was feminine, youthful, and sleek, particularly her light and
silent walk. Everyone noticed when Maria Leonidovna suddenly got up and walked out under the trees, and then
came back to the table, and they could see the lit end of her cigarette in the darkness of the advancing night.
A chill came up about then from the low-lying part of the garden, where two little stone bridges crossed the narrow
loops of the flower-banked stream. Old Mrs. Sushkova, wrapped in a shawl, was dozing in her chair. Kiryusha was
looking up blankly, and it was clear that like the trees and stars he was merely existing and not thinking. And suddenly,
somewhere far off, perhaps twenty-five or thirty miles away to the east, where the sun rises in the summer, the sound of
gunfire rumbled, burst out, and then disappeared. It was very much like thunder and yet completely different.
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“Time we were on our way,” everyone started saying immediately, and Manyura Krein, jangling her bracelets,
ran into the house for her coat and bag.
They went through the dining room and big dark hallway and came out into the yard where the car was parked.
Sushkov’s mother was going back to Paris as well. She put on a hat with a big violet-colored flower; even her suitcase
was a shade of violet. The motor idled a few moments, and then, cautiously spreading its black wings, the car backed up
to the gates. Krein, sitting behind the steering wheel, waved once again to those left behind. Manyura, whose porcelain
mouth alone was illuminated, smiled behind the glass and said something. The car started up, stopped, shifted into
forward, and, as if it had hauled itself out, disappeared, leaving behind it a wake of invisible, acrid exhaust.
Chabarov went to find the bicycles.
“We’d be very happy to see you here any time,” Sushkov told the Frenchman. “We’re staying all summer, and on
Sundays, as you see, our friends visit. You’re always welcome.”
“Enchanté, monsieur,” Daunou replied. “I have spent an unforgettable evening.” And following behind
Chabarov he kissed Maria Leonidovna’s hand.
The next day, as usual, Vassily Georgievich took the train into town, leaving Maria Leonidovna and Kiryusha to
themselves. That Monday, at one o'clock in the afternoon, several dozen airplanes bombed Paris for the first time.
2
News of the bombardment of Paris only came that evening. During the day you could hear the gunfire, but it was
so far away that you couldn’t tell whether it was in Paris or Pontoise, where it had been a few days before. In the
evening the papers arrived, and all the people who lived in the little village, in the center of which stood a neglected
church with a caved-in roof, came spilling out into the modest avenue of sturdy plane trees that led from the café to
the mairie.
The village consisted almost entirely of old women. Of course they might have only been, as in any French village,
about half the population, but they were the ones you saw most often. Seeing them out in the street, talking together or
shopping or shaking out a rug or hanging out clothes, they seemed to make up nine-tenths of the inhabitants.
Some of them were no more than fifty, and they were still smart and cheerful, just turning gray, rosycheeked and
sharp-eyed. Others were wrinkled and toothless, with swollen veins. Others, who could remember the invasion of the
Germans in 1870, were hunched up and barely able to put one sore foot in front of the other, and they had darkened
hands, long black nails, and lifeless faces. They were all much of a kind, talking to each other in the same way, and
using the same words, wherever they met, be it on street corners, beneath the plane trees, or by their front gates. They
all wore wide calico aprons that either tied at the back or buttoned in front. Some wore steel glasses on their noses and
knit, rocking in a chair and holding the skein of wool under their left arms. Almost all of them were widows of men
killed in the last war, and all without exception had seen either a son or a son-in-law set of for this war.
That evening, in the shady lane that ran alongside the fence to the Sushkovs’ garden, the silence was broken.
Kiryusha came to tell Maria Leonidovna that Paris had been bombed, buildings destroyed, warehouses burned, and more
than a thousand killed or wounded. Maria Leonidovna looked at Kiryusha, who was smiling broadly, and it saddened
her that this human being, who was now completely grown, was still the same child she had first met twelve years
before. There was a time—and lately she had thought of it often—when he had suddenly decided to learn the alphabet.
A brief light had pierced the darkness of that sick brain. He had tried to learn the letters, but nothing ever came of it. It
had all ended with Kiryusha’s short and relatively happy affair with the girl who worked in the charcuterie. Relatively
happy because after that he had started to get gradually worse.
Maria Leonidovna went through Paris in her mind. In that city, above all, was Vassily Georgievich, as well as
their pretty, sunny, quiet apartment, which she loved so much. Then there were the Kreins, the Abramovs, the
Snezhinskys, Edouard Zontag, Semyon lsaakovich Freiberg, Lenochka Mikhailova, and many many more who
could have been wounded or killed. And when she thought about all those people living at various ends of the
city, scattered across the old creased map of Paris that she kept in her mind, a flashing light lit up, here and there,
and then went out.
“Yes. This had to happen,” she told herself. “We were talking about it only yesterday. So why did he go? The Kreiris
could have stayed on, too. Yesterday we said … what else were we talking about yesterday? Oh, yes! ‘You are God,
Mozart, and of that fact yourself innocent.’ One ought to aspire to something that combines everything beautiful, pure
and eternal, like those clouds, not all these terrible things, all these murders and lies. Before the ultimate silence closes
in on you, shouldn’t you listen to what the stars are saying to each other?”
She went over to the little radio, brand-new, which Kiryusha was strictly forbidden to go near, and turned the
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knob. First a French voice spoke, then an English voice, then a German voice. All of it was crammed into that
wooden box, separated only by invisible barriers. The voices all said the same thing. And suddenly it switched to
music, singing, Spanish or maybe Italian, the voluptuous and carefree strumming of a guitar. But she picked up the
word amore, and she turned the machine off and walked to the window, from which she could see the village road
among the thick fields of oats, green and ash gray.
On Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday, soldiers were billeted in the village: heavy green trucks camouflaged with
foliage as if decked out for a carnival and bearing numbers written in red lead paint brought in five hundred young,
healthy, raucous soldiers and four officers wearing long overcoats and with tired, worried, feverish faces. A billeting
officer appeared at Maria Leonidovna’s door—the house the Sushkovs rented was by far the best in the village—and she
immediately moved Kiryusha into the dining room, giving his room to the captain and the space in the annex to three
sublieutenants.
The four officers slept in their clothes. The sentry—sometimes a short, swarthy, and yellow-eyed man or else a tall,
erect, and big-faced one came to wake them several times during the night. Vassily Georgievich called every day; his call
came to the post office at the corner of their side street and the square. A little boy missing his front teeth ran to fetch
Maria Leonidovna, and she ran after him in her silent, girlish way, wearing whatever she happened to have on, ran into
the tiny single-windowed building, picked up the receiver, and listened to Vassily Georgievich say that everything
was fine, that he had received the money, seen Edouard, was eating with the Snezhinskys, would arrive on
Saturday.
“I have soldiers staying with me,” she said, still out of breath from running. “I’ve given them Kiryusha’s room.
And the annex.”
“Maybe I should come? You’re not afraid?”
“Why should I be afraid? Good-bye.”
And in fact, at that minute, she thought that she wasn’t afraid in the least. In a way, it was even reassuring to have
these polite, laconic men close at hand.
But at night she barely slept. She listened. From far away, in the dead of night, she caught the diffuse, persistent sound
of a motorcycle. While the sound was on the far side of the woods, it was no more than a whisper, but as it got nearer it
became louder and more focused, and then suddenly it was zooming down the lane and stopping at the house next door,
where the sentry was posted. The motor was switched off, and then she could hear voices, steps. The gate banged.
Someone was walking into the house, into her house, some stranger, and the old blind dog got up from its straw and went
to sniff at his tracks in the gravel of the yard, growling. A light went on somewhere, she heard someone running through
the house, through the annex. Something clinked, a door slammed. Kiryusha was asleep close by, in the dining room,
whose door she left open. These night sounds didn’t frighten her anymore. What frightened her was everything that was
going on in the world that night.
She wasn't afraid of the quiet strangers either. They left the third night, leaving the doors and the gate wide open,
leaving the village in trucks camouflaged with fresh branches. She wasn’t afraid of the sentries who came to see them or
of the five hundred strong, half-sober soldiers quartered all over the village. She was afraid of the air, the warm June air,
through which gunfire rolled across the horizon and submerged her, her house, and her garden, along with the summer
clouds. And there was no question that this puff of wind, which was somehow just like time itself, would in the end bring
something terrible and ruinous, such as death itself. Just as, looking at the calendar, no one doubted any longer that in five,
ten, or fifteen days something dreadful was going to happen, so, feeling that faint breeze on her face day and night, she
could say with assurance that it would bring to these parts murder, occupation, devastation, and darkness.
For the air, over the last few days, had been warm, clear, and fragrant. Kiryusha worked in the garden, watering the
flowers in front of the house every evening and looking after the neighbors’ ducklings. Maria Leonidovna, wearing a
bright cotton print dress, and a scarf around her head, went to clean out the annex, where she found a bag of cartridges
that had been left behind and two unsealed letters, which she threw away without reading. There were cigarette butts in
the cup by the washstand, and a charred newspaper lay on the floor. She made up Kiryusha’s bed in his room and when
the woman from next door came over to do the housework, told her to wash all the floors in the house.
On the same day, toward evening, fugitives from Soissons arrived at the neighbors’: two fat, pale women, an old
man, and some children. A mattress was laid out on the roof of their filthy car, and to the amazed ques tioning of
the villagers the new arrivals explained that this was what everybody was doing now, that this was what would
protect you from bullets. The old man was carried into the house by his hands and feet: he was unconscious.
Before night other fugitives arrived to stay in the sky-blue, toylike house opposite the church. People said that
some of the soldiers were still there, and were spending the night at the other end of the village. There seemed to be
a stranger who had come from far away by foot or by car hiding in every house for the night. There were no lights,
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all was dark, but voices could be heard everywhere from behind the shutters; the café was full of shouting and
singing. Under the plane trees the old ladies, who had stayed longer than was normal, spoke in low voices.
Maria Leonidovna locked the front door, hung the curtains over the windows, cleared away the remains of
supper, and, as she always did, sat in the next room and talked with Kiryusha while he got ready for bed. From
time to time he exclaimed happily:
“I cleaned my teeth! I took off my left shoe!”
And if you didn’t know it was a nineteen-year-old man in there—who ate enormous meals, snored loudly in
his sleep, and couldn’t read—you would think it was a ten-year-old boy going to bed and, for a joke, talking in a
bass voice.
After she had turned out the lights in the dining room and Kiryusha’s room and went to her own, she stood for
a long time by the open window and looked out at where, in the daytime, she could see the road and the oat fields.
Tomorrow Vassily Georgievich was due to return. The idea was pleasant and consoling. But today Maria Leonidovna
had barely given a thought to her husband; in fact she hadn’t stopped thinking about Mozart.
Or rather, not about Mozart himself. Right now, as a new crescent moon appeared on the edge of this anxious but
subdued night, her thoughts took on a special clarity. All day long, or rather, over the last few days and this evening, she
had been asking herself the same question, and there was no answer to it: Why was it that horror, cruelty, and affliction
made themselves felt so easily, became concrete and weighed all the more heavily, whereas everything sublime, gentle,
unexpected, and full of charm cast a frail shadow across the heart and thoughts, so one couldn’t touch it or look at it
closely or feel its shape and weight?
“Except for love, of course,” she thought, standing by the window. “Only love gives that kind of joy. But what about
someone who doesn’t want to love anymore, who can no longer love? I have no one to love; it’s too late for me. I have
a husband, I don’t need anyone else.”
And all of a sudden she thought she heard the latch on the gate click, and she distinctly heard someone come into the
yard, take two steps, and stop.
“Who’s there?” she asked quietly.
The darkness was not yet total, and the faint, blurred shadow of a man lay on the whitish gravel in the yard. The
shadow moved and the gravel crunched. The man must have been able to see Maria Leonidovna clearly as she stood in
the open window, to the right of the front door. The door, as Maria Leonidovna recalled, was locked. But the man, who
was slowly and purposefully walking across the yard, made no response. She could hardly see him. He walked up the
porch stairs, stopped three paces away from Maria Leonidovna, put out his hand, and the door opened. And when he
had already walked into the house she wanted to scream. But, as in a dream, she was unable to produce any sound.
He was pale and thin, with a long nose and tangled hair. Everything he had on, from his shoes to his hat,
seemed to have been borrowed from someone else. His dusty hands were so slender and frail that he couldn’t have
used them even if he had wanted to. His face was weary, youthful, but it wasn’t a boy's face. She could tell that he
looked younger than he was, but that in fact he could be over thirty.
“Forgive me for frightening you,” he said in French, but with a slight foreign accent. “Could I spend the night
here somewhere?”
By the light of the lamp illuminating the spacious entryway Maria Leonidovna looked at him, standing silently and
barely able to control herself. But the moment he uttered those first words and looked at her with his long, hesitant
look, her fear passed, and she asked:
“Who are you?”
But he dropped his eyes.
“Where are you from?”
He shivered slightly, and his fingers clutched the upturned collar of his ample jacket, which might have been
covering an otherwise naked body.
“Oh, from far, far away … and I’m so tired. I’d like to lie down somewhere, if that’s all right.”
“A fugitive,” she decided, “and maybe he’s a Frenchman from some out-of-the-way province. Judging by his age,
he could be a soldier; by his clothes, a fugitive? Maybe a spy?”
She led him to the annex, thinking all the time that he might strike her from behind, but at the same time
knowing he wouldn’t. By the time they had entered the bedroom, she had lost all fear of him. He didn’t even look
around, but silently walked over to the bed, sat down on it, and closed his eyes. Between his shoe and trouser leg
she saw a thin, bare ankle.
“Do you want to eat?” she asked, closing the shutters on the low, folding windows from inside. “It’s the war, we’re not
supposed to show any light on the outside.”
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“What did you say?” he asked, shuddering a little.
“I asked whether you’d like to eat something.”
“No, thank you. I had a bite to eat in your local restaurant. They were all full up, though, and couldn’t give me
a place to stay.” She realized it was time she went.
“Are you alone?” she spoke again, rearranging something on the table as she passed.
“What do you mean ‘alone’?”
“I mean, did you come here—to the village with friends or what?” He raised his eyes.
“I came alone, just as I am, without any luggage,” he said, smiling but not revealing his teeth. “And I’m not a
soldier, I’m a civilian. A musician.”
She took another look at his hands, said good-night, and, having shown him where to turn off the light, walked out
of the room. That time she gave two turns to the lock in the door and suddenly, feeling a strangely animal
weariness, went straight to bed and fell asleep.
In the morning, as always, she got up early. Kiryusha was already in the garden bawling out some song, and in
the annex all was quiet.
3
Just before lunch she wondered, anxiously, if something had happened: the shutters and door were still closed.
“Can he still be asleep?” she thought.
At four o’clock Vassily Georgievich was due to arrive, and a little before then she went again to see whether her
lodger was up. She half opened the door to the tiny entryway, and then the door of the room. The man was
sleeping, breathing evenly. He had not removed any of his clothes, not even his shoes. He lay on his back on the
wide mattress, the pillow on one side. Maria Leonidovna closed the door again.
Vassily Georgievich was late getting back; the train coming from Paris had stopped for a long time at some bridge.
Sushkov had carried a large suitcase from the station to the house, practically a trunk, on his broad, strong shoulder. It
was full of things gathered up from their Paris apartment, without which Vassily Georgievich could not imagine either
his own or his wife’s existence. There were his winter coat, Maria’s old squirrel coat, the warm underwear he always
wore during the winter, an album of photographs of Prague (he had lived in Czechoslovakia for a long time), expensive
binoculars in their case, a pound of dried figs, which he liked to keep in reserve, a handsomely bound edition of
Montesquieu’s Lettres Persanes, and Maria Leonidovna’s ball gown, sewn for a charity ball the year before at which
she had sold champagne. Maria Leonidovna was surprised to see warm underwear and heavy coats in June. But
Sushkov assured her that they might be cut off from Paris or could be forced to flee, and then they wouldn’t know what
was going to happen.
“Flee from here? Yes, of course, we’ll have to flee if everyone else does. Those fugitives from Soissons are
packing up their things again, and the old man is being carried out of the house to the car.”
She took up the newspaper her husband had brought but learned nothing from it. Vassily Georgievich spoke to
her sensibly and gently. Sometimes he argued with himself, sometimes he told her what Snezhinsky and Freiberg
thought about what was going on. And everything he said was accurate, fair, intelligent.
“So, your officers have gone, have they?” he asked her. “It must have been worrying for you.”
“They’re gone, but since yesterday there's been a”—she wanted to say ‘fellow’ but couldn’t—“man sleeping,
staying in the annex. He’s still asleep. He must have come the seventy-five miles on foot.”
“My God, you’ve been staying here alone with my idiot and you’re not afraid to let in strangers,” he exclaimed,
never mincing words when it concerned Kiryusha. And catching her hand, scratching himself on her sharp nails,
he kissed it several times.
Toward the end of the day Kiryusha told them in his incoherent way that the man staying in the annex had
gone. An hour later Maria Leonidovna heard him return and lock himself in again.
“That man came back. He must be sleeping again. Don’t you go bothering him,” she told Kiryusha.
All the next day was the same: the visitor either lay or sat by the window and neither moved nor spoke. It was as if
he were waiting for something. Or else he walked to the village for a little while, walked down the lane, across the
square, down the avenue of plane trees, bought himself something to eat, and came back quietly.
Strange thoughts occurred to Maria Leonidovna. Sometimes she thought that the man was bound to be arrested.
Why hadn’t he told her his name? Why was he wearing clothes that didn’t belong to him? If he wasn’t a spy, then he
was a deserter. Maybe he was Russian? In many years of living abroad, Maria Leonidovna had grown used to the fact
that there were no half-mad Frenchmen. Did he have a passport or had he thrown everything away, lost it? Had he run
out of the house in his underwear and then received clothes from good-hearted people on the way? But perhaps there
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was nothing wrong, and he was just a lonely musician who had been turned out from where he sawed away at his
fiddle or gave lessons to young ladies or composed just for himself, dreaming of world acclaim.
But these thoughts came and went, and life went on without interruption. This Sunday was nothing at all like the
last, when they had sat in the garden over the samovar with the Kreins. No one came from town. Chabarov and Daunou
arrived at five o’clock on bicycles. The three men sat in Vassily Georgievich’s study for a long time and talked, about
the war, of course, but in a different way than they had the week before: they were talking about their hopes. Daunou
talked about his own hopes, about how they could still put a stop to this insane, iron advance at the Seine and the
Marne. Each time Maria Leonidovna looked in on them she had the feeling that the Frenchman wanted to tell her
something. He got up and spoke to her in particular, and for some reason she found that unpleasant. He gave her the
impression (only her, though) of being a hysteric, and when she left the room she was afraid of running into him later in
the dining room, the yard, the garden.
She couldn’t have explained her feeling, but Daunou’s serious, determined, overly expressive face was before
her all the time. She started to make tea, and he came out into the dining room, closing the door behind him as if
in despair, and Maria Leonidovna felt that he was about to tell her something she would remember the rest of her
life.
“"Nous sommes perdus, madame," he said quietly, looking into her face with his small eyes of indeterminate
color. “Even the Emperor Napoleon himself, whom I wanted to resurrect last Sunday, couldn’t do anything now.
I’m telling only you this. You make your own decision about where and when you should leave. Paris est sacrifié.”
He turned white. His face contorted. But he coughed awkwardly, and everything fell into place again. She was left,
frozen, holding the porcelain sugar bowl.
“There will not be a battle on the Loire. The Maginot Line will be taken from the west. Nothing at all is going to
happen. It’s all over. They’ll go all the way to Bordeaux, to the Pyrnes. And then we’ll sue for peace.” At that moment
Vassily Georgievich and Chabarov walked out into the dining room, and everyone sat down at the table.
She believed Daunou, but not completely, and for that reason when she and Vassily Georgievich were alone again
she was unable to convince him that everything would be as Daunou had said. She said,
“You know, I think it would be best if you didn’t go back to Paris again. Let’s pack up tomorrow and move to the
South, all three of us, Tuesday at the latest. We can spend a month or two in Provence, until things calm down. Like
everyone else.” He listened to her thoughtfully, but couldn’t agree.
“What would they say about me at the office? They’d call me a coward. Tomorrow I’m going to Paris, and I
give you my word of honor, I’ll be back on Wednesday. Even if all’s well, I’ll be back. Haven’t we seen plenty in
our time? For them this is terrible, but we’ve seen a lot worse … ‘Nothing happens at a pace like that, a pace like
that,’” he sang brightly.
The next day she was left alone again with Kiryusha. The traveler was still in the annex. He continued to get up
late, sit by the window, and look out at the yard, at the trees, at the sky. Sitting erect, his hands placed on the
windowsill, he looked and listened with a sad and equal attention both to the birds moving about in the lilac bushes
and to the distant gunfire and the human talk beyond the gates and in the house. Once or twice he got up, put on his
faded, outsize hat, or picked it up, and went out, softly shutting the gate. He walked through the village, taking a
good look at what was going on, since every day the people got more and more worried, agitated, and grim. In the
evenings he sat for a long time, no longer at the window but on the threshold to the annex, his eyes half-closed, his
hand lazily resting on the head of the old dog, who came to sit next to him.
Night fell; the moon glimmered. There was something menacing about the clear sky, the quiet fields, the roads running
to and fro, this summer, this world where fate had compelled him to live. When he rested his head on his hand, it seemed
he was trying to remember something and that was why he was so quiet, that he couldn’t do it. Where was he from? And
where should he go, and did he have to go any farther? And what was life, this pulse, this breathing, this waiting, what was
this ecstasy, this grief, this war? He was so weak, but he had a powerful harmony in his heart, a melody in his head. Why
was he here among all this, among the now incessant noise of the gunfire, among these preparations for departure in
village families, where they led out horses, tied up cows, where they sewed gold into the lining of clothes?
He had nothing. Not even a pack. No family, no lover to sew him a shirt, cook him soup, rumple and warm his bed. All
he had was music. That’s how he had grown up, that’s how it had been since he was a child. Feet to carry him, hands to
fend off people, and music, and that was it. But there was no point coming, no, no point coming into a world where he
would always go unrecognized and unheard, where he was weaker than a shadow, poorer than a bird, as guileless as the
simplest flower of the field.
When Kiryusha saw that the dog was sitting beside him and wasn’t afraid, he came and sat as well, not daring to sit
on the porch, but close by, on a stone. And so all three of them sat for a long time, in silence, until it got dark, and then
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Kiryusha, taking a deep breath, let out a long, idiotic laugh and went into the house.
4
On Wednesday morning Vassily Georgievich did not come back. There had been no telephone communication
with Paris for two days, and Maria Leonidovna had absolutely no idea what to think. People were saying that there
were’'t any trains, that the papers hadn’t come out, that travel across Paris was impossible, and that people had been
deserting Paris for two days. The entire village was packing up and leaving. Those who only the night before had
criticized people fleeing in fear were themselves loading things onto carts, cars, and prams. A swarm of little boys and
girls sped around on bicycles. Three rows of small trucks and cars filed down the main road, which passed less than a
mile from the village.
During the day rumors had been flying around, the gunfire went on constantly, growing ever nearer, and silver
airplanes sailed high in the sky. Several cars, trying to take a shortcut, wound up on the avenue of plane trees and
couldn’t figure out how to get out, so they looped back and returned to the main road, nosing into the endless chain and
continuing southward.
There were artillery, gypsy caravans, trucks loaded with ledgers (and on them sat pale bookkeepers, evacuating the
bank, the foundation of the state); people on foot, on bicycles, broken-rank cavalrymen on light horses interspersed
with Percherons harnessed to long wagons carrying sewing machines, kitchen utensils, furniture, barrels. And high
above all the goods and chattels were perched old women, deathly pale and bareheaded; some old women sat in cars,
while others went on foot, alone or supported by the arm. Troops hauled decrepit cannons, and an empty van
surmounted by a magnificent red cross followed behind a sports car out of which leaned a lop-eared dog that looked
like a soft toy. Then came the wounded, some of them sitting despondently, holding on to their own leg or arm, a stump
that dripped blood on the road. Others vomited air and saliva. People carried hay, unthreshed wheat, factory lathes,
tanks of oil. And this odd stream could be seen all the way to the horizon, living and yet already dead.
Up until nightfall Maria Leonidovna cleaned and packed, fully aware that Vassily Georgievich couldn’t come by
train, just as they couldn’t leave by train. From the house she could see the main road, and since morning she had
watched the relentless, slowly flowing, sometimes pausing, river of fugitives. The thought that she might be left alone
after everyone was gone worried her, and above all the thought that Vassily Georgievich might not return. She was
worried as well about Kiryusha, who in the rising panic had suddenly become grotesquely incoherent.
In the middle of the day she saw her silent guest a few times, and even greeted him from a distance. She resolved to
have a chat with him, find out about him, maybe help him out, and that decision preoccupied her for a few minutes. The
evening came, she prepared supper, and just as they were sitting down she heard the sound of a motor, a comforting,
familiar sound. Two cars drove into the Sushkovs’ yard: in one sat the three Kreins; in the other, Edouard Zontag, Vassily
Georgievich, and old Mrs.. Sushkova. Both cars had left Paris the previous evening. They had been on the road all night
and all day.
Manyura Krein broke down in tears when she walked into the house.
“This is too much! Simply too much!” she said with her large mouth. “This is not to be endured. Children are
being led along on foot, old people are hobbling on crutches. I’ll never forget this as long as I live.”
But Maria Leonidovna scarcely got to hug her because she had to say hello to Zontag and to Magdalena and
follow her husband into the next room and listen to his agitated story about how yesterday afternoon he had
realized that she was right, that they should have left on Sunday, that now they might not make it.
“Kiryusha’s not too good,” she told him, since even today she considered that that was the most important
thing.
Edouard Zontag had long-standing business ties with Vassily Georgievich, and relations between them, for some
reason only they understood, were rather strained. He kept aloof, apparently looking on the Kreins as relatives of Maria
Leonidovna, and smoked a fat cigar. He was short and used to say that the shorter the man, the fatter the cigar he smoked.
An omelette, cold meat, salad, cheese, an apple tart, just appeared on the table, all at once, and they launched into it
haphazardly and greedily, letting the abundance of that house fill them with contentment, fully aware that tomorrow it
would all be gone. They drank a lot and talked a lot. They discussed how and when the decision had been made to
surrender Paris, the bombing of its northern and western suburbs, and especially how everyone had dropped everything
and fled, not only those who had been preparing for it but also those who had had no desire whatsoever to budge; how
that night, in total darkness, it took them five hours to get from their apartment to the city limits. How they had been
surrounded by thousands upon thousands of others like themselves, how the engine died on them, the radiator boiled
over, and they took turns sleeping.
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Then they had a conference: What time tomorrow should they go and which road was best? They bent over the map
for a long time, sketched something, drew it out, and then drank again and even had another bite to eat, especially the
men. In the yard an old lady slaughtered two hens, and Manyura cleaned them on the big kitchen table, lowered her
fingers, covered in rings, with varnished nails, down into it, and drew out something slippery.
Magdalena and Maria Leonidovna, sitting on their heels by the linen closet, looked for one more pillowcase for
Edouard. The men were trying to decide whether or not to drive over to pick up Chabarov, and old Mrs. Sushkova
wanted to express her opinion too, but no one was listening to her.
She went to her room, that is, to Kiryusha's room, where she was supposed to spend the night, and it immediately
began to reek of her perfume in there. Room was found for the Kreins in the house, but Edouard Zontag had to be
put in the annex.
“Wait for me, I’ll be back in a minute,” said Maria Leonidovna, and she ran across the yard.
She knocked on the door. He was lying on the bed but not sleeping, and when she came in he raised himself and
slowly lowered his long legs in their torn shoes and ran his hand over his hair, as if he wanted to smooth it, comb it,
give it some semblance of order. She started speaking softly, scarcely glancing in his direction.
“Excuse me, but something’s come up. We have a full house. People didn’t sleep last night, and there’s nowhere to
put them. Please, we have a small shed by the garage. Move over there. I feel bad disturbing you, but you understand,
there’s nothing else I can do. And then, in any case, we’ll be leaving early tomorrow morning and you’ll have to leave
too because we’ll be locking up and taking the keys with us. You won’t be able to stay.”
He stood up and in the semidark (a cold bleak light fell from the entryway where a small lamp was lit) started
pacing around the room, evidently at a loss how best to answer her.
“Tomorrow morning? Then why move to the shed? I’ll leave tonight.”
She couldn’t help feeling glad that he’d said this.
“I feel that I’m chasing you away, practically in the middle of the night. Please stay. There’s a folding bed in
there. And tomorrow morning—”
“No, I’ll go right now. After all, everyone else seems to be leaving, don’t they?”
“Yes, if they haven’t already.”
“So I think I’d better go as well. Thank you for letting me spend so many days with you. Really, I’m most
grateful to you. There are many people who wouldn’t have done it, you know. I’ll remember it for a long time, a
very long time.”
He turned out to have a thick stick, which he must have cut in the forest the day before. His eyes met Maria
Leonidovna’s, and his look confused her.
“Wait a moment, I’ll bring you something.” She turned around and lightly stepped out.
“That’s not necessary. I don’t need anything,” he shouted firmly. “Don’t worry, please. Good-bye.”
In the yard the men were tying something to the roof of the Kreins’ car. She ran into the house, pulled fifty
francs out of her purse, wrapped the remains of the roast beef and two rolls in a napkin, and went back to the
annex. The little lamp was still burning inside the door, but there was no one there now. He had left quietly, so that
no one would notice, and very quickly. In the room it was as if he had never even stayed there; not a single object
was out of place.
She looked around, as if he might still be standing somewhere in a corner. She walked out, went back in again,
and then walked to the gate and opened it. Someone was walking alone down the lane—already quite a distance away.
She watched him for a moment, and suddenly, for no reason, tears came to her eyes, and she couldn’t see anything.
“He’s leaving, he’s leaving,” she said very quietly but distinctly, the way people sometimes utter a mean ingless
word, and burst into tears. And without understanding what was wrong, or why she had suddenly been overcome
by such weakness, she closed the gate gently and went into the house.
In the morning a life began that had nothing to do either with the departed guest or with Maria Leonidovna’s secret
thoughts. They loaded up the cars so that the spare tire bumped along behind them on the ground. They locked up the
house and sat Kiryusha between his father and grandmother—that day he had exhibited the early signs of rebellion, and
they were trying to conceal it. Edouard Zontag, in good form after a night’s sleep, was worried that they hadn’t taken
enough gas. He took one more long look at the map before setting off. In the first car rode the Kreins and Maria
Leonidovna. Manyura rattled on incessantly
They drove through the deserted village slowly, with difficulty, the spare tire constantly bumping against the road.
When they reached the forest, they started taking country lanes heading in the direction of Blois. They stopped by the
chateau where Chabarov worked as a groundsman. The iron gates were wide open, and horses, still saddled, grazed
on the English lawn between young cedars. A French squadron had been stationed there since the previous day. Soldiers
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were lying on the grass in front of the house, and on the ground floor a vast hail, with two rows of windows, and its
candelabra, mirrors, and bronzes, could be glimpsed through the broken panes.
Chabarov came out wearing corduroy trousers and a matching jacket. The lower half of his face was covered with gray
whiskers. Without even saying good morning, he said that he couldn’t leave, that he had to stay behind: the night before
Daunou (who lived in a nearby hamlet) had been found dead. He had shot himself, and since there was no one left in
the area to bury him, Chabarov had decided to bury the body in his garden.
“If these brave lads,” he said gloomily, pointing to the soldiers, “stay until evening and I manage to dig a
suitable hole, then they’ll be my witnesses, and that’s the best I can hope for. But if they set off before then I’ll
have to wait for the new authorities to get here. There's no civilian population left.”
Everyone became very quiet as they said good-bye. Krein even got out of the car to embrace him. A minute later
both cars drove off downhill, heavy with their loads, following each other closely.
That day, the sound of gunfire came from the other direction, from the northwest. In the sky, with a noise that had
not been heard before, like a wail, swooped two German fighter planes.
178.86 A Tale Of TheThree Most Important Things For An Adyghei\fn{by Tembot Kerashev (1902aul of Koshekhabl,” Adygea Autonomous Oblast, Russia (M) 4

)}

“in the

Let us not bother our heads about whether this story is true or not. The important thing is that people believed
such a thing could have happened and that in stories such as this they expressed their views on life and human
worth.
One day a young man named Mashuk was riding along a little-travelled dirt road leading to his village.
Mashuk is a peasant name, it means “child of the millet,” and his appearance left no room for doubt as to his
peasant origin. He was wearing a low astrakhan cap and a Circassian coat of faded home-made cloth. The bullets
in his ornamental belt and the handle of his dagger were carved out of black bone; on top of his leather knee-boots
he wore simple slippers, the undressed hide soles of which were outlined by a fringe of ox-hairs which had not yet
been worn off by wear. The horse he was riding was unpedigreed—a clumsy, boney beast of burden. But the
young man’s simple clothes and his horse’s simple trappings had been diligently polished, neatly patched, and
carefully put on.
“He was attired tidily and respectably, if not handsomely, as becomes a man.”
Mashuk was not more than twenty-five, though his little turned-up moustache and curly black beard conferred
on him a dignity incompatible with his youth. Despite the absence of observers, he held himself so straight in the
saddle that it was clear he respected the maxim:
“Once you are born a man, be always a man.”
The autumn day was very hot, but Mashuk did not allow himself to push his cap to the back of his head or
even to one side; nor did he loosen his hold on his horse—he kept him going at a long even stride, as an
experienced rider should. Heaven preserve him from giving anyone the chance of pinning the nickname of
“floppy horseman:” to him for life!
In a word, Mashuk belonged to that class of young men whom Adygheis call “a good chap.”
When Mashuk was half-way to his village he overtook an old man on foot. Again the youth did the right thing:
he drew up beside the old man from the left (the right, being the side of honour, is always conceded to one’s
elders), leapt down off his horse, and made salaam.
“Long life and happiness to you, my son,” returned the old man.
He was small and thin and with an aura of white hair like a dandelion gone to seed. Mashuk was impressed
above all by the whiteness of his face, which looked as if the sun had never touched it. The younger man,
however, was not so ill-bred as to show surprise. He instantly offered his horse to the other.
“May your days be crowned with happiness, my son,” said the old man. “Continue on your way and I, as is my
wont, will continue to go slowly on foot.”
“I am in no hurry, grandfather; do mount my horse,” insisted Mashuk. “How can I ride and allow an older man
to walk?”
“But if I ride then you’ll have to walk?” laughed the old man.
“Esteemed tkhamadam” objected Mashuk, “do not urge unworthy behaviour on me; am I not to pay homage to
old age? No harm will come to my legs if I walk beside you.”
“Very well, since you are such a noble youth,” said the old man, and he climbed up on the horse.
They began talking. As became the younger, Mashuk refrained from asking the old man any questions, but he
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himself was abundantly questioned, so that by the time they approached the village the old man knew that
Mashuk had no sisters or brothers and lived alone with his old mother; that this year he had sown two ploughdays of rye, one plough-day of millet, and one plough-day of maize, and that he had gathered in a good harvest.
Mashuk was content with his life and his little income. He had bread to eat, clothes to cover his body, his health
was good, his mother was still sturdy—what else did an Adyghei need to make him happy? But for the local
prince and the nobility, he had nothing to complain of in life.
When they got to the cross-roads just outside of the village the old man stopped the horse.
“Here is your village, my son. My road leads me farther. Thank you, I have had a good rest in your saddle. I
shall continue on foot.” Mashuk offered to take the old man all the way home, but the latter firmly refused.
“My village is quite a distance away. I do not wish to cause you such trouble. I am used to going on foot.
Thank you.” Hardly had he set out when he turned round, gazed for some time at Mashuk with a mysterious and
kindly smile, then said:
“I have taken a fancy to you, my son. I wish to reward you for your kindness, your honesty, and your industry.
Name the three things you wish above all others and they shall be yours.”
Mashuk was astonished. Can the old man be in his right mind? he thought. There are plenty of things I could
name, but how could he get them for me? Yet he could not believe this worthy old man was speaking in jest.
Surely a man ennobled with such gray hair would not attempt to deceive anybody; it is more likely that he himself
would be deceived in his hopes, thought Mashuk.
“Esteemed tkhamada,” he replied, “I doubt that I have truly earned your praise, but since you have been so
kind and generous in your offer, give me time to consider. I will seek the advice of our elders. My youthful mind
is not capable of suddenly naming the three things most necessary to a young Adyghei.”
“That is sensible,” said the old man approvingly. “In three days come back to this spot and I will be waiting for
you.”
When he had mounted his horse Mashuk looked back, but, despite the open spaces all around, there was no
sign of the old man.
Could he be a jinn or a shaitan?\fn{A devil; Islam distinguishes between the two} wondered Mashuk. How
could he have vanished like that?
*
Although Mashuk was convinced the old man was a jinn, he wished to see if the spirit would keep its promise,
and so as soon as he got back to his village he prepared a feast to which he invited the wisest of the old men.
When they had gathered, he asked them to name the three things of most importance to a young Adyghei.
After long consideration they all came to the same conclusion: the three things of most importance to a young
Adyghei are a good horse, good arms and a good wife.
In three days Mashuk went to the appointed place. He did not expect to meet the old man, but curiosity made
him keep the appointment. To his surprise, the stranger was waiting for him.
“Well, my son, have you found out what three things you want most?” he asked.
“I have, esteemed tkhamada,” replied Mashuk. “Our old men have told me that the most important things for a
young Adyghei are a good horse, a good gun, and a good wife. I should like to have them.”
The old man did not reply at once.
“Your old men have made a wise decision. They have truly named what is most important in an Adyghei’s life.
But you have put me in a difficult position,” he said slowly as if talking to himself. “It is not difficult to find a
good horse and a good gun, but a good wife?—I doubt that I can do this. There are three women who would make
good wives. Two of them are mothers of families, advanced in years, too old for you. The third is young but she
has been married for two years. And yet once I promised, I must keep my promise.
“Go to the village of ——, find where a certain Naooruz lives and make the acquaintance of his wife. If she
pleases you let me know and I will take the sin on my soul: you shall have her. Go, and in a week’s time come
back to this same spot and tell me your decision.”
The old man took leave of the youth and set off down the road.
This time Mashuk did not take his eyes off him, so anxious was he to see if he would vanish as before.
Suddenly something distracted Mashuk’s attention for a brief moment, and when he looked back—the stranger
was gone.
A mysterious old man indeed! Mashuk half believed he would keep his promise, half disbelieved it. But he was
so eager to set eye on the only woman capable of making him a good wife that he quickly gathered up his things
and set out.
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*
The village to which the old man sent him was quite a distance away. Mashuk rode a whole day. At last he
arrived at a typical Adygheian village: little huts with walls of clay and roofs of reeds or swamp-grass were
clustered on the banks of a swift mountain stream. Mashuk found the house of Naooruz at the dead end of a
winding lane.
In response to his call a young woman came out. She was rather small, very graceful and well formed. Her
movements displayed neither the flurry of an anxious housewife nor the languor of a beauty accustomed to men’s
admiration. Mashuk instantly noticed how freely and easily she went about her business. She could not have been
called a beauty, but her face was attractive.
“Come in,” she said without asking any questions as she opened the wattle gate.
“Does Naooruz live here?”
“Yes.”
“Is he at home?”
“No, but he will come soon,” and she held the gate wide open.
He was impressed by her voice. She spoke in soft low tones, showing no inclination to chatter meaninglessly
or to draw out her words with exaggerated meekness. It was impossible to doubt the truth and sincerity of what
she said; clearly she was one of those who spoke from a pure heart.
Yet her main attraction lay in something else. Mashuk could not define what this something was, but it
immediately captivated him.
She led him into a neat little room.
“You will not have to wait long, the master of the house will come soon,” she said, and withdrew without
turning her back on him. Again he found irresistible charm in this ancient manner of showing respect, which in
others had seemed to him far too ceremonial.
Left to himself, Mashuk discovered that he was strangely excited. What was there about this woman that had
won him so completely? Her unaffectedness? But there were plenty of unaffected women who failed to charm
him. Her grace and gentleness? These were qualities common to most Adygheian women. In his twenty-five years
Mashuk had met many women and girls, some very beautiful, but not one of them affected him as this woman
had.
As he sat there recalling her words and movements he came to feel that she attributed little significance to
what she said and did, that all her powers were concentrated on preserving [something] of infinite value which she
cherished in her heart. That is why, thought Mashuk, she is so completely natural; she does not care how she
looks, her mind is occupied by something incomparably more important.
What could it be, this joyous secret? What was it that gave such radiance to her face?
Mashuk moved his bench to the window and glanced out. The yard was well swept, hens and turkeys were
wandering about, but there was no sign of children. The young couple evidently lived alone, without children or
relatives. The mistress was moving about the yard unhurriedly, showing no signs of the disturbance usually
caused by the arrival of a guest. Yet Mashuk felt sure that she was performing her duties as conscientiously as the
most blustering and anxious housewife.
He proved to be right. Before half an hour had passed she came in carrying a round ane\fn{A low, moveable table}
on which were millet porridge and chicken sauce. She brought in a basin and an ewer of water, and, while her
guest washed, said:
“Take some refreshment while waiting for the man. Time drags for a guest without the refreshment while the
host is absent.”
Again Mashuk was struck by her utter naturalness. Lost in his wonder and conjectures, he found himself gazing
too intently at her. She felt this and glanced at him in surprise. Their eyes met briefly. Seeing the undisguised
interest he took in her, she quickly withdrew.
Mashuk was ashamed of his indiscretion. He blushed and squirmed. cleared his throat and hurriedly began
eating, recalling as he did so with what calm presence of mind she had rebuffed his immodest gaze. So absorbed
was he in his thoughts of this exceptional woman that he was unaware of the passage of time. Before he knew it
Naooruz returned. His wife went out to meet him. Once more Mashuk delighted to see that though she hurried,
her movements were as quiet and graceful as ever.
She opened the wattle waggon-gate in good time to admit a cart loaded with hay. A big and handsome fellow
with a curly moustache jumped off the top of the hay. Something seemed to have piqued him.
“What a time I’ve had with these blasted beasts!” he said irascibly. “Didn’t they have to take it into their heads
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to turn off the road! A front wheel went into a ditch and the whole load got dumped off! Had to put it all back
again! Don’t know what I’ll do if they go on with their tricks,” he complained as he unharnessed the bullocks.
He spoke in a voice of thunder but his plaint was that of a child. Surely, thought Mashuk, this uncouth simpleminded giant is no match for such a wife.
Apparently she did not take her husband’s words seriously. She laughed as grown-ups laugh at the amusing
vagaries of little children.
“My life,” she said, “how can you lose your temper because of our bullocks? They are still so young! They
will be good bullocks when you have taught them how to behave,” and she reached out and stroked the head of
one of the spotted brown beasts, which pushed its blunt nose into her soft hand.
Naooruz turned quickly, threw his wife a curious and tender glance and looked back at the bullocks. Suddenly
his face cleared and he exclaimed:
“True enough! What am I raving about? Nothing in particular has happened. The arba was not damaged.
Things like this occur all the time.”
“We have a guest,” said the woman in a lower voice. “He is waiting for you.”
“A guest? Who is he?”
“I do not know. He does not come from our parts. He seems a worthy young man.”
“Who could he be? Well, whoever he is, he is welcome. A guest always makes things more jolly.”
“Put away the bullocks and go inside. We will unload the hay later.”
“Yes, indeed, that is what we will do,” agreed Naooruz, and he led the bullocks away to a roofless pen. His
wife followed him, urging on the reluctant beasts by slapping their flanks with a cluster of hay.
When Naooruz saw that the cradle had been filled with freshly-mown hay for the bullocks he again turned
quickly to his wife and thanked her with a long and tender look, and as soon as the bullocks were inside he seized
her hand and drew her to him.
Mashuk saw this extraordinary woman resist slightly, with genuine modesty, then, with just as genuine
submission, lean back in her husband’s strong arms, draw a deep sigh and shut her eyes. Mashuk fancied he could
feel her long passionate kiss. The next moment, ashamed that he had witnessed so intimate a scene, he drew back
from the window.
*
When the host and his guest finished their late dinner the hostess came in and asked which they preferred as an
after-piece: water-melon or curds?
“Water-melon, of course,” cried Naooruz in his thundering voice.
“The water-melon must be brought from the attic. Come and help me,” she said to her husband.
Their voices came to Mashuk from the kitchen, where the ladder leading to the attic stood. He heard the
woman rolling water-melons about upstairs evidently selecting the best.
“Will this one do?” she called down.
“Look for a better,” said her husband. This was repeated several times, then the woman burst out with:
“I don’t know how to please you! It is dark up here, I cannot make out which is the best.”
“Very well, this one will do,” said Naooruz.
When the water-melon had been eaten the woman carried out the ane and the two men remained alone.
Naooruz, unable to contain himself, confided in a low voice:
“My dear guest, I cannot help telling you that there is not an Adyghei in the world as lucky as me. It would be
hard to describe what a jewel of a wife I have. No doubt you heard her rolling water-melons about in the attic,
anxious to select the best one? Let me tell you we had only one watermelon left. That priceless woman pretended
we had many so as to spare my feelings by not revealing our poverty to a stranger. She is always like that.
Whether we have plenty or whether we have nothing, her one thought is to spare me. You seem to be a clever and
worthy fellow; the best thing I can wish you is a wife like mine. Nothing in life is as precious as a good wife.”
Mashuk, however, had long since realised that the main virtue of this woman was not her solicitude for her
husband, as the latter, in the simplicity of his soul, believed. This solicitude was only an expression of another
attraction which Mashuk had been aware of the moment he laid eyes on her, but which even now he could not
define. What was it that conferred on her such irresistible charm?
Throughout the three days Mashuk spent in their home he kept studying his hostess, and the more he saw of
her, the more he admired her. Not once in those three days did she speak a harsh word or behave unbecomingly.
She moved about silently and unobtrusively, attending to all her duties almost without being seen. Her guest was
never without food and drink. She did not, however, make a fuss about housework—did not fill house and yard
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with hustle and bustle. Nor could any amount of work cast a shadow on the light of love that radiated from her
face.
According to Adygheian custom, neighbours came to Naooruz’s house to meet his guest and help entertain
him. Seeing that Mashuk was a good and clever man, they invited him to their homes.
Mashuk and Naooruz once returned from such a visit after midnight. They were joyously greeted when they
entered the house—Naooruz’s wife had waited for them all that time. When she and her husband went into the
kitchen Mashuk heard the following conversation:
“The ane is ready, carry it to our guest.”
“What are you thinking of?” objected her husband. “We have been sitting at an ane all evening.”
“You were treated by our neighbours, but our guest has not had his real supper. No doubt you talked for long
after your treat and have had time to get hungry again.”
“Not at all, we cannot eat another thing,” retorted Naooruz irritably. "How many times have I asked you not to
sit up and wait for me when I go visiting. Who cares about this silly custom? Who will blame you in our house?—
there are only the two of us. I want you to rest and not feel that you must sit up and wait for me.”
Again Mashuk heard the woman’s low laugh, as if she were amused by a child’s caprice.
“You forget, my soul, that it is a pleasure and not a torture for me to please you.”
“There seems to be nothing I can do to change you, you priceless creature,” said Naooruz, his thunderous
voice soft with tenderness.
Suddenly Mashuk found the answer to the riddle that had been bothering him: she is one of the rare people
capable of appreciating the happiness she possesses; she knows how to cherish her own love and the love of her
husband. She distinguishes big things from petty things, and therein lies the secret of her charm, he said to
himself.
*
When the time came, a sad and thoughtful Mashuk went to meet the old man at the appointed place.
“Well, my son, did the woman please you?” the mysterious stranger asked him.
Mashuk drew a deep sigh and lowered his eyes.
“No greater happiness can come to a man than to have such a wife,” he said. “But I fear this happiness is not to
be mine. If I destroy the happiness of those two my conscience will torture me and people will curse me. I must
content myself with a good horse and good arms. Give them to me if you still wish to, and I will not ask for a
good wife.”
86.237 What’s In A Glass?\fn{by Venyamin Alexandrovitch Kaverin (1902-1989)} Pskov, Pskov Oblast, Russia (M) 8
Petya Uglov, the long-legged, young scientist who knew more about complex physiology than anybody else in
this world (apart from one African and two Australians), crawled up carefully onto the upper berth without even
poking his fellow traveler, and fell asleep shortly after the train pulled out of Perm.\fn{ A city in eastern European
Russia, located on the Kama River, chief tributary of the Volga. Population (1992 est): 1,098,600 .} As a rule Petya did not dream,
but this time he saw people through a milk-white glass pitcher. Why are they coming at me, Petya asked himself,
and why are they so happy? Then he knew—behind them was Leningrad.\fn{ St. Petersburg.}
A happy sigh escaped Petya’s sleep. He had never been to Leningrad before though he had read up all there
was about it—and not only in Russian. If there was a Lenfilm movie in town he had to see it (those Lenfilm
movies were usually shot on location). Not too often did Petya have money to spare, yet he could not resist
buying from time to time those gravures showing finely drawn grayish or dove-colored buildings along the Neva
River. Oh, how he loved Leningrad!
Then Lady Luck had smiled at him: along came this assignment—a trip to his beloved city. I’ll spend no more
than half a day on it, Petya had thought, and the other two-and-a-half days I’ll devote to sightseeing: The
Hermitage, the Senate Square, the Islands, then Pushkin’s Statue.\fn{ Aleksandr Sergeyevich Pushkin (1799-1837) is
celebrated throughout the world as the founder of Russian literature .} … Of course, Valka, his best friend and old school
buddy would have to take him to Akimov’s Theater and the Spartak Ballet, and Tamara, his wife, might join them
too …
Lerningrad, as it turned out, unfolded rather disappointingly. The only view Petya was able to get from his
hotel window was a narrow barnyard and a few roof tops. Truew, there was something of that Leningrad charm in
those dingy barn walls that made up the yard well, Petya decided, but after enjoying the view for a while he made
up his mind to call the glass Institute for an appointment.
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*
Petya Uglov sat in the office of the Institute’s research director, his head pulled into his shoulders, and listened
attentively. This tenth-generation Frenchie,\fn{ French culture had a tremendous impact on Imperial Russia, so much so that the
upper classes of the former nobility preferred to speak it rather than Russian, which they despised as the language of peasants .} he said
to himself, with his bow necktie and fancy handkerchief in his breast pocket, looked like a nineteenth-century
actor but he knows what he’s talking about. The director, Igor Lavrentyevitch Croizé, was quick to pick up every
thought of Petya, develop it nimbly, then turn it into another direction. They had been discussing the recently
deceased academician Tshassov, the inventor of that “certain type of glass,” which Uglov considered a “must” for
finishing the apparatus he had constructed. Tshassov had written a magazine article about that glass, but having
been unable to arouse any interest I his invention, he had called it quits. As far as Uglov was concerned the old
man had played a mean trick on him by dying at ninety, a few months too soon.
“Young man,” Croizé said, patting his bald, handsome head crowned by a whisk of gray hair, “I like your
project.” The director’s suggestions on how to use the Tshassov glass were of dubious value, but Petya was
pleased by the interest this influential man, unquestionably an expert in his own field, had shown in him. Later,
however, when they began talking about technical matters, Petya found that things were far from rosy. Tshassov’s
glass existed—but in theory only. Apart from a little sample in the possession of Yevlakhov, there was none.
“Who is Yevlakhov?” Petya asked.
Ivan Pavlovitch Yevlakhov, the director explained, was an associate of this Institute, a scientist who used to be
the inventor’s close friend. “If need be, of course, we can issue an order to manufacture the glass,” Croizé said,
“but they’re several considerations why we shouldn’t do it without Ivan Pavlovitch’s say-so. Of course, I can pick
up the phone and buzz him, but it’s better, Comrade Uglov, if you see him in person. Besides,” the director went
on, “he may have some valuable information for you. By the way, you’ve never heard of Yevlakhov before?”
“No.”
“Tst, tst. In that case you’re ignorant of the fact that the history of the Russian glass stretches from
Lomonossov to Yevlakhov?” There was a shade of irony in Corizé’s voice.
“I’m afraid I am,” Petya said.
“You see, that’s your specialization age,” Croizé said, flapping his arms in mock \despair. Froma tube on the
table he pulled out a sheet of paper and drew a line in the middle of it. One the left side he printed YEVLAKHOV, on
the right UGLOV.
“It’s good to have a plan of discussion,” Croizé advised. “‘What can I do for you?’ he’ll ask you. Don’t worry
if he sounds brusque. You just tell him what I told you but try to be brief. Then he’ll say, ‘Good, but where do I
come in here?’ Then you say, ‘I can’t see how this work can be done without your participation, or at least
consent.’ He’ll mutter something, like ‘Fiddlesticks,’ but you don’t give up. ‘I still can’t see …’ you repeat and
start rolling out the big guns … And don’t try to soft-pedal …”
Petya was listening, his long arms firmly anchored between his knees. He always loved clarity, yet this
apparently clear-cut plan was somehow fuzzy. Why had Croizé taken such an interest I him? All right, as far as he
was concerned the glass was important, but why should the Institute care? Then why was Croizé sending him off
to Yevlakhov instead of having the glass made right away. No, Petya decided, there’s something elusive here
which has nothing to do either with him personally or with his apparatus. Should he mention his suspicions to
Yevlakhov? Still,Croizé was a likeable fellow—smart, maybe even brilliant.
*
The whole morning Petya had tried in vain to reach Valka. No answer. At last a stern feminine voice asked,
“Who? The Koloskovs? No, they’re not home. He’s out of town and she’s at work.”
“Out of town?” Petya asked in a deflated voice. “When’s he coming back, you know?”
“No, I don’t,” she hung up.
Hell, that’s why he didn’t meet me at the station, Petya fretted. A good friend he is, Valya Koloskov! Wrote it
was O.K. then left without a word. Well, perhaps he couldn’t help it.
However, while waiting in Yevlakhov’s reception room, Petya couldn’t get Valka out of his mind. Maybe he’ll
come back, he thought, I’ll call Tamara in the evening.
It took quite some time before Yevlakhov asked Petya in. Ivan Pavlovitch was a moon-faced man of slightly
above average height with a few unruly strings of hair on the top of his head. “What can I do for you?” he asked
(as Croizé had predicted) in an expressionless hoarse voice, patting his hair. The sarcastic look on his plump face
made Petya uneasy. Yet, while forgetting the prepared plan of discussion the young scientist felt his thought
flowing with spontaneity.
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He had begun to talk. Yevlakhov listened at first in silence, with a gleam of irony playing in his gray eyes; then
he began to shot out sudden questions. What does he think, this is an exam, Petya peeved? When he in turn asked
a question, Ivan Pavlovitch didn’t reply immediately.
“There’s Tshassov’s glass,” he said at last, pointing carelessly at a tiny stand between two windows.
“May I see it?” Petya asked.
“Help yourself.”
Tshassov’s glass looked no different from any other glass—a matte little circle on a velvet background. “Now
you see for yourself,” Yevlakhov said, “I just can’t see where I come in here.”
There was no doubt in Petya’s mind that the right thing to do would be to tell this man that he was sent here—
sent by Croizé. But he couldn’t say it; instead, blushing up to his ears, Petya uttered the “planned” phrase.
“I just can’t see how this work can be done without your participation or at least consent.”
“What kind of pussyfooting is this?” Yevlakhov frowned, giving more hiss to the word than was needed.
Pertya made no reply. In spite of the obviousness of the situation he felt that he should be groping his way
through. He considered mentioning Croizé’s sarcastic remark about the Lomonossov to Yevlakhov stretch, but he
changed his mind. A corollary thought had suddenly broken through. “Igor Lavrentyevitch’s of the opinion that
without your consent …” Petya started.
“Igor Lavrentyevitch is wrong,” Yevlakhov snapped, smoothing the top of his head. “Consent by him alone is
plenty. The blueprint is published, what else is there to it?” It seemed now there were two Yevlakhovs: one who a
moment ago had been condescendingly uttering a few indifferent remarks, the other who was now making a
deliberate effort to participate. Hell, it occurred to Petya, these two are at each other’s throats! Somehow he ought
to find his way out of here but how? Psychology was never an Uglov forte …
“Igor Lavrentyevitch presumes that the glass can’t be manufactured without my say-so,” Yevlakhov shrugged
his shoulders. “Very nifty, but it simply ain’t so. So … will you excuse me please …”
The discussion was apparently over, yet Petya didn’t rise. As always in such situations he sulked, slowly trying
to think. He was reluctant to leave Yevlakhov without having some measure of success. Ivan Pavlovitch, however,
seemed to be getting impatient, sensing perhaps an oncoming struggle with this young man who kept staring at
him. “You’ll have to excuse me, please,” he said, “it’s been my pleasure …”
*
The Spartak Ballet was out of the question. When Petya returned to the hotel he was told that there had been a
call for him from Perm. My boss is an impatient man, Petya thought, he likes things done without delay. But that
soon?
Since Perm could not be reached\fn{ By telephone.} before midnight, he decided to drop in on Tamara. It was a
better-than-an-hour boring bus ride in the Viborg section and as he passed street after street of drab brick houses,
Petya speculated that this must be the most untypical part of Leningrad.
Tamara was home. Valya had gone to Moscow, she said. For how long? Who knows. Why? She didn’t know
that either, though she guessed it must have been on account of that new rocket.\fn{ Perhaps the Polyot 1 is meant. It was
launched November 1, 1963, from the Soviet site at Tyuratam, the first spacecraft with extensive maneuver capability; this short story was
published the same year.} Didn’t he know Valya was now connected with it?

“Since when?” Petya asked.
“Oh,” she paused, as if she had to make sure that what she was going to say was absolutely necessary, “for
some time.”
Petya was all ears. Everything Valya had ever said or done was right, wise and most interesting. So he must
have had his reasons for marrying this lanky, pale-faced creature with her straw-like short-cut hair that made her
look like a little girl. At about ten he returned to the hotel and just in time. The boss called again. Petya reported
how things stood; first, the boss screamed at him, then asked him to buy three oscillographs.\fn{ Oscilloscope seems to
be meant.} “Yes, Professor Nikitin,” Petya said, “I’ll try to get them.” He knew, however, that none were to be had
—he had investigated already. No sooner had he hung up than Croizé’s office called. It was his secretary. “Igor
Lavrentyevitch would like to know,” she said, “how you made out with Yevlakhov.” She was sorry Ivan
Pavlovitch was uncooperative. She wanted to have details. “He said there was no emergency,” Petya lied.
She paused, then said something to somebody over the cupped mouthpiece. “Are you there, Comrade Uglov?”
she asked. “Igor Lavrentyevitch would like you to drop in tomorrow at half past eleven. So long.”
A strange call, Petya mused. Once again there was that vagueness—only one conclusion could be drawn:
Croizé needed him as much as he needed Croizé!
*
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This time the conversation was a tug and ull from the start. Petya wanted Croizé to issue the manufacturing
order and the director was finding excuses why he should refer him to Yevlakhov or at least have his consent.
“Why don’t you give him a ring?” Petya asked bluntly, tired of alibis.
“Indeed, why don’t I?” Croizé said, picking up the receiver. The director’s hand seemed to tremble a little.
“No answer, probably not in yet,” Croizé said gaily a moment later, hanging up. “Just as I thought. I’ll tell you.
I’m going to send you now to Oganezov—I’ll tell you why. In the first place you ought to get acquainted with him
anyway—glass is made by hand and he’s our hands. In the second place, how shall I say it, he’s Ivan Pavlovitch’s
alter ego.” The director picked up the phone again. “Aram Illyitch,” he said a while later, “Uglov from Perm is
sitting in my office now … a physiologists … He came here on a business matter which could and should be
settled right away. I’ve a request to you … Show him around the Institute, please …” There was a pause. “Why
today? Please, the man came all the way from Perm … I’d appreciate it greatly, Aram Illyitch … very good …”
Croizé smiled as he hung up. “Aram Ilyitch will only be too glad,” he told Petya.
“Then may I tell him that he has your consent, Igor Lavrentyevitch?” Petya asked.
“Please do,” Croizé said, pulling out a sheet of paper from his drawer.
Not another plan, Petya lamented in his mind. There was nothing wrong in seeing the Institute, but this director
was too fast today, too eloquent. Something about him was too elusive … he seemed cooler than yesterday, as if
yesterday had been his opportunity and today was just another day, in the literal and metaphorical sense of the
word.
Croizé had in fact made another sketch, but not of a discussion—it was the plan of the ninth floor where, as he
said, it was not only difficult but almost impossible to find Oganezov without it.
“So you’ll issue the manufacturing order today?” Petya asked.
Croizé’s laughter had a ring of irritation in its gaiety. “It will be done,” he said. His parting handshake was as
firm as the day before; his “So long” was accompanied by that same warm smile. Petya knew better, however: this
was the Croizé trademark. Without words the director had let him know that there was no sense in further
meetings. As if he had said, “look here, I’ve done everything I could for you. I’m sorry, but I’ve no more time or
attention for you.”
Petya took the elevator to the ninth floor. Like most young people, without knowing it he had yet to discover
himself. Having found the obstacles more formidable than they had appeared on the surface, he didn’t know how
to overcome them. Yet he was convinced that he would not leave Leningrad without the glass. As he began
looking for Oganezov he had already searched in his mind for a way out. His thoughts in physiology always ran
deep, but his love for instruments as wise tools of science was as great. Institute glasses were tools too, he
reasoned, so he was in his own element.
Apparently Oganezov sensed Petya’s interest because no sooner had he met him than his erstwhile frown
returned into eager congeniality. Small, thin, eagle-nosed, Oganezov talked fast, not realizing that Uglov could
not absorb the rain of details yet was too bashful to ask questions, as if afraid that those pointed elbows of his,
jutting out from his tucked-up cowboy shirt might goad him. A little pepper mill, Petya mentally nicknamed
Oganezov, thinking of his hunched walk and grizzly, pepper-colored hair. But he’s more salt than pepper, a mind
like quicksilver, grasping instinctively a thread of thought before a sentence was finished. This man, Petya
decided, was obviously the soul of the institute and he might appreciate frankness. “The Tshassov glass,” Petya
said, “this is the only reason I came here.”
“No problem, we’ll make it,” Oganezov assured. “Have you been to Croizé?”
“Uhm … I was,” Petya relied. “I’m not sure but it seems he said ‘yes.’ You see … Igor Lavrentyevitch asked
me to see Yevlakhov, I saw him and Ivan Pavlovitch declined. True, Igor Lavrentyevitch said that Ivan
Pavlovitch’s consent was not important …”
“I don’t get it,” Organezov interrupted, blushing slightly. “Why isn’t it important?”
“I mean practically …”
“What do you mean practically?” Oganezov asked in such a loud voice that a secretary that had passed them
looked back startled. “Listen, young man, anything Ivan Pavolvitch Yevlakhov does is important.”
“I beg your pardon,” Petya said, unable to contain his annoyance. “I’m an outsider here, and to be frank with
you, I can’t make out what’s going on between all of you. But it seems to me that whatever it is it shouldn’t affect
the point in question. If you’re of the opinion that Yevlakhov’s consent is indispensable and Comrade Croizé is …
or isn’t … why don’t you have a talk with him about it?”
Perhaps, had Petya used a humbler tone of voice he might have won over Oganezov. But somehow the
impression he conveyed to that little “pepper mill” was lack of respect for a scientist. Oganezov flared up, his
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voice trembled and every phrase opened with a “What do you mean?”
“I’m sorry that you misunderstood me,” Petya said with restrained anger. “Maybe the best thing for me here is
to go over to Igor Lavrentyevitch and find out what he intends to do about the manufacturing order. Thank you for
showing me the Institute. So long.”
Croizé, however, would not receive him. He was about to confer with a Czech delegation, Petya was told by
his usually polite secretary who had now a fancy hairdo and spoke curtly. Then as the buzzer on her desk sounded,
she jumped up and dashed to the inner office. Through the wide open door Petya could see handsome Igor
Lavrentyevitch, all in smiles, his white whisk of hair agleam, ready to go into orbit, so to speak …
*
Petya took off to look for oscillographs, and although he knew beforehand that he wouldn’t find any, he still
felt disappointed. While eating dinner—which was his supper too—he planned his conversation with the boss,
Professor Nikitin. He didn’t think it would be wise to try explaining all the mess over the phone. “I’ll just tell him
that everything is in tip-top shape,” Petya thought. Eventually things would turn out all right.
Tickets for neither the Spartak Ballet nor the comedy Theater were to be had, so he took the third best: a
dramatic play in the Bolshoi which somebody said was supposed to be good. However, when he called Tamara
she told him that what was supposed to be good was another play, and this one wasn’t good at all.
“Any news from Valka?” Petya asked.
“No.”
“At least he might’ve called, the ox.”
“Yes,” Tamara said without enthusiasm.
He decided to rest a while and then take a little walk to see the Nevski Boulevard in the dark. He woke up
around two in the morning. Annoyed at himself, Petya sat at the window and gazed at the patched barn roofs. As it
often happened, he had thought while sleeping. He got out his drawing book and made a sketch. A moment later
he crumpled it and threw it in the waste basket. When he fell asleep he didn’t wake up until late in the morning.
Still in his night shirt, Petya pulled out the sketch from the waste basked, smoothed it on his knobby knees and
added a few lines which had occurred to him while he was asleep. He felt as reluctant to go to the Institute as an
angler who has to wade into cold water to disentangle a fishing hook. But there was nothing else to do. Half an
hour later he was again in the elevator to the ninth floor.
“Hello,” Petya said, finding Oganezov. “I’ll take only a minute. I just wanted to tell you …”
Oganezov seemed not to remember right away what they were talking about the day before. Then, after he did,
he apologized for having been rude. “Funny!” he said, opening his mouth wide, like a baby. “You’re a funny
fellow. What is your name?”
“Uglov. But the point you didn’t understand yesterday …”
“Henomenal,” Oganezov said, bending his long, wrinkled ear. He stared at Petya in silence for a while. “No, it
won’t work,” he uttered abruptly.
“What won’t work?” Petya asked. They talked more. “Have you seen Croizé?” Oganezov shot a sudden
question.
“No, not today.”
“Don’t go then,” Oganezov advised. “I’ll tell you what, we’ll get hold of Skatchkov.”
“Who’s he?”
“Didn’t I introduce you to him yesterday?”
“No.”
“I didn’t?” Oganezov said incredulously. “Well, Skatchkov’s a fellow who has a feel of glass—it’s music to
him. Follow me.”
Skatchkov, however, the man with the musical feel of glass, showed no such finesse toward Petya. “They’ll
ask me, I’ll do it,” he sighed. “Besides, Igor Lavrentyevitch already spoke to me.”
“He did?” Both Petya and Oganezov shouted at the same time.
“Yes … How much do you need?” Skatchkov asked without the slightest emotion.
“How much?” Petya repeated. “One kilo’ll be enough.”
“You must be joking,” Skatchkov laughed. “How would you go about buying one kilo?”
“What does that mean?”
“Accounting won’t issue an order for that quantity,” Skatchkov shook his head.
“Not enough?” Petya asked.
“That’s right,” Skatchkov replied. “Aram Illyitch,” he turned to Oganezov, “didn’t you explain this to Comrade
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—”
“What do you mean, won’t issue an order?” Oganezov interrupted. “The formula’s here—one kilo today,
twenty tomorrow. An order’s an order, what’s there to it?”
“There’s no order yet … to be exact,” Skatchkov said, scratching his head. “What can I do?” Then, as if struck
by sympathy toward Uglov, he eagerly suggested, “Listen Comrade, why don’t you have a talk with Yevlakhov?
Maybe Ivan Pavlovitch won’t mind making a kilo for you in his laboratory; it’s worth a try.”
*
When things didn’t go his way Petya usually sulked. He was glum when he knocked at Yevlakhov’s office
door that afternoon. There was no answer. He entered: the office was empty, a white coat was carelessly thrown
over a chair. All right, Petya decided, I’ll wait. After a moment he walked up to the stand. The matte little circle
lay untouched under a glass lid. One of the threads which tied it to the velvet background was torn. Petya lifted
the lid, gingerly picked up the glass and took it to the window. A glass like any other—dull-colored, with a
slightly nacreous shade. How strange, Petya mused, this plain-looking surface has such extraordinary properties!
The door creaked. Startled, Petya slipped the glass into his pocket and turned around. It had been one of those
quick, mechanical motions which he had acquired in his adolescence when trying to hide a burning cigarette butt
from his strict father.
“Oh, it’s you,” Yevlakhov said, lifting his face from a letter he had been reading on his way in. “What can I do
for you? Would you care to sit down?” Ivan Pavlovitch had made no effort to hid his frown.
He doesn’t know I took the glass, flashed through Petya’s mind. He stood in a stupor, gaping at Yevlakhov. If
there was a second of decision to return the glass it had passed. Now it seemed to burn him in his pocket, and
when he walked up to the table, instead of sitting down, Petya kept standing, clutching the chair with both hands.
Yevlakhov remained standing too, hoping perhaps that his visitor would leave soon if he wasn’t invited again
to sit down. Every now and then Ivan Pavlovitch stole a glance at the letter which he had tossed onto the desk, but
said nothing. Finally the silence got the better part of him. “If I’m not mistaken,” he said, “I’ve already explained
to you that I’ve got nothing to do with your problem. Unless, of course …something new?”
Petya shook his head. Such moments of bewilderment had been part of him only in his childhood …
“In the name of sweet heaven,” Yevlakhov lamented, “Why are you here then? If you have something to tell
me, come out with it; if not, please leave. What the hell!” Ivan Pavlovitch stormed, as Petya continued staring at
him. “Oganezov told me a thing or two about you and I didn’t like what he had to say. Then Skatchkov. All those
round-about, side-about ways .. In the name of Allah, I pray, why should I busy myself with your problems, huh?”
Yevlakhov had wiped his forehead several times. Srings of heair looked awfully funny the way they bristled on
the top of his head. He suddenly seemed remorseful for scolding his young visitor, then annoyed at himself for
feeling remorseful. “Do you know what I’d do if I were in your place?” he said, getting crimson on his face and
glowering at Petya. “Instead of begging every Ivan in this place for that glass I’d simply steal it and that would be
the end of it … and nobody would be the wiser.”
Perhaps, had Petya not happened to have followed Yevlakhov’s advice, he’d have known what to say. But as it
was, the only thing he could think of was to take out the glass from his pocket and stare at it forlornly.
“What have you got there?” Yevlakhov asked angrily, obviously unable to see well. He stepped forward to
have a closer look at the matte circle lying in Uglov’s palm. Petya, for some strange reason, had made a step
forward also. The two of them almost bumped foreheads.
“It’s here, the glass,” Petya uttered simplemindedly.
Yevlakhov took one glimpse at the glass and screamed. Uglov’s first impulse was to pull his head into his
shoulders. However, Ivan Pavlovitch hadn’t screamed from anger but from delight. He dashed toward the stand,
made sure that the glass wasn’t there, then slapped himself on his knee. “Swiped it, huh?” he burst out laughing.
“What a boy!”
“I didn’t mean to, honest I didn’t,” Petya began to laugh too.
“What a liar!”
“No, honest,” Petya said. “You came in so suddenly as I was looking at it, and then … I don’t know why I
slipped it into my pocket …”
“Yeah, yeah—we know,” Yevlakhov gasped in between spasms of laughter. He acted now like the litle
mischievous boy Petya thought he had detected blades of before. Ivan Pavlovitch’s eyes glistened with
excitement, he raised his eyebrows and his tousled hair gave his face an endearing look. Petya felt himself drawn
to this man …
“All right,” Ivan Pavlovitch said after his last spasm of laughter had died. “Now we can talk it over seriously,”
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as if there could have been no serious talk until the Tshassov glass had been swiped. “All right, young man, once
again—why do you need this glass?”
Once again Petya explained that he needed this glass to complete an apparatus for use in physiology. But this
time he spoke with emotion, and while he spoke a thought which had bee knocking at his mind since he saw
Skatchkov cautiously edged in—as if to tease: why did he need this glass? “I’m not a technician,” Petya said
unsurely, “but it seems to me that if the surface, that is … if I could … then why, even the thinnest film might …”
Ivan Pavlovitch had been listening, blinking his eyes. “Uhm, well,” he said at last, realizing perhaps that his
original judgement about this young man had been wrong, “now let’s go.”
“Where to?”
“To my house.”
“What for?”
“What for? To have dinner with me,” Ivan Pavlovitch said. “You’ll meet my family … By the way, you may
keep the glass, too.”
*
Petya returned t his hotel in the tender frame of mind he usually got into after spending a pleasant evening with
a friendly family. He had liked the whole Yevlakhov clan: the hostess—a little, nimble woman; the son—an
oceanologist recently returned from the Antarctic; and the daughter with her husband—both doctors. They seemed
to be a closely-knit family in spite of their presently divergent interests and separate homes. They had enjoyed
Ivan Pavlovitch’s story about the “theft” of Tshassov’s glass; but whenever Croizé’s name was mentioned,
somebody would promptly change the subject. Those two didn’t get along well, Petya knew now for sure.
Whatever the reason the Frenchie was probably to blame, he thought.
Only a few hours left to catch his train to Perm at 10:40. He would see at least the Senate Square; Petya was
already in the hallway when they called him to the telephone. It was Croizé’s secretary. “Igor Lavrentyevitch was
very sorry,” she cooed. “A foreign delegation, you know …” Petya wondered whether the director had found out
already about his visit to Yevlakhov. “Igor Lavrentyevitch would like you to stop in tomorrow about twelve,” the
secretary cajoled, he’d like to have all the details—”
“I’m sorry, Petya said, “but I’m leaving tonight. Please give Igor Lavrentyevitch my best regards and also the
best wishes of my chief, Professor Nikitin. So long.”
“Ants in your pants, Croizé,” he said to himself, sticking out his tongue, which was as long as an anteater’s. He
pranced from one end of the room to the other, then stopped in front of the mirror and began to jig. He hadn’t
even heard the knock at the door until somebody said, “You dancing?”
It was Valka. They never were in the habit of embracing—just a firm handshake. “You came after all,” Petya
said, looking over his friend. Valya Kolosov was still the same huge, baby-faced lug who always had trouble
finding a hat for his head and never learned how to sit down without breaking a chair. They had been seeing each
other rarely since Valya had left Perm to work in his own specialty, physics. However, when they’d meet they’d
spend a whole night talking, just talking. Tamara had learned how to stay out of sight at such times.
But now they had just a few hours! “Hell, what luck” Petya fretted. “I had wanted so much to see Leningrad!”
“Why haven’t you?” Valya asked. “You had plenty of time.”
“I had but I have none now,” Petya replied, and went on telling his friend about his travels between Croizé and
Yevlakhov. “It’s partly my own fault,” he concluded.
“What next,” Valya scolded. “You’re always ready to blame yourself. These old gents don’t realize that the
second half of the twentieth century is almost half over … Let’s go.”
“Where to?”
“Sightseeing!” Valya said. “Sure it’s also your fault,” he added, as they went down the flight of steps. “You
ought to know better than not to know how to take every hour as it comes.”
They walked out into a light rain. But they hadn’t noticed it until the sound of the Neva’s waters merging with
the Great Nevka hit their ears. They stood on the Petrograd Bank. Valya had wanted to show his friend the scenic
view of the revolutionary ship Aurora\fn{During the October 1917 Revolution, the Baltic cruiser Aurora bombarded the Winter
Palace in Petrograd and thus helped in the Bolshevik victory .} anchored for eternity at the opposite shore, but the contours of
the vessel were outlined now dimly in the fog and rain that enveloped the river. Yet, as far as Petya was
concerned, Leningrad was still dear, flowing through the depths of his subconscious while his conscious mind was
wholly absorbed by Valya’s talk. Koloskov couldn’t tell him much of his classified work under the famous
Professor Winkler, but what he did say was so breathtaking that Petya realized how much happier his friend must
be in his field.
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They passed a newspaper stand. The photos of the dark side of the moon\fn{ On October 4, 1959, photographic devices
aboard Luna 3 photographed, for the first time in history, the far side of the moon (for 40 minutes) .} were on the first page. Petya
was amazed how matter-of-factly Valya took the news. “Of course, it’s quite a feat,” he said, “but when you stop
to think of it … nothing but a new way of travel. Take a train ride; do you stop to think what makes the engine go?
So when we’ll travel to Mars or Venus we won’t question what makes the rockets move. Cosmic flights—just an
application of old laws, nothing else. And new discoveries are still to come … Hey, you recognize this?” Valya
pointed at a large building in the fog.
“What is it?” Petya asked.
“The Winter Palace.”
“Oh.” Petya was disappointed. He had expected it to be more elegant.
“You ought to see it from the other bank, from the columnal façade,” Valya suggested, as they wre crossing the
palace bridge. “But to come back to your story, these two old gents—nothing but two points. Draw a line between
them and … everything will become clear. Like a chart of a starry sky.”
“I don’t understand,” Petya shook his head.
“That’s because you’re still a ninny,” Koloskov said condescendingly. “Look you oaf,” he suddenly pointed to
his left, “there the Academy of Sciences … and the University. Twelve departments!”
Everything looked smudged, as if seen through a thick, steamed-up glass. “Hell, what luck,” Petya sighed.
“What were you saying about those old gents?”
“I said that your story’s only a reflection of that incessant fight in science,” Valya declared. “Only the form
changes. Take your experience: just a case of application and ingenuity.”
“More complicated than that,” Poetya objected.
“Perhaps,” Valya agreed. “But in the end what difference does it make why Croizé has lost touch with science!
As far as you and I are concerned we are only interested in him because he reveals a degree of scheming of which
we had no idea. The old generation, they’re masters in it! I knew a brilliant scientist; he gave up his work, that is
he delegated it to his assistants, and he himself devotes his talents to studying the personal relations between two
academicians, call them ‘A’ and ‘B’. And he has no selfish motive, mind you, just that he can’t live without
meddling into other people’s business … as some people can’t live without smoking. The same with your Croizé
… Hey look, there are the sphynxes!”
Through the countless granules of fog glimmering in the rain, the naked sphynxes stared meekly. “Nothing but
scheming,” Petya repeated, “back-stabbing! A game of intrigue!”
“No worse than any other game,” Valya said. “take horse races, for instance …”
“I don’t agree with you,” Petya interrupted. “I’m glad we don’t know about it any more than we do.”
“You think so? As I see it, it all depends how you react to it. I think in that respect we both might do well to
learn a few things from the old gents.”
“Meaning what?”
“What?” Valya repeated. “That neither ou nor I know too well how to enter somebody’s house gracefully, how
to say hello, keep up a conversation, and say a polite goodbye. That’s what!”
“Fiddlesticks.”
“Not at all, pal,” Valya said earnestly. “We’ve time for everything but for civil manners.”
They had reached the Bridge of Lieutenant Schmidt. They could see it, but the rest of Leningrad would emerge
momentarily out of th efog to vanish without giving too many clues about itself. Somewhere in that soup, it might
have been near or far, was the Copper Horseman, the Admiralty, the Senate …
“I’d like to tell you about that engineer,” Valya resumed, “who had a letter published in the Komsomol. What’s
the use of poetry if you compare it with the rockets or computers he designed?”
“My boss,” Petya suggested, “he’s the same kind, and he has two doctorates.”
“Of course,” Valya sneered. “He’s the learned Doctor Goose. He and his kind of argument are a century old.
Even Chekhov wrote that art can become as boring as eating every day. Still, you’ve got to eat!”
They had turned by now to the river boulevard and found the Copper Horseman. In the narrow beam of a
projected light that seemed to tear out a strip of the fog, the horseman had a worried look—as if the inclement
weather was delaying his urgent errand.
“I came here with a group of architects,” Petya said. “All young fellows—like you and me. They all were of
the same opinion: the older generation are bonzes—just sitting in our way. You know what bonzes are, Valya?”
“What are you taking me for?”
“Well, then, these bonzes have a gruesome influence in the architectural field. And how’s yours?”
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“There’s plenty of them in ours, too,” Valya said, “but they don’t have it too easy there. They have to keep
producing and if they don’t …”
Petya looked at his watch. “Is it time?” Valya asked.
They took a taxi back to the hotel. “It seems to me,” Valya reflected o his way back, “the question here is not
of bonzes or the traditional conflict of fathers and sons, but in a different dimension—in a horizontal one.”
“Meaning?”
“One group’s only interested in what science is going to do tomorrow, and the other has a hard time in parting
with yesterday. Don’t you think … Here, there’s the Public Library. Pal, why don’t you move to Leningrad?”
Valya sighed.
“Can’t swing it.”
“Then why don’t you take off a week in the winter. You’ll come with me to Viborg and do some skating.”
“I doubt I’ll be able to get away,” Petya said. As always the topic of conversation came back to the question of
how to arrange for more frequent meetings. Sharing impressions helped them to think and yet, strangely enough,
their personal relations seemed rather restrained.
Valya helped Petya with his luggage and saw him off to the Moscow Railroad Station. Shortly after the train
pulled out Petya clambered onto the upper berth and went to sleep. He dreamed again, but when he awoke late at
night it wasn’t the dream that made him think. It was a strange impression, the kind the follows a long, involved
nightmare. He had a feeling of emptiness, that something should have happened in that dream and hadn’t. The
memory of his friend waving goodbye from the platform had a cheering effect though. He lit the nightlamp and
out of his suitcase he gingerly took the Tshassov glass. It looked cool, its nacreous center seemed to vibrate. Three
days ago it had been nothing but a piece of glass that happened to have the physical properties he needed to finish
his apparatus, and now it was an object tied up with a multitude of impressions. Something entirely new! So what
if he hadn’t really seen Leningrad. Hadn’t he carried off with him the town of Yevlakhov and his family; the town
of the little, frank Oganezov—the man who bore on his puny shoulders a huge enterprise? Hadn’t he carried off
with him the town of Valya Koloskov, the man who looked at the future with that same calm, cocky assurance he
had since the third grade of elementary school?
Most important, however, Petya discovered something about himself: he knew now how much he had to learn
about himself. Thoughts came and came. The thought that had occurred to him during the discussion with
Yevlakhov: might it not bring a few changes into his set? Petya doubled up on his berth, pulled under his knobby
knees and began to jot down on the back of a cigarette pack.
New ideas!
87.149 Seryozha\fn{by Vera Federovna Panova (1905-1975)} Rostov-on-Don, Rostov Oblast, Russia (F) 44
Now, they’ve taken it into their heads he’s like a girl! That’s just silly. Girls wear dresses and Seryozha hasn’t
worn one for ages. And when did a girl ever have a slingshot? But Seryozha has one, he can shoot stones with it.
Shurik made it for him. And in exchange Seryozha gave Shurik all the old cotton reels he’s been collecting his
whole life long.
And if his hair’s like that, well, it’s been cropped with the clipper ever so many times and Seryozha endured it
all, he sat quietly till they’d finished, and all the same it grew again, just like it had been before.
But to make up for that, he’s very clever for his age, everyone says so. He knows no end of books by heart. If
they read him a book two or three times, he can say it all off. He knows his letters, too, but reading things by
himself takes such a long time. The books are all thickly daubed with crayons, because Seryozha likes to color the
pictures, and if they are already colored he changes them to suit his own taste. Books don’t look new for very
long, they soon start falling to pieces. Aunt Pasha mends them, she sews in pages and sticks together the ones torn
at the edges. If some page gets lost Seryozha hunts for it and knows no peace until it is found. He loves his books,
although in his heart of hearts he does not take everything in them really seriously. Animals can’t talk, and the
flying carpet can’t fly because it hasn’t got an engine; you’d have to be very silly not to know that.
Anyway, how can you believe stories when they read you one about a witch and then say: “But there aren’t
really any witches, Seryozha?”
All the same, he can’t bear hearing how the woodcutter and his wife took their children into the forest so that
they’d get lost and never come home again. And although Tom Thumb saved them, still, you just can’t listen to
things like that. He never lets them read that book to him.
Seryozha lives with Mummy, Aunt Pasha and Lukyanych.
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There are three rooms in their little house. Seryozha and Mummy sleep in one, Lukyanych and Aunt Pasha in
another, and the third one is the dining room. They have meals there when visitors come, but when they are alone
they eat in the kitchen. They have a veranda’ and a yard, too. And in the yard there are hens. Onions and radishes
grow in two long beds. To keep the hens away from the beds dry prickly branches are pushed into the ground all
round, and when Seryozha has to pull up a radish he always scratches his legs.
People say their town is a small one. Seryozha and his friends are quite sure that’s all wrong. It’s a big town.
It’s got shops and some water towers and a monument and a cinema. Mummy takes Seryozha to the movies
sometimes. And when the lights go down Seryozha says: “Mummy, if you understand anything, tell me.”
Cars drive along the road. Timokhin gives the children rides in his truck. But that doesn’t happen very often.
Only when Timokhin hasn’t been drinking vodka. Then he frowns and doesn’t talk, smokes, spits and gives them
all rides. But if he’s looking gay, it’s no good even asking—he’ll just wave his hand through the window and call
out: “Hullo, kids! I can’t take you. Wouldn’t be right. I’ve had a drink!”
Seryozha’s street is called Far Street. But that’s just a name, because really it’s close to everything. Vaska says
it’s only two kilometers to the square, and Vaska says the Bright Shore State Farm’s even closer.
There’s nothing more important than the Bright Shore Farm. That’s where Lukyanych works. Aunt Pasha goes
to the shops there to get pickled herrings and cloth. And Mummy’s school is on the farm, too. On holidays she
takes Seryozha with her to the school parties. That's where he met red-haired Fima. She’s big, she’s eight years
old. Her hair is braided round her ears, with ribbons plaited in and tied in bows. Sometimes the ribbons are black,
sometimes blue, or white, or brown. She’s got an awful lot of ribbons. Seryozha might not have noticed them, but
Fima told him herself:”Have you seen what a lot of ribbons I’ve got?”
*
She was quite right to tell him, he would like to have noticed it himself, but you just can’t take everything in.
There are so many things all round. The world is packed with things. How can you possibly notice them all?
Almost all the things are very big. Doors are terribly high, and people (except children) are almost as high as
they are. Not to speak of trucks and combines, or of railway engines that whistle so loudly you can’t hear anything
else at all.
But they aren’t really dangerous. People are kind to Seryozha, they bend down to him if he wants them to, and
they never tread on him with their great feet. Trucks and combines won’t hurt you either if you don’t run in front
of them. The engines are a long way off, at the station; Seryozha went there once or twice with Timokhin. But in
the station yard there lives a terrible creature. It has nasty, angry, suspicious little eyes, a great crop that seems to
swell, a chest as round as a cart wheel, and an iron beak. It stands scratching the earth with a horny claw. When it
stretches out its neck it’s as tall as Seryozha. And some day it may peck Seryozha just like it pecked the silly
cockerel from the next yard that flew over to pay a visit. Seryozha always makes a wide circle round that savage
creature, trying to look as though he doesn’t even see it, and the creature lets its red comb hang down on one side
and gobbles something threatening while it follows him with a watchful, malicious eye.
Cocks peck, cats scratch, nettles sting, boys fight, the ground scrapes the skin from your knees when you fall—
so Seryozha is always covered with scratches, bumps and bruises. Almost every day something bleeds
somewhere. And things are always happening. Vaska climbed the fence and Seryozha wanted to climb up, too, but
he fell down and bumped himself. They dug a trench in Lida’s garden and all the children began jumping across
it, but when Seryozha jumped he fell in. And the first time he got up and went out to play with his ball, the ball
flew up on the roof and got itself stuck right behind the chimney, so he had to wait for Vaska to get it down again.
And once Seryozha was almost drowned. Lukyanych took the children out on the river in a boat—Seryozha,
Vaska, Fima, and a girl called Nadya. But Lukyanych’s boat was no good at all; when the children moved it
started to rock from side to side and they all fell into the water, all but Lukyanych. The water was frighteningly
cold. And it went straight into Seryozha’s nose and mouth and ears; he didn’t have time to cry out; it even went
into his tummy. Seryozha got all wet and heavy; and somebody seemed to be pulling him down. He was terrified
as he’d never been before. And it was all dark. And it went on for an unbelievably long time. But then, suddenly,
they pulled him up. He opened his eyes and there was the river right by his face, and he could see the bank, and
everything was sparkling in the sunshine. All the water that had been inside Seryozha came out again and he
breathed air; the bank came closer and closer, and then Seryozha was crouching on all fours on the firm sand,
shivering with cold and fright. It was Vaska who’d thought of getting hold of him by the hair and pulling him out.
But what if Seryozha hadn’t had such long hair, what then?
Fima swam out by herself, she knew how to swim. And Nadya wasn’t drowned either, Lukyanych saved her.
But while Lukyanych was saving Nadya the boat floated away. Some people on a collective farm down the river
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found it and telephoned to the office for Lukyanych to come and get it. But Lukyanych never took the children in
a boat again. He said: “May I be cursed before I go with you again.”
With so much happening and so much to see all day, Seryozha gets very tired. By evening he is quite
exhausted, his tongue will hardly move and his eyes roll up like a bird’s. They wash his hands and feet and put on
his nightshirt and he doesn’t even feel it; he has run down like a clock.
He sleeps, his head thrown back, his arms flung wide, one leg stretched out, the other bent as though he were
climbing stairs. His soft, light hair falls back in two waves from his forehead, with its stubborn bumps over the
eyebrows, like you see on a young bullock. His eyes are shut tight. His mouth is a little open.
He sleeps and you could beat a drum, fire a gun beside him and Seryozha wouldn’t wake up; he’s saving up
strength to go on living.
*
“Seryozha,” said Mummy, “you know what? … I want us to have a Daddy.”
Seryozha looked up at her. He had never thought about that. Some children had Daddies, others hadn’t.
Seryozha had no Daddy, his had been killed in the war. Seryozha had only seen his photograph. Sometimes
Mummy would kiss it, and give it to Seryozha to kiss too. He was quite ready to press his lips to the glass, misty
with Mummy’s breath, but he did not feel any love. How could he love someone whom he’d seen only on a
picture?
Now he stood between Mummy’s knees looking inquiringly into her face. It was slowly getting pink—the pink
started on her cheeks, and then it spread to her forehead and ears. . . . Mummy gripped Seryozha tight with her
knees, put her arms around him and laid her hot cheek on his head. Then all he could see was her arm in a blue
sleeve with white dots.
“It’s bad without a Daddy,” she whispered. “Isn’t it, Seryozha?”
“Ye-e-es,” he answered, also in a whisper.
Actually, he was far from sure of it. He said “yes” simply because she wanted him to say “yes.” And he turned
it over quickly in his mind—which is better, to have a Daddy or not to have a Daddy? When Timokhin gave them
rides in his truck all the children got in the back but Shurik; he sat in front with Timokhin, and they envied him,
but no one argued because Timokhin was Shurik’s Daddy. But then, if Shurik was naughty, Timokhin gave him
the strap, and Shurik went about tear-stained and gloomy, and Seryozha was sorry for him and brought out all his
toys to comfort Shurik. … But all the same, perhaps it was better if you had a Daddy. When Vaska teased Lida not
long ago she told him: “But I’ve got a Daddy and you haven’t, yah!”
“What’s that bumping?” Seryozha asked suddenly, noticing the dull thud thud in Mummy's chest. Mummy
laughed, kissed Seryozha and hugged him closer.
“It’s my heart.”
“And have I got one, too?” he asked, bending his head to listen.
“Yes, you’ve got one, too.”
“No. I can’t hear it bumping.”
“But it does. It’s just that you can’t hear it. It has to beat. You couldn’t live if it didn’t.”
“And does it always go like that?”
“Yes, all the time.”
“Even when I’m asleep?”
“Yes, even when you’re asleep.”
“And can you hear it?”
“Yes, I can. And you can feel it with your hand, too.” She took his hand and laid it on his ribs. “Now can you
feel it?”
“Yes... .Isn’t it banging hard! Is it big?”
“Shut your hand, it’s about as big as that.”
“Let me go,” he said, wriggling out of her embrace, evidently thinking hard.
“Where are you going?” she asked.
“Wait a minute,” he said and ran out into the street, his hand pressed against his left side. There he saw Vaska
and Zhenka and ran to them.
“Look, would you like to feel? That’s my heart. I can feel it with my hand. Would you like to feel, too?”
“Huh, your heart!” scoffed Vaska. “Everyone’s got a heart.”
But Zhenka said: “No—really?” and put his hand on Seryozha’s side.
“Can you feel it?” Seryozha asked.
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“M’yes,” said Zhenka.
“It’s about as big as my fist, said Seryozha.
“How do you know?” asked Vaska.
“Mummy told me,” Seryozha said, and suddenly remembering he added: “And I’m going to have a Daddy!”
But Vaska and Zhenka didn’t listen, they were too busy with their own affairs. They were taking medicinal
herbs to an office that wanted them. There were lists stuck up on the fences saying which kinds were needed, and
the boys wanted to earn some pocket money. They had been collecting herbs for two days. Vaska had asked his
mother to clean his and sort them out and wrap them in a clean cloth and was taking a big, neat bundle to the
office. But Zhenka had no mother, his cousin and aunt were at work, and he couldn’t fuss with it all himself; so he
was taking his herbs in an old, torn potato sack, together with the roots and even the soil clinging to them. But to
make up for that he had a lot—much more than Vaska. When he heaved the sack up on his back he had to bend
double to carry it.
“I’m coming with you,” cried Seryozha, hurrying after them.
“No, go back home,” said Vaska. “We’re busy.”
“Can’t I just walk along with you?” Seryozha begged.
“Go home,” ordered Vaska. “This isn’t play. There’s nothing for kids to do where we’re going.”
Seryozha stopped. His lip trembled, but he wouldn’t cry. Lida was coming and it wasn’t wise to cry in front of
her. She’d start teasing him: “Cry-baby! Cry-baby!”
“Wouldn’t they take you?” she asked. “Too bad!”
“I can get as many herbs as that if I want,” said Seryozha, “and I’ll heap them up higher than the sky.”
“Higher than the sky—nonsense,” said Lida. “Nobody can make a heap higher than the sky.”
“But I’m going to have a Daddy—he can,” said Seryozha.
“That’s a story,” said Lida. “You’re not going to have any Daddy at all. And he couldn’t get as much as that
anyway. Nobody could.”
Seryozha looked up at the sky, his head thrown far back.
Could anyone gather enough herbs to reach higher than the sky, or not? While he was still thinking about it,
Lida ran home and came back with a colored scarf her mother often wore, sometimes on her head and sometimes
round her neck. Lida started to dance, waving it about, throwing out her arms and legs and singing something.
Seryozha stood watching her. Lida stopped for a moment.
“Nadka’s fibbing, she says they’re sending her to the ballet school.”
She danced a little more. “In Moscow and Leningrad they have schools where they teach you to be a
ballerina.”
She saw the admiration in Seryozha’s face and said condescendingly: “Well? Do you want to learn? Watch me
and do the same as I do.”
He started copying her, but without the scarf it was not the same. She told him to sing, but it didn’t help.
“Give me the scarf,” he begged.
“What next?” she answered. And she didn’t give it to him. Just then a car stopped at Seryozha’s gate. A woman
was driving, and Aunt Pasha came out through the gate.
“Here you are,” said the driver. “Dimitry Korneyevich sent these.”
There was a suitcase in the back and a pile of books fastened together with string. And there was something
thick and gray, rolled up—it turned out to be an army greatcoat. Aunt Pasha and the driver began carrying the
things inside. Mummy looked out of the window and then disappeared.
“Well, that’s all the dowry, I’m afraid,” said the driver.
“He might at least have bought a new overcoat,” said Aunt Pasha mournfully.
“He’ll get one,” the driver promised. “And in good time. And here’s this note, would you give it to her.”
She handed over a letter and drove away. Seryozha raced into the house.
“Mummy! Mummy! Korostelev’s sent us his soldier’s coat!”
Dmitry Korneyevich Korostelev used to visit them. He brought toys for Seryozha and once, in the winter, took
him for a sleigh ride. His army coat had no stars on it, it was left over from the war. Seryozha found it difficult to
get his tongue round the full name—“Dmitry Korneyevich,” so he simply called him Korostelev.
The greatcoat was already hanging on the rack, and Mummy was reading the letter. She did not answer at
once; but when she had quite finished reading she said:
“I know, Seryozha dear. Korostelev’s going to live here with us. He’s going to be your Daddy.”
Then she started reading the letter all over again; once evidently was not enough to remember what it said.
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“Daddy”—that word had made Seryozha think of someone strange, unknown. But Korostelev—why, he was
an old friend, . Aunt Pasha and Lukyanych call him “Mitya,” what had come over Mummy?
“But why?” Seryozha asked.
“Now look here,” said Mummy, “are you going to let me read this letter or not?”
So she never answered him. She seemed to have an awful lot of things to do. She took the string off the books
and arranged them on the shelves. And she wiped every book with a duster. Then she changed the places of all the
things in front of the mirror on the chest of drawers. Then she went into the garden, picked some flowers and
arranged them in a vase. Then for some reason she had to wash the floor, although it was quite clean as it was.
And then she started baking buns. Aunt Pasha taught her how to make dough. And Seryozha got some dough and
jam, too, so he could make a little bun.
When Korostelev arrived Seryozha had forgotten all his puzzlement and cried:
“Korostelev! Look, I’ve made a bun!”
Korostelev stooped down and kissed him several times. And Seryozha thought: He keeps on kissing me so
because he’s my Daddy now.
Korostelev unpacked his suitcase, took out Mummy’s picture in a frame, got a hammer and nail from the
kitchen and hung the picture up in Seryozha’s room.
“What’s that for,” asked Mummy, “when I’m going to be always with you myself?”
Korostelev took her hands, they drew closer—but then they looked at Seryozha and their hands dropped.
Mummy went out of the room. Korostelev sat down on a chair and said thoughtfully:
“Well, so here we are, Seryozha. I’ve come to live with you. You’ve no objections, I hope?”
“Have you come for always?” asked Seryozha.
“Yes,” said Korostelev, “for always.”
“And will you give me the strap?”
“Why should I give you the strap?”
“When I’m naughty,” Seryozha explained.
“No,” Korostelev answered. “I think using a strap that way’s stupid. What’d you think?”
“Yes, it is stupid,” Seryozha agreed. “And it makes children cry.”
“We’ll manage to settle things as man to man, without any strap, you and I.”
“And what room are you going to sleep in?” asked Seryozha.
“It looks as if I’ll sleep in this one,” Korostelev answered.
“Yes, that’s what it looks like. And on Sunday we’ll go—you know where we’ll go?—to the shop where they
sell toys. And you shall choose whatever you like. Is that a go?”
“Yes,” said Seryozha. “I want a bicycle. Is it long to Sunday?”
“No, it’s quite soon.”
“How many days?”
“Tomorrow’ll be Friday, then comes Saturday, and then—Sunday.”
“As long as that!” said Seryozha.
There were three for supper—Seryozha, Mummy, and Korostelev. (Aunt Pasha and Lukyanych had gone out
somewhere.) Seryozha felt sleepy. Gray moths circled round and round the lamp, bumped against it and fell down
on the tablecloth with their wings fluttering, and that made him still sleepier. Suddenly he saw Korostelev
carrying his bed away somewhere.
“Where are you taking my bed?” asked Seryozha.
But Mummy said: “You’re almost asleep. Come and wash your feet.”
When Seryozha woke up in the morning he could not make out at first where he was. Why were there three
windows instead of two, and on the wrong side of his bed? And with different curtains? Then he worked it out,
this was Aunt Pasha’s room. It was a pretty room, there were flowers on the windowsills and a peacock’s feather
tucked in behind the mirror. Aunt Pasha and Lukyanych had gone already, their bed was made, with the pillows
piled neatly one on top of the other. The early sunshine was playing in the bushes by the open window. Seryozha
climbed out of bed, took off his long nightshirt, put on his shorts and went into the dining room. The door of his
room was closed. He turned the handle, but it did not open.
And he simply had to get in, all his toys were inside. That new spade was among them and he suddenly felt he
wanted very much to dig.
"Mummy!" Seryozha called out. "Mummy!" he called again. The door remained shut. Everything was quiet.
"Mummy!" he yelled with all his lungs.
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Aunt Pasha came running in, picked him up and carried him to the kitchen.
“What’s this, what’s this!” she whispered. “What d’you want to scream like that for? You mustn’t do that,
you’re not little any more. Mummy’s asleep, and let her sleep, why d’you want to wake her?”
“I want my spade,” he said excitedly.
“You’ll have it, it won’t run away. Mummy’ll get up and then you can take it,” said Aunt Pasha. “Look, here’s
your slingshot. You go and play with that for the present like a good boy. If you like I’ll give you a carrot, you can
clean it for yourself and eat it. But the first thing decent people do is wash.”
Kind, sensible talk always quieted Seryozha. He let her wash him and drank a mug of milk. Then he took his
slingshot and went outside. A sparrow was sitting on the fence across the street. Seryozha shot a stone at it from
his slingshot without aiming properly and of course missed. He didn’t aim on purpose, because however much he
aimed he always missed, for some reason. But if he aimed then Lida would tease him and now she’d no right to
tease him because anyone could see he hadn’t been aiming, he had just been taking a pot shot.
Shurik was beside his own gate.
“Seryozha—come to the woods,” he called.
“Oh, shucks with the woods!” said Seryozha.
He sat on the bench by the gate swinging his leg. He felt ruffled and upset again. Passing through the yard he
had seen the shutters closed at his windows. He hadn’t paid any attention at the moment. But now it occurred to
him that the shutters were never closed in summer, only in winter when there was a hard frost. So his toys were
locked in on all sides. And he wanted them so badly, he could have thrown himself down and howled. Of course
he wouldn’t throw himself down and howl, he was too big for that now, but being too big didn’t make him feel
any better about it. And Mummy and Korostelev didn’t care a bit that he needed his spade this very minute.
As soon as they wake up, thought Seryozha, I’ll take every single thing into Aunt Pasha’s room. I mustn’t
forget that building block that rolled under the chest of drawers days ago, it’s still there.
Vaska and Zhenka came up and stood in front of Seryozha. Lida came, too, carrying little Victor. They all
stood and looked at Seryozha. And he sat swinging his leg and said nothing at all.
“What’s the matter with you?” asked Zhenka.
“His mother’s got married,” Vaska explained. Another silence.
“Who’s she married?” asked Zhenka.
“Korostelev, the director of the Bright Shore,” said Vaska. “And didn’t he get it in the neck at the last
meeting!”
“What for?” asked Zhenka.
“Because he deserved it, I suppose,” said Vaska and pulled a crumpled packet of cigarettes from his pocket.
“Give me a cig,” said Zhenka.
“I’m nearly out of ’em myself,” said Vaska, but he gave one to Zhenka all the same, lighted his own and
offered Zhenka the burning match. The tiny flame was transparent and invisible in the sunshine. You couldn’t see
what made the match twist and turn black and smoke rise from the cigarette. The sun was shining on the side of
the street where the children had gathered, while the other side was still in shadow, and the leaves of the nettles by
the fences, washed by the dew, were wet and dark. And it was the same with the dust in the middle of the street—
on the other side it was cool, on this side warm. There were two caterpillar tracks in the dust; someone had driven
a tractor down the street.
“Seryozha’s in the dumps,” Lida told Shurik. “He’s got a new father.”
“Don’t worry about that,” Vaska said to Seryozha. “He looks all right. You’ll just go on the way you always
have. What do you care?”
“He’s going to get me a bicycle.” Seryozha suddenly remembered last night’s talk.
“Has he promised, or do you just think he will?” asked Vaska.
“He promised. We’re going to the shop together. On Sunday. Tomorrow’ll be Friday, then comes Saturday, and
then Sunday.”
“A bicycle or a tricycle?” asked Zhenka.
“Don’t take a tricycle,” Vaska advised him. “What good’s that to you? You’ll soon be big; what you need’s a
proper bicycle.”
“He’s just making it all up,” said Lida. “He’s not going to get a bicycle at all.”
Shurik was frowning. “My Daddy’s going to get me a bicycle, too. Next time he’s paid he’ll get me one.”
*
There was a rattle of iron in the garden. Seryozha looked in through the gate—Korostelev was outside,
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drawing the bolts and opening the shutters. He was in a striped shirt and blue tie, his hair was wet and combed
smooth. He opened the shutters, Mummy pushed the window open from inside and said something to Korostelev.
He replied, resting his elbows on the windowsill. She reached out and took his head in her hands.
They did not see the children watching them from the street. Seryozha went into the yard.
“Korostelev! I want my spade!”
“ … spade?” Korostelev repeated.
“And all my things,” Seryozha added.
“Come in and get what you want,” said Mummy.
There was a new smell in Mummy’s room—tobacco and strange breath. And strange things lay here and there
—clothes, a brush, and cigarette boxes on the table. … Mummy was unplaiting her hair. When she loosed the long
braids it fell like a lot of little chestnut snakes down below her waist. And then she brushed it till it poured down
straight like rain in summer.
“Good morning, Seryozha,” said Mummy from behind the chestnut snakes.
He did not answer, he was busy looking at the cigarette boxes. They were fascinatingly new and alike. He
picked one up, but it was pasted together and would not open.
“Put that down,” said Mummy, who could see everything in the mirror. “I thought you came for your toys?”
The building block under the chest of drawers was right at the back. Seryozha could see it when he crouched
down, but he could not reach it, it was too far away.
“What are you puffing and panting about?” asked Mummy.
“I can’t get it,” Seryozha answered. Korostelev came in.
“Will you give me those boxes when they’re empty?” asked Seryozha. He knew grown-ups only give boxes
away to children when what’s inside them has been smoked or eaten.
“Here’s one to begin with,” said Korostelev. He tipped the cigarettes out of their box and gave it to Seryozha.
“Would you help him?” asked Mummy. “There’s something of his behind the chest of drawers.”
Korostelev took hold of the chest of drawers with his big hands—the old chest creaked and moved forward,
and Seryozha got his block without any difficulty at all.
“That’s pretty good,” he said, looking up approvingly at Korostelev.
Out he went, hugging his box, his block, and as many other toys as he could hold. He took them all into Aunt
Pasha’s room and dumped them on the floor between his bed and the cupboard.
“You’ve forgotten your spade,” Mummy called after him. “You were in such a hurry for it and now you’ve left
it behind.”
Seryozha took his spade in silence and went out into the garden. Somehow, he didn’t want to dig any more—it
had just occurred to him he’d like to put his collection of colored candy wrappers in the new box—but he had to
dig just a little, at least, after Mummy said that.
Under the apple tree the soil was loose and easy. He tried to drive his spade a long way down—to the top of
the blade. He worked really hard, panting with the effort, the muscles tensing on his arms and on his bare narrow
back, golden with sunburn. Korostelev stood smoking on the veranda, watching him.
Lida came up carrying Victor.
“Let’s plant some flowers,” she said. “It’ll look pretty.”
She put Victor down on the ground with his back against the apple tree so he would not fall. But all the same
he slumped down sideways.
“Sit up, can’t you!” Lida cried, giving him a shake and settling him more firmly. “You silly child! Other babies
can sit by them- selves at your age!”
She said it all very loudly so that Korostelev should hear it on the verandah and understand how sensible and
grown-up she was. With side glances at him, she brought some marigolds and pushed them in the ground where
Seryozha had dug it up.
“See how nice that is,” she said.
Then she brought some red and white stones from the gutter and arranged them round the marigolds. She
smoothed out the ground with her fingers and patted it with her palms, so that her hands became quite black.
“Now, isn’t it pretty?” she asked. “Only tell the truth, don’t just say it.”
“Yes,” Seryozha admitted. “It’s very pretty.”
“There, you see,” Lida triumphed. “You can’t do a single thing without me!”
At that moment Victor fell down again, this time on his back. “All right, lie there, if that’s all you can do,” said
Lida.
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Victor did not cry, he simply sucked his thumb and gazed with a look of surprise at the leaves stirring
overhead.
Lida unwound the rope from her waist where it had been serving as a belt and started skipping in front of the
veranda, counting loudly: “One, two, three …”
Korostelev laughed and went inside.
“Look,” said Seryozha, “there are ants running over him.”
“What an idiot!” cried Uda, irritated; she picked Victor up and started clearing off the ants, smearing dirt over
his smock and his bare legs as she did so.
“They wash him and wash him all the time,” said Uda, “and he’s dirty just the same.”
Then Mummy called from the verandah.
“Seryozha! Come and change, we’re going visiting.”
Seryozha ran in eagerly—he would have gone visiting every day if he could. It was lovely; when you went
visiting, people gave you candy and showed you all sorts of toys.
“We’re going to Granny Nastya,” Mummy told him, although he had not even asked. What did it matter where
they were going, if only they went visiting?
Granny Nastya was stern and serious. She always wore a white dotted kerchief on her head, tied beneath her
chin. She had a medal which she sometimes wore, and it had a picture of Lenin on it. And she always carried a
black bag that fastened with a zipper. She would open the bag and give Seryozha something good to eat. But he
had never been to visit her.
They all put on their best clothes—he, and Mummy, and Korostelev, and then set off. Korostelev and Mummy
took his hands, but he soon tore himself away, it was much more fun walking by himself. He could stop and look
through cracks in fences into yards with terrible dogs on chains and geese waddling about. Or he could run on
ahead and back again. He could be a puffing engine. He could pull blades of grass and whistle through them. He
could pick up a golden kopeck someone had lost. But when people held his hands, then they just got hot and
sticky and there was no fun at all.
They came to a little house with two little windows facing the street. The yard was small, too, and so was the
room. They went into the room through the kitchen with a huge brick stove in it, the old-fashioned Russian stove.
Granny Nastya came out to meet them.
“All my very best wishes,” she said.
So it must be a holiday. Seryozha answered as Aunt Pasha always did: “And the same to you.”
He looked round. There were no toys, not even the little figures which people stand here and there for
ornaments, only dull things for eating and sleeping.
“Have you any toys?” Seryozha asked. (Perhaps they were put away somewhere.)
“I’m afraid I haven’t,” answered Granny Nastya. “I’ve no children here, so I’ve no toys either. Here’s a candy
for you.”
A blue glass bowl of candies stood in the middle of the table among the plates of cakes and buns. Everybody
drew up chairs and sat down. Korostelev pulled the cork from a bottle and poured dark red wine into little glasses.
“None for Seryozha,” said Mummy.
It was always like that. They drank themselves, but they wouldn’t give him any. As soon as it was something
extra good, he mustn’t have it.
But Korostelev said: “I’ll just give him a drop. So he can drink to us, too.”
He poured out a tiny glassful, and Seryozha felt it was going to be all right with Korostelev.
Then they all clinked glasses, and Seryozha clinked glasses as well.
There was another Granny with them. But they told Seryozha she wasn’t just a Granny, she was a GreatGranny, and that’s what he must call her. Though Korostelev called her just “Granny” without any “Great” at all.
Seryozha didn’t like her a bit.
She said: “He’ll spill it on the cloth.”
He actually did spill a drop of wine when they clinked glasses.
Then she said: “There, you see,” and sprinkled salt from the saltcellar on the wet spot, breathing heavily, which
sounded very cross. And after that she watched Seryozha all the time.
She wore glasses. And she was most awfully old. Her hands were brown and wrinkled and knotted; she had a
big nose that turned down and a bony chin that turned up.
The wine was sweet and very nice and he drank it at a gulp. They gave him a bun, he began to eat it and
dropped crumbs all over himself.
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Great-Granny said: “Don’t you know how to eat properly?” He felt uncomfortable on his chair and wriggled.
She said: “Don’t you know how to sit properly?”
Then he felt all hot inside and wanted to sing. So he did sing.
She said: “Behave yourself.”
But Korostelev took Seryozha’s side. “Let him alone. Give the boy a bit of peace.”
Great-Granny said ominously: “You wait, you’ll see what he’ll turn into.”
She had drunk wine, too, and her eyes sparkled behind her glasses. But Seryozha shouted boldly: “Go away!
I’m not afraid of
you!”
“Oh, how awful!” said Mummy.
“Rubbish,” said Korostelev. “It’ll pass in a minute. He only had a drop.”
“I want some more!” cried Seryozha, holding out his glass and overturning the empty bottle. There was a crash
of dishes. Mummy gasped. Great-Granny brought her fist down on the table with a bang and cried: “There you
are! A nice state of affairs!”
But Seryozha felt he wanted to rock. So he started rocking from side to side. And the table with the buns
rocked in front of him, and so did Mummy, and Korostelev, and Granny Nastya, they were talking and rocking as
if they were all in rocking chairs, it was awfully funny and Seryozha had to laugh.
Suddenly he heard someone singing. It was Great-Granny. She held her eyeglasses in her knotted hand and
waved them from side to side and sang about Katyusha who went down to the shore and sang a song. And while
Great-Granny was singing Seryozha fell asleep, his head on a piece of bun.
When he woke up Great-Granny was not there, and the others were drinking tea. They smiled at Seryozha.
“Well, feel all right now?” asked Mummy. “You won't make any more row?”
Did I really make a row? thought Seryozha.
Mummy took a comb out of her bag and combed his hair. And Granny Nastya said: “Here’s a candy for you.”
In the next room, behind a faded colored curtain, someone was snoring. Seryozha cautiously pushed the
curtain aside, peeped in and saw Great-Granny asleep on the bed. He walked sedately away from the curtain.
“Let’s go home,” he said. “I’m tired of visiting.”
When they were saying good-bye he heard Korostelev call Granny Nastya “Mother.” Seryozha had never
known Korostelev had a mother, he had thought he and Granny Nastya just happened to know each other.
Seryozha found the way back very long and very dull. Korostelev ought to carry me now, he’s my Daddy, he
thought.
He had seen other fathers carrying their sons on their shoulders. The sons looked very proud of themselves,
and they must be able to see a long, long way all round. So Seryozha said: “My legs hurt.”
“It’s not much further now,” said Mummy. “You can manage it.”
But Seryozha ran in front of Korostelev and clutched his knees.
“A big boy like you asking to be carried,” said Mummy. “You ought to be ashamed of yourself!”
But Korostelev picked Seryozha up and settled him on his shoulders.
Seryozha felt awfully high up. But he wasn’t a scrap afraid, because a giant who’d moved a whole chest of
drawers like that couldn’t possibly drop him. And he could see over the fences, could see everything happening in
the yards and even on the roofs. It was wonderful! This interesting view of things kept Seryozha busy all the way
home. Proudly he looked down on other boys who had to walk on their own feet. And it was with a feeling of
anew, wonderful superiority that he finally arrived home—on his father’s shoulders, as a son should.
*
On those same shoulders he set out on Sunday to buy the bicycle.
All of a sudden Sunday was there, much sooner than he had expected, and when he knew it had come,
Seryozha was wild with excitement.
“You haven’t forgotten, have you?” he asked Korostelev.
“Of course not, I’d never forget an important thing like that. We’ll go as soon as I’ve finished one or two
things I have to do.”
But that was just a story, about having things to do. He had no things to do at all, he only sat and talked to
Mummy. It was stupid talk, and dull, but they seemed to like it because they went on and on. Mummy especially,
and she’d keep on saying the same word over and over again for some reason. And Korostelev got it from her.
Seryozha hovered round them, too excited to say anything, filled with one single thought, waiting and waiting for
them to get tired of their talk and stop.
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“You understand everything,” said Mummy. “It makes me so happy that you understand everything.”
“To tell the truth,” Korostelev answered, “I didn’t understand very much about things like that till I met you.
There was a lot I didn’t understand, and I only started to understand when—a well, you understand.”
Then they took hands as if they were going to play Oranges and Lemons.
“I was just a girl,” said Mummy. “I thought I was madly happy. And then I thought I’d die of grief. And now it
all seems like a dream …”
She’d got a new word now and kept on and on with it, covering her face with Korostelev’s big hands.
“I just dreamed it, you understand? Like a dream you have when you’re asleep. It was all a dream. I was
dreaming. And now I’m awake and there’s—you.”
Korostelev interrupted her. “I love you.”
But Mummy didn’t believe him.
“Really and truly?”
“I love you,” Korostelev insisted. But still she didn’t believe him.
“You really love me?”
Seryozha thought: Why doesn’t he say “word of honor” or “cross my heart and wish I may die,” then she’d
believe him.
Korostelev seemed to have got tired of answering, he said nothing and just looked at Mummy. And she looked
at him. They went on and on looking at each other maybe for a whole hour. Then Mummy said: “I love you.” like
that game where they all say the same thing one after the other.
When will they stop? Seryozha wondered.
Yet short as his life experience was he knew he should not pester the grown-ups when they were taken up with
their own talk. That was something they just couldn’t stand. They might get really angry and then who knows
what they’d do. He could only try to remind them of himself by staying around and sighing noisily now and then.
But the end of his torment came at last.
“I’ll have to go out for an hour or so, Maryasha,” said Korostelev. “Seryozha and I have something important
to do.”
He had long legs; Seryozha had hardly time to look round before they were there on the square where the shop
stood that sold toys. Here Korostelev set Seryozha down and they went over to the shop.
A doll with round cheeks smiled in the window, her feet in real leather shoes spread wide apart. A family of
blue bears sat on a red drum. A bugle gleamed golden. … Seryozha was breathless with anticipation. … Music
came from inside the shop. A man was sitting on a chair holding an accordion. But he wasn’t playing it, only
pulling it out now and then, so that it gave a mournful wail and then stopped again. The gay music came from
somewhere else, from the counter. Some men in Sunday suits and ties were standing listening to it. Behind the
counter stood an old shop assistant.
“What do you want to see?” he asked Korostelev.
“A child’s bicycle.”
The old man leaned over the counter and looked at Seryozha.
“A tricycle?” he asked.
“No, a tricycle’s no good to me,” cried Seryozha, his voice trembling with anguish.
“Varya!” the old man shouted.
Nobody came, but the old man seemed to forget all about Seryozha, he went over to the men and did
something or other. The gay music stopped at once and something slow and sad started instead. To Seryozha’s
alarm, Korostelev, too, seemed to forget all about why they had come, he went over to the men and they all stood
without moving, staring in front of them, never thinking of Seryozha.
He couldn’t stand it, he pulled Korostelev’s coat.
Korostelev seemed to wake up; he sighed and said: “That’s a grand record.”
“Will he give us the bicycle?” Seryozha asked loudly.
“Varya!” the old man shouted again.
Evidently it all depended on Varya whether Seryozha would get his bicycle or not. And at last Varya appeared
through a low door between the shelves behind the counter. She had a biscuit in her hand and she was chewing.
The old man told her to bring a bicycle from the storeroom.
“For this young man,” he said.
Seryozha liked being called that.
The storeroom must have been at the other end of the world, because it took Varya an age to come back. The
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man had time to buy his accordion, and Korostelev bought a phonograph. That was a sort of box, you put a black
plate on it, then the plate turned round and round and played gay music or sad music or whatever you wanted. It
was this box which had been playing on the counter. And Korostelev bought a lot of those plates in paper
envelopes as well, and two little boxes of something he called needles.
“That’s for Mummy,” he told Seryozha. “We’ll take her a present.”
All the men watched the old man wrap the things up. And then Varya came back from the end of the world,
bringing a bicycle. A real bicycle with spokes and a bell and handlebars and pedals and a leather saddle and a tiny
red lamp! And it even had a number at the back, black figures on a yellow tin plate!
“You’ve got something worth having there,” said the old man. “Turn the front wheel. Ring the bell. Press on
the pedals. Go on, press hard, what’s the use of just looking at them? Well? Aye, that’s a really good article, not
just any sort. You’ll thank me for it every day of your life.”
Korostelev conscientiously tested the steering, rang the bell and pressed on the pedals, while Seryozha
watched in something like terror, mouth open, breathing in little short gasps, hardly daring to believe all this glory
was going to be his.
He rode home on his bicycle. That is to say, he sat on the leather saddle, enjoying its springiness, holding the
bars with uncertain hands and trying to get his feet on the rebellious, elusive pedals. Korostelev, bent nearly
double, pushed the bicycle and kept it from falling. Red and panting he brought Seryozha as far as the gate and
leaned him on his bicycle against the bench.
“Now, try by yourself,” he said. “I’m just about done in.” He went into the house.
Then Zhenka, Lida, and Shurik came up to Seryozha.
“I’ve learned just a little already,” Seryozha told them. “Get out of the way or I’ll run over you!”
He tried to ride away from the bench and fell off.
“Oh!” he cried, getting out from under the machine and laughing to show it was nothing much. “I turned the
bars the wrong way. And it’s awfully difficult to find the pedals, too.”
“Take off your shoes,” Zhenka advised. “It’s much better barefoot. You can grip the pedals with your toes.
Here, let me try. Hold it still a minute.” He got up on the saddle. “Hold it firmer.”
But though all three held him, he fell off as well, together with Seryozha, who had been holding him more
enthusiastically than any.
“Me now!” said Uda.
“No, me!” cried Shurik.
“The dust’s too thick here,” said Zhenka, “you’ll never learn on that. Come to Vaska’s Lane.”
That was what they called a short blind alley that ran behind Vaska’s garden. On the opposite side was a timber
yard with a high fence. Short, soft, curly grass covered it; it was a wonderful place to play, with no grown-ups
around to interfere. And although its blind end came up to Timokhin’s fence and two mothers—Vaska’s and
Shurik’s—both threw slops over the fences on the grass, still nobody ever disputed that the really important
person there was Vaska; and so it was called Vaska’s Lane.
That was where Zhenka wheeled the bicycle. Uda and Shurik helped him, arguing about who would learn to
ride first, while Seryozha ran behind, trying to catch the wheel.
Zhenka announced he would be first because he was the oldest. Then came Uda, and after Uda, Shurik. Then
they let Seryozha try but very soon Zhenka said: “That’s enough! It’s my turn now!”
Seryozha wanted terribly to go on; he clung to the bicycle with hands and feet. “I want to ride some more! It’s
my bicycle!”
But of course Shurik turned on him at once. “Ugh—stingy!” And Uda added in a nasty jeering voice: “Stingy
—mingy!”
To be stingy—mingy was an awful disgrace. Seryozha got down without another word and moved away. He
went to Timokhin’s fence, turned his back on the children and cried. He cried because it wasn’t fair, because he
couldn’t stand up for himself, because there was nothing in all the world he wanted but that bicycle and they were
rough and strong and didn’t understand it.
They paid no attention to him. He could hear their loud squabbles and the metallic clang of the falling bicycle.
Nobody called him, nobody said: “Your turn now.” They were having their third turn already! And he stood there
crying. Then suddenly, Vaska appeared behind his fence.
He was stripped to the waist, in trousers a size too long—to allow for growth—kept up by a tight belt, and a
cap with the peak behind—strong, impressive! He looked over the fence and took in the situation at once.
“Hey!” he shouted. “What d’you think you’re doing? Whose bicycle is it—yours or his? Come on, Seryozha!”
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He vaulted over the fence and took the handlebars with a commanding grasp. Zhenka, Lida, and Shurik fell
back respectfully.
Seryozha came up, wiping his tears away with his arm.
Lida cried squeaking: “You’re both stingies!”
“And you’re a greedy guts,” Vaska answered. He called her some other names, too. “Couldn’t wait to let the
little chap learn.” Then he said to Seryozha: “Get on.”
Seryozha got on and rode a long time, and all the children helped him, except Lida; she sat on the grass
making a dandelion wreath and pretending she enjoyed that much better than riding a bicycle.
Then Vaska said: “Now I’ll try,” and Seryozha made way for him willingly; he would have done anything in
the world for Vaska. Then Seryozha rode alone, without anyone helping him, and he nearly didn’t fall, but the
bicycle kept wobbling every way and somehow or other he got his foot in the wheel and four spokes came out.
But it didn’t matter, the bicycle would still go just the same.
Then Seryozha began to be sorry for the other children.
“Let them ride, too,” he said. “We’ll take turns.”
A little later Aunt Pasha came out into the garden and heard Seryozha crying. She opened the gate and saw a
procession advancing in single file. First came Seryozha carrying the handlebars. Vaska carried the frame. Zhenka
the two wheels, one on each shoulder, Lida the bell and Shurik trotted at the tail with a bundle of spokes.
“Great heavens!” gasped Aunt Pasha.
“He did it all himself,” said Shurik in a deep bass. “He got his foot in the wheel.”
Korostelev came out and stared. “Made a thorough job of it,” he observed.
Seryozha cried bitterly.
“Cheer up, we’ll get it mended,” said Korostelev. “We’ll take it to the workshop, they’ll make it as good as
new.”
But Seryozha only hung his head and went to cry in Aunt Pasha’s room. Korostelev was just saying it to
comfort him. How could anyone ever put all those pieces together so as to have that beautiful gleaming bicycle
again, just as it had been? To ride on and ring the bell, with spokes that sparkled in the sunshine? No, it was
impossible, quite impossible! It was gone, gone forever!
Seryozha mourned all day, he found no joy even in the phonograph which Korostelev put on specially for him.
The whole street rang with the merry music; Seryozha heard it too, but did not listen, he was deep in his own sad
thoughts and there was no gleam of brightness in life.
But what do you think? They really did mend the bicycle. Korostelev hadn’t been making it all up after all!
The mechanic at the Bright Shore Farm mended, it. Only the bigger children mustn’t ride it, that mechanic said, or
it would break again. So after that only Seryozha and Shurik rode, and Lida when there were no grown-ups about;
but Lida was thin and not so very heavy, let her ride.
Seryozha learned to ride splendidly, he even learned to freewheel down a hill with his arms folded, as he had
seen a trick cyclist do. But for some reason he no longer felt that wonderful joy of possession, the breathtaking
delight of those first blissful hours. ….
And then he got tired of the bicycle. It stood there in the kitchen with its red lamp and silver bell, handsome,
all in order, but Seryozha went about his various affairs on foot, indifferent to its splendor. He was tired of it, that
was all, and there was nothing you could do about it.
*
What a lot of unnecessary words grown-ups used! For instance, Seryozha happened to upset his tea. And Aunt
Pasha said: “What a careless boy you are! I can never wash tablecloths fast enough for you! You’re not a baby
any more!”
All those words were unnecessary, in Seryozha’s opinion. In the first place he had heard them a hundred times
already. And besides he knew himself that he oughtn’t to spill his tea; as soon as it was spilled he knew at once
he’d done wrong and felt sorry. He was so ashamed he only wanted her to take the wet cloth away as quickly as
possible, before anybody saw it. But she kept on talking and talking.
“You never seem to think that somebody washed that cloth and starched it and ironed it and that it’s all work
for somebody.”
“I didn’t mean to do it,” Seryozha explained. “The cup sort of slipped out of my hand.”
“The cloth’s old,” Aunt Pasha went on implacably, “I mended and mended it, a whole evening I sat over it.
Look at all the work it was.”
Just as though you could spill all you wanted on a new tablecloth.
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And Aunt Pasha would end indignantly: “Didn’t mean to do it—I should think not, indeed! A pretty thing it
would be, if you did it on purpose!”
It was the same thing when Seryozha broke anything. But when they broke glasses or plates themselves, that
was quite all right.
And then there was the way Mummy always made him say “please,” when the word didn’t even mean
anything.
“It means you’re asking politely,” said Mummy. “If you ask me for a pencil, you must say ‘please’ to show it’s
a request.”
“Why, didn’t you understand I was asking for a pencil?” asked Seryozha.
“Yes, I understood, but without ‘please’ it’s not polite, it’s not the way well-brought-up little boys talk. What
does it sound like—‘Give me a pencil!’ It’s quite different if you say: ‘Give me a pencil, please,’—that’s polite,
and I’m glad to give it to you.”
“And if I don’t say ‘please’ will you be sorry to give it to me?”
“I shan’t give it to you at all,” said Mummy.
All right, “please,” Seryozha would give them their “please.” Their ideas might be queer, but they were strong,
they ruled children, they could give Seryozha a pencil or not give it to him, just as they liked.
Korostelev, now, he didn’t bother about little things, never even noticed whether Seryozha said “please” or not.
And when Seryozha was busy in his own corner and mustn’t be disturbed, Korostelev never interrupted his
play, never said stupid things like “Come here, let me kiss you,” as Lukyanych did when he came home from
work. Lukyanych would kiss Seryozha, pricking him with his rough beard and then give him a chocolate or an
apple. That was very nice, of course, but why did he have to interrupt a person’s play, which was much more
important than the apple? Seryozha could have eaten the apple afterward.
All sorts of people came to the house, usually to see Korostelev. The one who came the most often was Uncle
Tolya. He was young and handsome with long black eyelashes and white teeth and a shy smile. Seryozha looked
at him with fascinated respect, because Uncle Tolya could make up poetry. When they asked him to read his latest
verses, he would look uncomfortable at first and refuse, then he would get up, go to the other side of the room,
and recite.
He’d made up poems about all sorts of things—about war and peace, about the collective farms, about the
fascists, about spring, and about some woman with blue eyes whom he waited and waited for and simply couldn’t
go on waiting for, but all the same she didn’t come. Wonderful poems! just as smooth and musical as the ones in
books. Before he began to recite, Uncle Tolya would cough and push his black hair back, then he would recite in a
loud voice, looking up at the ceiling. Everybody would praise him and Mummy would pour out tea for him. Then
while they were having tea they would talk about sick cows. (Uncle Tolya cured the cows at the Bright Shore
Farm when there was anything wrong with them.)
But it wasn’t everybody who was so interesting and so nice. There was Uncle Pyotr, for instance—Seryozha
tried to keep out of his way. He had a nasty face and a smooth pink bare head like a celluloid ball. And he had a
nasty kind of laugh too—"He-he-he!” Once when he was sitting with Mummy on the verandah—Korostelev was
not there—Uncle Pyotr called Seryozha and gave him a chocolate—a wonderful big chocolate wrapped up in
paper. Seryozha politely said: “Thank you,” opened the paper, and found there was nothing inside. It was empty.
Seryozha felt ashamed—of himself for having believed in it, and of Uncle Pyotr for having deceived him like
that. And Seryozha could see Mummy felt ashamed, she had believed it too.
“He-he-he-he!” sniggered Uncle Pyotr.
Then Seryozha said without anger, regretfully: “Uncle Pyotr, you're silly.”
He was sure Mummy thought the same. But she cried:
“What do you mean by that? Apologize to Uncle Pyotr this very minute!”
Seryozha stared at her in surprise.
“You heard what I said?” asked Mummy.
He did not answer. Then she took his hand and led him into the house.
“Don’t you dare come near me,” she said. “I don’t want to talk to such a rude boy.”
She stood a moment, waiting for him to say he was sorry, to ask her to forgive him. But he pressed his lips
together and looked away with eyes turned sad and cold. He did not feel he had done wrong. Why should he
apologize? He had simply said what he thought.
She went away. He trailed into his room and began turning over his toys, unconsciously trying to forget what
had happened. His fingers trembled. As he turned over the pictures cut out of old playing cards, he tore the head
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off a lady in black. …
Why had Mummy stood up for that silly Uncle Pyotr? There she was, talking and laughing with him; but she
didn't want to talk to Seryozha. …
In the evening he heard her telling Korostelev all about it.
“Well, he was right,” said Korostelev. “That’s what I call fair criticism.”
“But how can you let a child criticize grown-ups?” Mummy objected. “If children start criticizing us, how can
we educate them? A child must respect grown-ups.”
“But why on earth should he respect that ass?” said Korostelev.
“He must. It shouldn’t even occur to him that a grown-up could be an ass. Let him wait till he’s Pyotr Ilyich’s
age before criticizing him.”
“To my mind,” said Korostelev, “if it’s a question of sense, he’s a lot brighter than Pyotr Ilyich already. And it
can’t be right to punish a child for calling a fool—a fool.”
About criticism Seryozha didn’t understand much, but that remark about a fool he understood splendidly and
felt very grateful to Korostelev.
In general, Korostelev was all right, it was queer to think there had been a time when he had not lived with
Seryozha, when he had lived with Granny Nastya and Great-Granny, and only came to call on them now and then.
He took Seryozha down to the river to bathe and taught him to swim. Mummy was afraid Seryozha would
drown, but Korostelev laughed at her. He took the rails off the sides of Seryozha’s bed. Mummy was afraid
Seryozha would fallout of bed and hurt himself, but Korostelev said:
“What if he has to go on a long train journey? And sleep on the top berth? Let him learn to sleep like a grownup.”
So now Seryozha did not have to climb over the rail in the mornings and evenings. He undressed sitting on the
edge of his bed. And slept like a grown-up.
Once, they told him, he did fall out of bed. It was in the middle of the night, they heard him fall and put him
back into bed again. In the morning they told him what had happened. But he couldn’t remember it and he wasn’t
hurt anywhere. And if he wasn’t hurt and didn’t even remember it, then it didn’t count.
Then there was that time he fell down in the yard, scraped the skin of his knees so that it bled, and came home
crying. Aunt Pasha threw up her hands and ran for a bandage. But Korostelev said: “Cheer up. You’ll be all right
in a minute. What if you become a soldier and get wounded some time; what then?”
“When you were wounded, didn’t you cry?” asked Seryozha.
“How could I? Everybody would have laughed at me. We’re men and that’s that.”
Seryozha stopped crying and to show his manliness even laughed. And when Aunt Pasha came with the
bandage, he said gaily: “Go on, bandage it up, it doesn’t hurt a bit.”
Korostelev told him about the war. And after that, Seryozha felt proud as he sat beside Korostelev at the table.
If there was a war, who would go and fight? Why, he and Korostelev. That was their job in life. And Mummy and
Aunt Pasha and Lukyanych would stay at home and wait till they won the war, that was their job.
*
Zhenka was an orphan, he lived with his aunt. The aunt had a daughter, Zhenka’s cousin. During the day she
went to work and in the evening she ironed her dresses. She would fuss about in the yard with a big charcoal iron.
She’d blow on it and spit on it and put the samovar pipe over it to make it burn hotter. And she’d have her hair
twisted round bits of metal so it looked as if her head was covered with little sausages.
When she’d finished ironing her dress, she’d put it on and let down her hair and then go to the club to dance.
And the next evening she’d start fussing about with the iron all over again.
The aunt worked too. She complained that she was both cleaner and messenger, but they only paid her as
cleaner, and. the rules said there ought to be a paid messenger. She would stand a long time with her buckets by
the water tap at the corner telling the other women how she’d put the manager in his place and what she’d written
in the complaint she’d sent in.
Zhenka’s aunt was always cross with him because he ate a lot and didn’t do anything to help in the house.
But he didn’t want to do anything. He got up in the morning, ate what was left out for him, and then went to
join the other boys. He would spend the whole day in the street or with neighbors. Aunt Pasha always gave him
something to eat when he came. A little while before his aunt came back from work, Zhenka would go home and
sit down to his lessons. He had a lot of holiday homework to do because he was behind the others. He had stayed
two years in the second grade and two years in the third, and he was being kept back a second year in the fourth
too. When Zhenka first went to school Vaska had been quite small, but now Vaska had caught up with him,
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although Vaska, too, had doubled the third grade. And Vaska was even taller than Zhenka now, and stronger, too.
At first the teachers used to worry about Zhenka, they would send for his aunt or go to see her. But she would
say: “He’s my curse, do what you like with him, he’s eaten me out of house and home if you want to know.”
Then she would complain to the women: “They tell me to give him a special corner for himself, to do his
lessons. It’s not a corner he wants, it’s the stick, only I’m sorry for him because he’s my dead sister’s son.”
Then the teachers stopped coming. And they even praised Zhenka—a very orderly, well-behaved boy, they
said; others talked during lessons, but he always sat quietly; only it was a pity he was absent so often and didn’t
know anything.
They gave Zhenka top marks for conduct and for singing, too. But for everything else his marks were as bad as
they could be.
In front of his aunt Zhenka pretended to work at his lessons so that she shouldn’t scream at him so much.
When she came home he would be sitting at the kitchen table piled high with dirty dishes and greasy rags, writing
down figures, doing his arithmetic.
“What d’you think you’re doing there, you basilisk?”\fn{A fabulous serpent, lizard or dragon, whose hissing would
frighten away other serpents and whose breath, and even look, was fatal.} she’d start, “You haven’t brought the water in or
fetched the kerosene. How long have I got to put up with you?”
“I’ve been doing my lessons,” said Zhenka.
His aunt would scold, he would sigh reproachfully, put down his pen, and pick up the kerosene can.
“Are you laughing at me or what?” his aunt would scream in a frenzy. “The shop’s shut now, and well you
know it, you crafty devil.”
“All right, it’s shut now,” Shenka would agree. “Then why are you shouting?”
“Go and chop the wood!” She would scream with such fury, it sounded as though her throat would burst. “Get
out, and don’t come back without the wood!”
She would snatch up the buckets from the bench and waving them about furiously, rush off screaming to get
the water, while Zhenka went unhurriedly to the shed to chop the wood.
His aunt was not telling the truth when she called him lazy. He wasn’t, not at all. If Aunt Pasha asked him to do
something, or one of the children, he would do it at once. And if people praised him he tried his very best to do it
well. One day he and Vaska together chopped and stacked a whole cubic yard of wood, a huge pile.
He wasn’t stupid either, whatever they said. When Seryozha was given a meccano set,\fn{ A steel building set made
for children.} Zhenka and Shurik made such a railway signal that the boys came all the way from Kalinin Street to
look at it. It had red and green lights. Shurik helped a good bit, of course—he knew a lot about machines, because
his father was the truck driver, Timokhin, but it wasn’t Shurik who thought of taking colored lamps from
Seryozha’s New Year Tree and putting them on the signal; that was Zhenkasidea.
Zhenka made little men and animals out of Seryozha’s plasticine—they weren’t bad, quite lifelike. Seryozha’s
mother saw them and bought him a box of plasticine for himself. But his aunt said she wouldn’t let him waste his
time on such rubbish and threw the plasticine in the cesspool.
Zhenka learned to smoke from Vaska. He had no money to buy cigarets, so he smoked Vaska’s, and if he saw a
cigarette end lying in the street he picked it up and smoked it. Seryozha was sorry for him, so he, too, picked up
any ends he saw lying about and gave them to Zhenka.
Zhenka never put on airs with the small kids as Vaska did, he was ready to play with them any time, at
anything they liked, soldiers or militiamen or lotto. But because he was the oldest he always wanted to be the
general or the chief of militia. And when they played lotto and he won, he was glad; but if he lost, he sulked.
He had a kind face with a big mouth, and big ears that stood out, and tails of hair down his neck because his
hair wasn’t cut very often.
One day Vaska and Zhenka went to the little wood and took Seryozha with them. There they made a fire to
bake potatoes. They had brought the potatoes, some salt, and some spring onions. The fire burned badly, with a lot
of acrid smoke.
Vaska said to Zhenka: “Let’s talk about what you’re going to do.”
Zhenka sat hugging his knees; his narrow trousers had slipped up showing his thin legs. He gazed without
blinking at the dense column of gray and yellow smoke rising from the fire.
“Youve got to finish school, whether you like it or not,” Vaska continued; you would have thought from his
tone that he had top marks in everything and was at least five grades higher than Zhenka. “What good will you be
to anyone without an education?”
“You’re quite right,” Zhenka agreed. “I’m no good to anyone if I haven’t got that.”
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He picked up a stick and stirred the fire to make it burn more brightly. The damp twigs hissed, the sap oozed
out, and they caught fire slowly. Birch, aspen, and alder trees grew thickly round the glade where the boys were
sitting. In their games this thicket was always the primeval forest. In the spring there were a lot of lilies of the
valley, and in the summer a lot of mosquitoes. Now most of the mosquitoes had retreated before the smoke, but a
few of the bolder ones penetrated through it and bit, and then the boys loudly slapped their legs and faces.
“Put your aunt in her place, that’s all,” Vaska advised.
“Just you try it,” Zhenka said. “Try putting her in her place!”
“Take no notice of her, then.”
“I don’t. But I’m sick of her. You know yourself, she’s always at me.”
“And Lyuska—what about her, is she all right?”
“Yes, she’s all right. She’s going to get herself married.”
“Who’ll she marry?”
“Oh, somebody or other. She’s got an idea she’ll marry an officer, but there aren’t any here. Maybe she’ll go
away somewhere where there are officers.”
The fire burned up, it conquered the damp and caught a pile of twigs and leaves, mischievously putting out
flaming tongues. Something snapped like a shot. The smoke had all gone.
“Go and get some dry twigs to put on the fire,” Vaska told Seryozha
Seryozha ran off to do as Vaska said. When he came back, Zhenka was talking, while Vaska listened carefully.
“I’ll live like a lord,” said Zhenka. “Just think—you come back to the hostel in the evening, there’s your bed
waiting and a cupboard beside it. You can lie there and listen to the radio or play checkers, and nobody shouts at
you. … Lecturers come, and entertainers. … And they give you supper at eight o’clock.”
“Yes,” said Vaska, “it sounds fine. But will they take you?”
“I’ll send in an application. Why shouldn’t they take me? I’m sure they will.”
“How old are you?”
“I was fourteen last week.”
“Your aunt’s not against it?”
“No, she’s not against it, only she’s afraid if I go away I won’t help her later on.”
“Oh, to hell with her,” said Vaska, and added a few more bad words.
“I’ll go away anyway, I guess,” said Zhenka.
“You’ve got to make a decision and act on it,” said Vaska. “You keep saying you guess, but the school year’ll
start soon and then it’ll be the same thing all over again.”
“Yes, I guess I’ll make up my mind and do it,” said Zhenka. “You know, Vaska, I often think about it. And
when I remember that it’ll soon be the beginning of September—ugh, I feel really bad.”
“I don’t wonder,” said Vaska.
They talked about Zhenka’s plans until the potatoes were baked. Then they ate them, burning their fingers,
their teeth: crunching the juicy stems of the onions, and lay down to sleep. The sun began to sink, the trunks of the
birches turned pink, and shadows spread over the glade while the fire still smoldered under the gray ash. The boys
had told Seryozha to drive away the mosquitoes, so he sat conscientiously waving a twig over them as they slept,
thinking as he did so: Will Zhenka really give money to his aunt when he’s working? Why, all she does is scream
at him! That wouldn’t be fair. But soon he, too, fell asleep, snuggled in between Vaska and Zhenka. He dreamed
of officers and of Lyuska, Zhenka’s cousin.
Zhenka was not particularly resolute by nature, he would sooner daydream than act, but the first of September
was near, the redecorating was finished at school and the children were already going there to get their textbooks
and exercise books. Lida was boasting about her new uniform. The new school year with all its troubles was just
round the corner, and Zhenka made up his mind. If the technical school would not take him, then perhaps a
factory school would, he said. Anyway, he was going.
Most people thought he was right and tried to help him. The school gave him a recommendation, and
Korostelev and Mummy gave him some money, and even his aunt baked buns for the journey.
The morning he left, his aunt said good-bye to him without screaming and asked him not to forget all she had
done for him. He said: “All right, Aunt,” and even added: “Thank you.”
After that she went to the office where she worked, and he started preparing for the journey.
His aunt had given him a wooden suitcase painted green. She had hesitated for a long time, she didn’t want to
part with it, but all the same she gave it to him in the end, though she said: “It’s like cutting off my hand.” In that
suitcase Zhenka put his shirt, a pair of socks all holes, a worn towel, and the buns. The children watched him
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pack. Seryozha suddenly rushed off and came back holding the railway signal with the green and red lamps.
Everyone had liked it so much; it had not been taken apart; it had stood on the table and had been shown to
visitors.
“Take it with you,” he told Zhenka. “Take it, I don’t want it, it just stands there.”
“What’ll do with that?” said Zhenka, looking at the signal. “I’ll have fifteen kilograms to carry as it is.”
Seryozha rushed away again and came back with a box.
“Take this, then,” he said excitedly. “You’ll be able to make things there. It’s quite light.”
Zhenka took the box and opened it. It held pieces of plasticine. Zhenka looked pleased.
“All right,” he said, “I’ll take it.” He put the box in his suitcase.
Timokhin had promised to take Zhenka to the station. It was thirty kilometers away; there was no railway line
to the town yet. But just the evening before, Timokhin’s truck had gone on strike. There was something wrong
with the engine, Shurik said, it was being repaired, and Timokhin was asleep.
“It doesn’t matter,” said Vaska. “You can get a lift.”
“You could go on the bus,” said Seryozha.
“Clever, aren’t you,” Shurik objected. “He’d have to pay for the bus.”
“I’ll go to the road and get a lift,” said Zhenka. “Someone’ll take me.”
Vaska gave him a packet of cigarettes. But he had no matches, so Zhenka took his aunt’s. Then they all went
out of the house. Zhenka padlocked the door and put the key under the steps. They set off. The suitcase weighed
like lead—not because of what was in it, it was heavy in itself. Zhenka carried it first in one hand, then in the
other. Vaska carried Zhenka’s coat, and Lida carried little Victor. She thrust out her stomach to take part of the
weight and kept shaking him, saying: “Be quiet, can’t you! What d’you want now?”
It was very windy. They went to the highway that ran past the town. The dust rose in whirling columns and got
into their eyes. The grayish grass and faded cornflowers by the roadside were trembling, flattened down by the
wind. Round white clouds sailed calmly in the blue sky overhead, not threatening in the least, but further away
heavy black ones advanced rapidly, reaching out ragged claws; it was as if the wind came from them, carrying a
sharp freshness through the dust.
The children stopped, set down the suitcase and waited for a truck. But, as though for spite, they were all going
the wrong way, from the station to the town. At last one appeared going the way they wanted. It was loaded with
boxes, but there was nobody beside the driver. The children raised their hands. The driver looked out and drove
past. Then a black car appeared, almost empty—there was only one man in it besides the driver. But it went past,
too.
“Oh, hell!” Shurik swore.
“What d’you all want to put up your hands for,” said Vaska. “That’s crazy. They think the whole lot want to
go! Let Zhenka get in front and put up his hand. Here’s another old trundler.”
The children did as he said. When it came close nobody put up their hands except Zhenka and Vaska, who
went against his own orders. Big boys always do the things they tell the little ones not to do.
The car shot past and then stopped. Zhenka ran after it with his suitcase and Vaska with the coat. The door
clicked, Zhenka disappeared inside and Vaska after him. Then a cloud of dust rose and hid everything. When it
settled there was neither Zhenka nor Vaska and the car was already a long way off, almost out of sight. So that’s
what Vaska had had up his sleeve. He’d not told anyone that he was going to the station with Zhenka.
The other children went home. The wind was now at their backs, pushing them forward and slapping strands of
Seryozha’s long hair stingingly in his face.
“She never made him any clothes,” said Lida. “He always wore rags.”
“Her manager’s an old devil,” said Shurik. “He doesn’t want to pay her as messenger. And she’s a right to it.”
But Seryozha thought, as the wind pushed him along—how lucky Zhenka is, he’ll ride in a train. Seryozha had
never been in a train in all his life.
The sky became dark and suddenly a quick savage flash jabbed across it, then thunder rolled like guns
overhead, and the next moment down came the rain. The children ran, slipping in the dust that turned to mud at
once, while the rain lashed them till they bent nearly double, the lightning danced over the whole sky and through
the rolling, crashing thunder they could hear little Victor’s whimpers. …
So Zhenka was gone. Soon afterward two letters arrived, one for Vaska and the other for Zhenka’s aunt. Vaska
told nobody what Zhenka had written and acted as though the letter contained all sorts of secrets between men.
But the aunt kept nothing back, she went about telling everyone that Zhenka, God be praised, had been accepted
at the technical school. He lived in the hostel. They'd given him a suit. “So I’ve got him settled after all,” said the
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aunt. “He’ll get on now, and who’s to thank for it but me!”
Zhenka had never been a leader, and the children soon got used to doing without him. When they remembered
him they were glad he was so well off, that he had a cupboard by his bed and entertainers coming to amuse him. If
they played soldiers, Shurik and Seryozha took turns at being the general.
*
Great-Granny was ill and they took her to the hospital. For two days everyone said they ought to go and see
her, and on the third day, when only Seryozha and Aunt Pasha were at home, Granny Nastya came. She was even
straighter and sterner than usual, and she carried her black bag with the zip fastener. After a few words of
greeting, Granny Nastya sat down and said:
“My mother. She’s dead.”
Aunt Pasha crossed herself and said: “Peace be on her soul!” Granny Nastya took a plum from her bag and
gave it to Seryozha.
“I took some things for her, and they told me she’d died two hours ago. Eat it, Seryozha, it’s washed. They’re
good plums. Mother was fond of them; she’d put them in her tea, let them get soft and then eat them. Here, you
can have them all.” She poured the plums out on the table.
“Not all those, keep some for yourself,” said Aunt Pasha.
Granny Nastya began to cry.
“I don’t want them. I bought them for Mother.”
“How old was she?” asked Aunt Pasha.
“Eighty-two. People live longer than that. Some live to ninety.”
“Have a glass of milk,” said Aunt Pasha. “It’s nice and cold, I’ve just brought it up from the cellar. One has to
eat, whatever happens.”
“All right, thanks,” said Granny Nastya; she blew her nose and began to drink the milk. When she had finished
it she said: “I can see her just as if she were standing there. She was so wise, and she’d read so many books, it was
amazing … the house is empty now … I’ll take lodgers.”
“Eh, dear me,” sighed Aunt Pasha.
Seryozha filled his hands with plums, went out into the yard, into the warm sunshine, and pondered. If Granny
Nastya’s house was empty, that meant it was Great-Granny who was dead. They had lived together. So GreatGranny had been Granny Nastya’s mother. Now, thought Seryozha, there’d be no one to nag and scold him when
he went to see Granny Nastya.
He knew what death was. He’d seen a mouse that Zaika the cat had killed; before that the mouse had run about
and Zaika had played with it, then suddenly Zaika had made a spring and jumped back again, and the mouse had
stopped running, and Zaika had eaten it, lazily shaking his fat face. And Seryozha had seen a dead kitten, like a bit
of dirty fur; he had seen butterflies, their wings torn and transparent, with all the dust rubbed off; he had seen dead
fish thrown up on the bank, and a dying chicken on the kitchen table. Its neck was long, like a goose’s, and there
was a black hole with blood dripping from it into a basin. Neither Aunt Pasha nor Mummy could kill chickens,
they always asked Lukyanych to do it. He shut himself up with the chicken in the shed, the chicken squawked and
Seryozha ran away not to hear it. When he went through the kitchen later he would glance with disgust and
involuntary curiosity at the blood dripping down. They told him he needn’t be sorry for the chicken any more.
Aunt Pasha would pluck it with her large, skillful hands and say comfortingly: “It can’t feel anything now.”
Seryozha had once touched a dead sparrow. It was so cold that he snatched his hand away, frightened. It was as
cold as an icicle, the poor sparrow—lying there with its claws up, under a lilac bush which was warmed by the
sun.
Stillness and cold—that was what death must mean.
When they found the sparrow Lida said: “Let’s have a funeral!”
She brought a cardboard box, lined it with rags, made a little pillow out of some more scraps, and then put lace
round it. Lida really could do a lot of things, you had to admit that. She told Seryozha to dig a hole. Then they
lowered the box with the sparrow inside it into the hole, put the lid on and covered it with earth. Linda smoothed
over the tiny mound and stuck a twig in it.
“See what a fine funeral we’ve given him,” she crowed. “He never dreamed of having one like this!”
Vaska and Zhenka wouldn’t take any part in the funeral. They sat a little way off, smoking, watching morosely.
But they didn’t laugh at it.
People sometimes died, too. Then they were put in long boxes called coffins and carried along the street.
Seryozha had seen it from a distance. But he had never seen a person who was dead.
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*
Aunt Pasha filled a soup plate with boiled rice, white and fluffy, and arranged red candies round the edge. In
the middle, on top of the rice, she put some more candies, in a pattern that wasn’t quite a flower and wasn’t quite
a star.
“Is that a star?” Seryozha asked.
“It’s a cross,” Aunt Pasha answered. “We’re going to Great-Granny’s funeral.”
She washed Seryozha’s face, hands and feet, put on his socks and shoes, his sailor suit and sailor cap with the
ribbons—an awful lot of things she put on him! She, too, wore something special—her black lace scarf. She tied
up the plate of rice in a white napkin. She had a bunch of flowers too, and she gave Seryozha some flowers to
carry—two dahlias with thick stems.
Vaska’s mother was going for water with buckets on the yoke. Seryozha called out: “Good morning! We’re
going to Great- Granny’s funeral.”
Lida stood at the gate holding little Victor. Seryozha called to her too: “I’m going to Great-Granny’s funeral!”
and she followed them with looks of envy. He knew she wanted to come but felt she couldn’t because he was in
his best clothes and she was in a dirty frock and barefoot. He was sorry for her, so he turned and called back:
“You come as well! It’s all right!”
But Lida was too proud; she said nothing and she didn’t go with them, she only stood watching them till they
turned the corner.
They went along one street, then another. It was very hot. Seryozha got tired of carrying the two heavy
flowers.
“You hold them; it’ll be better,” he said to Aunt Pasha. She took them.
Then he began to stumble. He’d trip and stumble when there weren’t any stones at all.
“What’s the matter with you?” asked Aunt Pasha.
“It’s because I’m so hot,” he said. “Take all these off. I want to go in just my trousers.”
“Don’t be silly,” said Aunt Pasha. “Who’d ever let you go to a funeral with only trousers on? We’re nearly at
the stop, then we’ll get on the bus.”
That cheered Seryozha and he stepped out more readily along the endless road, past the endless fences with
trees hanging over them.
Some cows were coming toward them in a cloud of dust.
“Hold my hand,” said Aunt Pasha.
“I want a drink,” said Seryozha.
“Don’t be silly,” said Aunt Pasha. “You don’t want a drink at all.”
She was wrong, he really did want a drink. But when she said that, he stopped wanting it so badly.
Seryozha and Aunt Pasha took the bus on the square and sat down in the places reserved for children. Seryozha
didn’t often ride in a bus, so it was a treat for him. He knelt on the seat, looking out of the window and glancing at
his neighbor. The neighbor was a fat boy, smaller than Seryozha, and was sucking a sugar cock on a stick. His
cheeks were smeared with it. He looked back at Seryozha; that look said: “I’ve got a sugar cock and you haven’t,
aha!” Then the conductor came up to them.
“Do I have to pay for the child,” asked Aunt Pasha.
“Come and be measured, little boy,” said the conductor. There was a black mark on the side of the bus for
measuring children. If they had grown as high as that mark, they had to be paid for. Seryozha raised himself a
little on tiptoe.
“Yes, pay for him,” said the conductor.
Seryozha looked triumphantly back at the boy. “They don’t take a ticket for you, but they do for me, aha!”—
that look said. But the boy came off best in the end, because when it was time for Seryozha and Aunt Pasha to get
out, he went on further.
In front of them was a white stone gateway, and beyond it were long white houses, with young trees round
them; and the tree trunks were painted white, too. People in dark blue dressing gowns were walking about or
sitting on benches.
“What’s this?” asked Seryozha.
“It’s the hospital,” Aunt Pasha answered.
They went to the very last house, turned a corner, and Seryozha saw Korostelev, Mummy, Lukyanych, and
Granny Nastya. They were all standing by a big open door. There were three old women with kerchiefs on their
heads as well.
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“We came in the bus!” Seryozha announced.
Nobody answered, but Aunt Pasha said: “Ssssh!” and he understood, he mustn’t talk here. They were talking
themselves, but quietly. Mummy said to Aunt Pasha: “Why on earth did you bring him?”
Korostelev stood holding his cap in hand, his face quiet and thoughtful. Seryozha looked into the doorway.
There were steps inside leading down to a cellar, and the darkness below breathed out a cold dampness. All went
slowly forward and down the stairs, Seryozha with them.
After the daylight it seemed quite dark at first in the cellar. Then Seryozha saw a broad bench running along
the wall, a white ceiling, and a rough cement floor. High up on trestles stood a wooden coffin with muslin round
the edges. It was cold and there was a smell of earth. Granny Nastya went with long steps to the coffin and bent
down over it.
“Oh dear, what’s this?” said Aunt Pasha under her breath. “Look how the hands are laid. Dear Lord in Heaven
—down by her sides.”
“She wasn’t a believer,” said Granny Nastya, straightening up.
“That makes no difference,” said Aunt Pasha. “She isn’t a soldier to appear before the Lord like that.” Turning
to the old women she added: “What were you thinking of!”
The old women sighed. Seryozha could see nothing from below. He climbed on to the bench, stretched out his
neck, and looked down into the coffin.
He had thought Great-Granny was in the coffin. But it was something strange that lay there. It was a bit like
Great-Granny—the same sunken mouth and bony chin sticking up. But it wasn’t Great-Granny. He didn’t know
what it was. People never have eyes closed like that. Even when they’re asleep, their eyes are closed differently.
It was most awfully long. But Great-Granny had been quite short. It was enveloped in cold, gloom, and
quietness, which made those who stood round speak in whispers. Seryozha felt frightened. But if it had suddenly
come to life, that would have been even more frightening … at the thought of it Seryozha screamed.
He screamed, and as though in answer, from above, from the sunshine, came a sharp, live sound, familiar and
gay—a motor horn. Mummy picked Seryozha up and carried him out of the cellar. A truck stood by the door with
its side down. Men walked about smoking. Aunt Tosya was at the wheel; she was the driver who had brought
Korostelev’s things when he came to live with them; she worked at the Bright Shore Farm and sometimes came to
fetch Korostelev. Mummy put Seryozha down on the seat beside her and told him to stay there and shut the door.
“So you’ve come to see Great-Granny buried, have you?” asked Aunt Tosya. “Were you fond of her?”
“No,” said Seryozha honestly. “I didn’t like her.”
“Why’ve you come, then?” asked Aunt Tosya. “If you didn’t like her, then you shouldn’t have come.”
The light and the voices had dispelled the horror, but Seryozha could not forget it all at once, he wriggled
uneasily, looked about him, thought hard, and at last said: "What does it mean—to appear before the Lord?”
Aunt Tosya laughed.
“It’s a way of talking.”
“But why do they talk that way?”
“Old people talk that way. Don’t listen to it. It’s silly.”
They sat there in silence. Then Aunt Tosya narrowed her green eyes and said: “Yes, we’ll all be there some
day.”
There—where? thought Seryozha. But he felt no desire for more exact information, so he did not ask. When he
saw the coffin carried up from the cellar he looked the other way. It was a relief that the lid was on the coffin now.
But it was very unpleasant indeed to know that it was on the truck.
At the cemetery they took the coffin off and carried it away. Seryozha and Aunt Tosya did not get out, they
stayed in the driver’s seat. All round he could see crosses and wooden pillars with red stars on them. Reddish ants
kept crawling out of a place where the earth had cracked on a mound nearby. On other mounds weeds grew. Could
she have meant the cemetery when she said we’ll all be there some day? thought Seryozha. Then the ones who
had gone away came back without the coffin and the truck started off.
“Have they covered her with earth?” asked Seryozha.
“Yes, they’ve covered her up,” said Tosya.
When they got home he found Aunt Pasha had stayed at the cemetery with the old women.
“Pasha likes to keep the old funeral customs,” said Lukyanych. “Well, after all, she does the baking.”
Granny Nastya took off her kerchief and smoothed her hair. “Well, let them hold their wake if they must.”
They were talking in their ordinary voices again, they even smiled.
“Our Aunt Pasha is full of superstitions,” said Mummy.
619

They sat down to table. But Seryozha could not eat. The very thought of it nauseated him. He sat quietly,
looking at the faces of the grown-ups. He tried not to remember it, but it kept coming back to him—long,
frightening, enveloped in cold and the smell of earth.
“Why did she say we’ll all be there?” he asked.
The grown-ups broke off their talk and turned to him.
“Who said that?” asked Korostelev.
“Aunt Tosya.”
“Don’t you listen to Aunt Tosya,” said Korostelev. “Why d’you want to listen to everything?”
“But shall we all die?”
They looked as uncomfortable as though he’d asked an indecent question. But he looked at them and waited
for an answer. Korostelev spoke.
“No. We shan’t die. Aunt Tosya can do as she likes, but we shan’t die, you especially, that I’ll guarantee.”
“I won’t ever die?” asked Seryozha.
“Never!” Korostelev promised solemnly.
Seryozha at once felt light and happy again. He got quite pink with happiness, then crimson, and started
laughing. He suddenly felt most terribly thirsty—after all, he’d wanted a drink a long time ago, and then he’d
forgotten. So he drank a lot of water, drank and drank, gasping with enjoyment. He had not the least doubt that
Korostelev had told him the truth. How could he live knowing that he would die? And how could he fail to
believe the one who told him: “You will not die.”
*
They dug holes in the ground, they stood tall posts in them and fastened a wire to the posts. The wire turned
and crossed Seryozha’s yard, then went in through the wall of the house.
And a black telephone appeared on the little table in the dining room, beside the railway signal. It was the first
and only telephone on Far Street, and it belonged to Korostelev. It was for Korostelev they had dug holes in the
ground, and put up posts, and fastened the wire to them. Because other people could do without a telephone, but
Korostelev had to have one.
When you took off the receiver some woman you couldn’t see said: “Exchange.”
Then Korostelev would say—like an officer giving orders: “Bright Shore!” or “Party Committee!”or “Give me
the Regional State Farm Office!” Then he would sit, swinging one long leg, talking into the telephone. And when
he was doing that, nobody must disturb him, not even Mummy.
Sometimes the telephone would ring with a silvery trembling voice. Seryozha would run to it, pick it up and
say: “Hullo!” Then a voice would ask him to call Korostelev. What a lot of people needed Korostelev” It wasn’t
often people wanted Lukyanych or Mummy; and Aunt Pasha and Seryozha—never.
Early each morning Korostelev left for the Bright Shore. Aunt Tosya sometimes brought him home for dinner.
But usually not. Mummy would ring up the Bright Shore and they would tell her Korostelev had gone to one of
the sections and wouldn’t be back for a long time.
The Bright Shore Farm was enormous. Seryozha had never thought it could be as big as that till he went with
Korostelev and Aunt Tosya one day in the car because Korostelev had some things to see to. They kept on driving
and driving and driving. Great wide expanses rushed to meet the car and fell away on either side—great tall
haystacks on huge sweeps of autumn meadows reaching out to where the world ended in pale lilac haze, yellow
stubble, black velvet plough-land misted with the fresh green of winter crops just coming up in thin lines. Endless
roads, like gray ribbons, unrolled and crisscrossed. Trucks and tractors pulling trailers ran along them.
“Where’s this?” Seryozha would ask.
And he always got the same answer. “The Bright Shore.”
Three big groups of farm buildings stood lost in the vastness, a long way from each other—one had a fat silo
tower, another big machine sheds. A drill buzzed and a welding lamp hissed in the workshop. Sparks shot up in
the dark depths of the smithy and a hammer thudded. And wherever they stopped, people came out to speak to
Korostelev, and he looked at everything and asked a lot of questions, gave instructions, then got back into the car
and they went on. Seryozha understood now why he was always in such a hurry to go to the Bright Shore—how
would they all know what to do if he didn’t come and tell them?
There was no end of animals on the various farm sections—pigs, sheep, hens, and geese, but mostly cows.
While the weather stayed warm the cows had grazed on the pastures; the makeshift shelters where they had spent
the night in bad weather were still standing there. But now they were in the cowsheds. They stood quietly side by
side, fastened to a wooden beam with chains round their horns, and they ate out of a long trough, waving their
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tails. They didn’t behave themselves very well; every now and then someone would come and clear away the
dung. Seryozha was ashamed to look at them when they behaved so badly; he walked along the slippery planks
through the cowshed, his hand in Korostelev’s, without raising his eyes. But Korostelev took no notice of the
disgrace, he slapped the cows’ spotted flanks and gave instructions.
One woman started arguing about something, but he interrupted her: “All right, that’s enough. Get on with it.”
And the woman stopped talking and went to do as he had said.
There was another woman in a blue cap with a pompon like Mummy wore; at her he snapped: “Who’s
responsible for this? Do I have to look after little things like that, too?
She stood there all upset and kept saying: “I don’t know how I forgot it, how I didn’t think of it. I just can’t
understand.”
Lukyanych appeared from somewhere holding a paper. He gave Korostelev a fountain pen and said: “Would
you sign this?”
Korostelev hadn’t finished scolding the woman; he said: “All right, afterward.” But Lukyanych insisted.
“Afterward is no good, they won’t give it to me without your signature, and people have to get their wages.”
Think of that, now, if Korostelev didn’t sign that paper, they wouldn’t get their wages!
When Seryozha and Korostelev were picking their way among the yellow pools to the car, a young man
stopped them—a young man wonderfully clothed in short rubber boots and a leather jacket with shining buttons.
“Dmitry Korneyevich,” he said, “what shall I do now, they won’t give me a place to live, Dmitry
Korneyevich!”
“What did you expect?” Korostelev snapped. “A newly built house all ready waiting for you?”
“It means the end of my married life,” the young man pleaded. “Dmitry Korneyevich, please cancel the order!”
“You ought to have thought of that before,” snapped Korostelev still more sharply. “You’ve got a head on your
shoulders. Use it.”
“But Dmitry Korneyevich, I’m asking you, as man to man, can’t you understand? I’m new to it, Dmitry
Korneyevich, I didn’t understand how one thing depended on another.”
“But working on the side\fn{I.e., engaging in trading on the black market, a practice which undermines a system of statecontrolled prices and production through underselling often inferior goods and providing people with often a wider choice of commodities
of better quality than otherwise available in the official outlet.}—you understood that all right,”said Korostelev, his face

darkening. “Neglecting your own sector, deserting, to earn money on the side—you knew enough for that!”
He turned to go. But the young man persisted.
“Dmitry Korneyevich! Dmitry Korneyevich! Think of my position. I know I was wrong. I realize it. Give me
another chance. Let me go on working here, Dmitry Korneyevich!”
“Well, all right. But remember,” said Korostelev grimly, “if it ever happens again, even once—!”
“I was a fool ever to bother with them, Dmitry Korneyevich! They only promised me a bed in a hostel, and
even that wasn’t certain. I’ve had enough of them, Dmitry Korneyevich!”
“You selfish bastard," said Korostelev ,”individualist, son of a bitch! For the last time—get off to your work,
and to hell with you!”
“Yes, right away!” cried the young fellow eagerly and turned to go, winking at a girl with a kerchief on her
head who stood nearby.
“It’s not for your sake I’m doing it, it’s for Tanya’s. Lucky for you she’s in love with you!” Korostelev called
after him, and he, too, winked at the girl as he passed. And the girl and the young fellow looked after him,
smiling, holding hands.
So that was Korostelev—if he’d wanted, it would have been bad for the young fellow and Tanya. But he didn’t
want that because he was not only all powerful, but kind too. He arranged things so that they became happy and
smiling.
How could Seryozha help being proud that his Korostelev was like that?
It was quite clear, since Korostelev was put in charge of all of them, that he was wiser and better than anybody
else.
*
You couldn’t see the stars in summer. When Seryozha went to bed and when he woke up it was always light
outside. Even if it was cloudy or raining it was still light, because the sun was shining behind the clouds. In a clear
sky he could sometimes see, besides the sun, a light transparent patch like a piece of frosted glass. That was the
moon, out in the daytime when no one needed it; hung up there and then melted, in the sunshine, melted away and
disappeared, and only the sun was left to reign in the great vastness of the sky.
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But in winter the days were short. Darkness came early. Long before supper-time Far Street with its quiet
snowy gardens and white roofs lay under the stars. There were thousands of them, perhaps millions. There were
big ones and little ones. And there was fine star sand heaped together in shiny patches. The big stars shone blue,
white, and gold. Sirius had rays like eyelashes,And in the middle of the sky there were big stars and little stars,
and star dust, all whisked up into a thick, frosty-sparkling mist, a fantastic irregular band flung right across like a
bridge over a street—the Milky Way.
Seryozha wanted to know all their names, but Mummy couldn’t remember; she had known them once, but
she’d forgotten. To make up for that, she showed him the mountains on the moon.
Nearly every day it snowed. People cleared paths, trampled them hard, and then more snow came down and
piled up big white downy cushions over everything. The fence posts wore white caps. There were fat white
caterpillars on the branches of the trees and round snowballs where the twigs divided.
Seryozha played with the snow, he built houses and fought battles with it and went sledging down the hills.
Then the daylight turned lilac and died behind the timber yard. It was evening, and Seryozha came home pulling
his sledge behind him. He stopped, flung back his head and looked with pleasure at the familiar stars. The Great
Bear had crawled almost to the middle of the sky, its tail boldly spread out. Mars winked its red eye.
If Mars is so big there may be people on it, thought Seryozha, then perhaps there’s a boy just like me standing
there now with a sledge just like mine, and perhaps he’s called Seryozha, too.
That was a wonderful thought, he wanted to share it, but not with just anybody; some people wouldn’t
understand, they often didn’t; they made jokes of things, and Seryozha hated those jokes, they offended him. So
he chose a moment when nobody else was near and told Korostelev—because Korostelev never laughed.
He didn’t laugh this time, either. He thought a moment and said: “Well, why not?”
Then for some reason he took Seryozha by the shoulders and looked at him very seriously, almost with a
certain fear.
*
You come home on winter evenings, tired with playing and cold, and there’s the stove burning, puffing with
heat; you get warm, sniffing a bit, while Aunt Pasha puts your trousers and felt boots on top of it to dry. Then you
sit down at the kitchen table with the grown-ups, you drink hot milk, you listen to their talk, and you think of how
tomorrow you’ll go with the others to besiege the snow fortress that was built today.
Yes, winter’s a fine thing, but it lasts too long. You get tired of heavy clothes and biting winds, you want to run
out of the house in shorts and sandals, to bathe in the river, to lie on the grass, to go fishing—it doesn’t matter that
you never catch anything, it’s fun just to be there all together, to dig for worms, to sit with a rod and line and
shout, “Look out, Shurik, you’ve got a bite!”
Ugh—another blizzard, and yesterday it was thawing. You’re sick of the beastly winter.
Then tears run zigzag down the window, and instead of snow in the street there is a thick black mess, with
footpaths trodden through it. Spring! The ice cracks on the river. Seryozha and the other children go to see it
floating down. First come big dirty chunks, then a gray icy mush. Then the river overflows its banks, and the
willows on the far bank stand in water halfway up their trunks. Everything is blue, the water and the sky, and gray
and white clouds sail along the sky and along the water.
And when has the grain grown up so tall and thick in the fields beyond Far Street? How did Seryozha miss
seeing it?
When did the rye manage to flower and form ears? Busy living his life, Seryozha never noticed it, and now the
ears have filled, ripened, and they rustle splendidly over his head when he walks along the path. The birds have
brought up their fledglings, the mowing machines have gone out into the meadows to cut the flowers that made
the far bank so gay. The school holidays have come round, summer is at its height, and Seryozha has forgotten all
about the sky and the stars.
Korostelev called Seryozha and stood him between his knees.
“There’s a question we’ve got to discuss,” he said. “Which do you think it would be better for us to get—a
little boy or a little girl?”
“A little boy,” Seryozha answered at once.
“Yes, but look at it this way. Of course, two boys are better than one. But on the other hand, we’ve got a boy
already, so perhaps we ought to get a girl now, what d’you think?”
“All right, if you like,” Seryozha agreed without any great eagerness. “We could have a girl. Only a boy would
be better for me to play with, you know.”
“But a little girl—you’d look after her and stand up for her as her elder brother. See the boys didn’t pull her
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hair.”
“Girls pull your hair, too,” Seryozha remarked. “And they pull hard.” He might have told Korostelev how Lida
had pulled his hair not long ago, but he didn’t like telling tales. “They pull it so hard they make the boys yell.”
“Yes, but ours would be quite tiny,” said Korostelev. “She wouldn’t pull anybody’s hair.”
“All the same, you know, let’s have a boy,” said Seryozha, after thinking it over. “A boy’s better.”
“Are you sure?”
“Boys don’t tease and girls—that’s all they ever do, tease you.”
“Oh? … hmm. That’s a point. Look here, we’ll discuss it all again, shall we?”
“All right.”
Mummy listened, smiling. She was sitting beside them, sewing. She’d made herself an awfully wide dressing
gown, Seryozha wondered why it was so wide. But it was true, she’d got fatter. And now she had something very
small in her hands, she was sewing lace round it.
“What’s that you’re making?” asked Seryozha.
“A baby’s cap,” said Mummy, “for a little boy or a little girl, whichever you both decide to get.”
“Will he have a head as little as that?” asked Seryozha examining the doll’s cap—that was what it looked like
—and thinking: Gosh—give a good tug to hair on a head like that, and you might pull the whole head off!
“At first, yes,” said Mummy, “but then he’ll grow. You can see how Victor’s grown. And the way you grow
yourself. He’ll grow just the same way.”
She put the tiny cap on her hand and looked at it; her face was happy. Korostelev carefully kissed her forehead,
just at the place where the soft shining hair started.
They really meant it about getting a little boy or a little girl.
They bought a tiny bed and a quilt. They could use Seryozha’s old bath for the little boy or girl; it was too
small for him, it was a long time since he’d been able to stretch out his legs when he sat in it, but for anyone with
a head to fit that cap it would be just right.
He knew where people got babies, of course—they bought them at the hospital. The hospital supplied them.
One woman had bought two at once. Though why she had got two just alike he couldn’t understand. People said
she could only tell them apart by the mole: one had a mole on its neck and the other hadn’t. It was queer, why
she’d got two just the same. She’d have done better to get them different.
But Korostelev and Mummy delayed for some reason. The bed was there, but no sign of a little boy or a little
girl.
“Why don’t you go and buy one?” Seryozha asked Mummy. Mummy laughed—and goodness, how fat she’d
got!
“There aren’t any just now. But they say they’ll have some soon.”
Well, that did happen sometimes. You wanted something and it wasn’t there in the shop. All right, they could
wait, Seryozha wasn’t in any hurry.
Babies did grow slowly, whatever Mummy might say. You could see it by Victor. He’d been alive a long, long
time, and still he was only eighteen months old. So how long would it take before he could play with the big
children? That meant the time when a new little boy or girl would be able to play with Seryozha was so far off
that you couldn’t even guess at it. And until that time came he, Seryozha, would have to protect the baby and take
care of it. Of course that was an honorable occupation, Seryozha knew it, but it wasn’t nearly as attractive as
Korostelev seemed to think. Lida found it very hard bringing up Victor—carrying him about and amusing him and
punishing him. Not long ago her father and mother had gone to a wedding, but Lida had stayed at home and cried.
If there hadn’t been Victor, she could have gone. But with him it was like being in prison, Lida said.
But—well, all right, Seryozha was ready to help Korostelev and Mummy. They could go to work, and Aunt
Pasha could boil and bake, and he, Seryozha, would take care of the helpless creature with a head 1ike a doll’s
that couldn’t do anything if it wasn’t looked after. He’d give it gruel and put it to bed. He and Lida would go and
visit each other and take the babies, it would be easier to look after them if they were together—while the babies
were asleep they could play.
One morning when he got up they told him Mummy had gone to the hospital to buy a baby.
Although he had been expecting it, his heart gave a little jump. After all, it was a big event.
He expected Mummy back soon, he stood by the gate waiting for her to come round the corner with a little boy
or a little girl, so he could run to meet her. Aunt Pasha called him.
“Korostelev wants you on the telephone.”
He ran into the house and picked up the black receiver lying on the table.
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“Hullo?” he called. Korostelev’s voice answered, a laughing, delighted voice:
“Seryozha! You’ve got a brother! You hear me? A brother! With blue eyes! He weighs four kilograms, fine,
isn’t he? Are you pleased?”
“Yes … yes!” cried Seryozha, hesitant, confused. The telephone was silent.
“Blue eyes, takes after his father,” said Aunt Pasha, wiping her eyes on her apron. “Well, the Lord be praised!
It’s a happy hour.”
“Will they soon be home?” asked Seryozha. He was amazed and disappointed to hear that it would only be in a
week or perhaps even more—because the baby would have to get used to Mummy, and they’d teach him that in
the hospital.
Korostelev went to the hospital every day. They wouldn’t let him go in and see Mummy, but she sent him
notes. “Our boy’s a beautiful baby. And unusually clever.” She’d quite decided on his name—Aleksey, and they’d
call him Lyonya for short. She was very bored, she missed them, she was longing to come home. She sent love
and kisses to everyone, especially Seryozha.
A week passed, even more, and then one day when Korostelev left, he told Seryozha: “Wait for me, we’re
going to fetch Mummy and Lyonya today.”
He came back in Aunt Tosya’s car, carrying a great bunch of flowers. They drove to the same hospital where
Great-Granny had died. They went to the first house near the gates, and suddenly they heard Mummy’s voice.
“Mitya! Seryozha!”
She was looking out of an open window and waving to them. Seryozha cried: “Mummy!” She waved again
and disappeared. Korostelev said she’d come out in a minute or two. But it was a long time before she came—
they had time to walk up and down the path, and look into the door with a spring that screeched, and sit on a
bench under a thin young tree that gave hardly any shade. Korostelev got restless, he said the flowers would be
wilted before she came. Aunt Tosya left the car outside the gate and joined them. She told Korostelev it always
took a long time.
At last the door screeched and Mummy came out, carrying a blue bundle. They ran to meet her and she said:
“Careful, careful!”
Korostelev gave her the flowers and took the bundle. He turned back a corner of the lace edging and showed
Seryozha a tiny little face, pink and important, with closed eyes. Lyonya, his brother … one eye opened a little, a
vague blue something peered out of the crack, then the face twisted. Korostelev said in a kind of weak voice: “Ah
—you! …” and kissed him.
“Mitya, how can you!” said Mummy sternly.
“Why? Mustn’t I?” asked Korostelev.
“He’s susceptible to any infection,” said Mummy. “They wear muslin masks here whenever they come near
him. So please, Mitya.”
“All right, I won’t do it again,” said Korostelev.
When they got home Lyonya was put on Mummy's bed, she unwrapped him and Seryozha could see the whole
of him.
But why on earth had Mummy said he was beautiful? His tummy was all swollen, and his arms and legs were
inhumanly thin and insignificant, and they moved about senselessly. There was no neck to be seen at all. And
nothing to show he was clever. He opened an empty toothless mouth and started to cry, a queer, complaining cry,
weak and tiresome, and it went on and on.
“Now, now, my little one,” said Mummy, “I know what it is, you’re hungry, my boy’s hungry, that’s it. Just a
moment, I won’t be a moment.”
She spoke loudly, moved quickly, and wasn’t fat any more, she'd got thin in the hospital. Korostelev and Aunt
Pasha tried to help her and ran as fast as they could to do all she asked.
Lyonya’s diapers were wet. Mummy put on dry ones, sat down with him on her lap, unfastened her dress, and
put Lyonya’s mouth to her breast. He gave one last cry, seized the nipple with his lips and began to suck, choking
with greed.
What a little pig, thought Seryozha. Korostelev guessed his thought.
“He’s only nine days old," he said softly. “Nine days, that’s all, what can you expect of him?”
“Uhuh,” Seryozha agreed, shamefaced.
“Later on he’ll be a fine chap, you’ll see.”
But how long will that be, thought Seryozha. And how can I look after him when he’s like jelly; even
Mummy’s careful when she touches him.
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Lyonya, well fed, slept on Mummy’s bed. The grown-ups sat in the dining room talking about him.
“You’ll need a nurse,” said Pasha. “I’ll not be able to manage alone.”
“No, I’ll do without,” said Mummy. “It’s holidays now, I can look after him myself, and then I’ll have him in a
nursery; there are real nurses there and proper care.”
That’s fine, let him go to a nursery, thought Seryozha, relieved. Lida was always wishing they’d send Victor to
a nursery. … Seryozha clambered on to the bed and sat down beside Lyonya, hoping to get a good look at him
while he wasn’t crying or screwing up his face. It seemed Lyonya had real eyelashes, only very short ones. The
skin was soft, like velvet. Seryozha touched it with the tip of his finger.
“What are you doing?” cried Mummy, entering. It was so sudden Seryozha started and snatched away his
hand.
“Get down this minute! What d’you mean by touching him with dirty hands?”
“They’re clean,” said Seryozha, slipping down from the bed in alarm.
“And in general, Seryozha,” said Mummy, “keep away from him while he’s so small. You might push him off
by accident … you never know what can happen. And another thing—don’t bring children in here; he might pick
up something. In fact, let’s go out of here.” Mummy ended affectionately but firmly. Seryozha followed
obediently. He was very thoughtful.
Nothing had turned out the way he had expected. Mummy hung a shawl over the window so the light should
not shine on Lyonya, followed Seryozha, and shut the door quietly.
*
Vaska had an uncle. Lida would certainly have liked to say he hadn’t any uncle at all, he was making it all up,
but she had to keep quiet. For there was an uncle, his photographs stood on the whatnot, between two vases of
poppies made of red shavings. Uncle had been taken under a palm tree. He was all in white, and the sunshine was
white too, so blindingly white that you couldn’t properly see either his face or his clothes. The only things that
came out really well were the palm tree and two short black shadows—one from Uncle, the other from the tree.
The face didn’t matter, but it was a pity you couldn’t make out how Uncle was dressed. He wasn’t just Uncle,
he was the captain of an oceangoing vessel. It would be interesting to see how captains of ocean vessels dressed.
Vaska said the photograph had been taken in Honolulu, on the island of Oahu. Sometimes parcels came from him.
Vaska’s mother would say: “Kostya’s sent me two more lengths.”
What she called lengths were just pieces of material. But sometimes there were fine things in the parcels, too.
A crocodile in a bottle of alcohol, for instance, tiny as a fish, but still—a crocodile. It could stand there in alcohol
for a hundred years and it would never spoil. No wonder Vaska thought a lot of himself. Nothing that the other
boys had would compare with that crocodile.
One parcel had a big shell in it, gray outside, rose-colored inside, with rosy edges open like lips; if you put
your ear to it you could hear a low, even murmur as though coming from a long way off. When Vaska was feeling
kind he let Seryozha listen. And Seryozha would press the shell to his ear, his eyes wide and fixed, holding his
breath, listening to the quiet, unceasing murmur that came from the depths of the shell. What was it? Where did it
come from? And why did it make him restless, why did he feel he could go on listening and listening?
And that Uncle, that wonderful, amazing Uncle—after seeing Honolulu and all sorts of islands, he was coming
to stay with Vaska! Vaska mentioned it when he came out—mentioned it casually, keeping a cigarette in the
corner of his mouth and screwing up one eye against the smoke. He mentioned it just as though it were nothing
out of the ordinary. And when Shurik, after a silence, asked in a deep voice: “Which uncle? The captain?” Vaska
answered:
“Who else? I haven’t any others.”
He said “I haven’t” with a kind of emphasis, as much as to say—you may have uncles who aren’t captains, but
not me. And all admitted that he was right.
“Will he come soon?” asked Seryozha.
“In a week or two,” Vaska answered. “Well, I'm off to buy some chalk.”
“What d’you need that for?” asked Seryozha.
“Mother’s going to whitewash the ceiling.”
Of course—with an uncle like that coming you have to have the ceiling freshly whitewashed!
“He’s making it up,” Lida couldn’t keep quiet any longer. “There’s nobody coming at all.”
She moved hastily back, expecting a slap. But this time Vaska didn’t even say “silly ass,” he simply walked
away, swinging the basket with the bag for chalk inside. And Lida was left looking silly.
They whitewashed the ceiling and papered the walls. Vaska smeared paste over the pieces of wallpaper and
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passed them up to his mother, and she put them on. The children peeped in from the entry. Vaska told them to
keep out of the room.
“You’d get everything mixed up,” he said.
Then Vaska’s mother washed the floor and laid down runners. They all had to walk on the runners and keep off
the floor.
“Sailors are very particular about cleanliness,” said Vaska’s mother.
The alarm clock was taken into the back room where Uncle was to sleep.
“Sailors do everything by the clock,” said Vaska’s mother. Everyone waited for Vaska’s Uncle with seething
impatience.
If a car turned into Far Street they held their breath—was it Uncle coming from the station? But the car would
pass by, no Uncle came, and Lida was glad. She had her own peculiar joys which the others could not share.
When Vaskas mother came home from work in the evenings, she would get through her household jobs and
then stand by the gate talking to the neighbors, boasting of her brother the captain. And the children would stand
nearby listening.
“He’s at a health resort just now,” said Vaska’s mother. “He’s taking a cure. His heart’s not too good. He was
sent to the very best sanatorium, of course. Then, when he’s finished his treatment, he’ll come here.”
“He used to be a wonderful singer,” she said another time. “The way he used to sing at the club—better than
Kozlovsky! Of course, he’s got stout now, and short of breath, and with all the trouble in his family—you don’t
feel much like singing.”
She lowered her voice and said something not for children to hear, “and all of them girls,” she went on. “One’s
fair, the second dark, the third red-haired. Only the eldest’s like Kostya. And he goes off to sea and worries all the
time. She’s got luck, having only girls. It’s easier to bring up ten daughters than one son.”
The neighbors looked at Vaska.
“He’s my brother, he’ll be able to advise me,” said Vaska’s mother. “Let him decide, he’s a man. I’m nearly out
of my mind.”
“Yes, it’s difficult with a boy till you set him on his feet:” sighed Zhenka’s aunt.
“Depends on the boy,” Aunt Pasha objected. “Look at ours. He’s ever so affectionate.”
“That’s only while they’re small," said Vaska’s mother. “They’re all like that when they’re little. It’s when they
get bigger they show what they’re like.”
Uncle arrived late at night. In the morning the children looked into Vaska’s garden and there was Uncle
standing on the path, all dressed in white just like in the picture—a white tunic, white trousers with creases in
front, and white shoes. And gold on the tunic. He stood there with his hands behind his back, and talked in a soft
voice, slightly nasal and a very little bit breathless.
“How really lovely it is here. Beautiful. A real rest after the tropics. You don’t know how lucky you are, Polya,
to live in a place like this.”
“Yes, it’s not bad,” said Vaska’s mother.
“Ah, a starlings’ box,” cried Uncle yearningly. “Starlings on a birch tree! Do you remember our school reader,
Polya, there was a picture in it just like this—a birch tree and a box for starlings.”
“Vaska put it up,” said his mother.
“A splendid boy!” said Uncle.
Vaska was there, too, well behaved, washed clean, without his cap, his hair sleeked down, as if it were May
Day. “Come to breakfast,” said Vaska’s mother.
“I want to breathe some more of this air,” the captain demurred. But Vaska’s mother took him away. He went
up the steps, big like a white tower with gold on it, and disappeared into the house. He was stout and handsome,
with a kind face and a double chin. The lower part of his face was brown and his forehead white, there was a clear
line where the sunburn ended.
Vaska went to the fence, where Seryozha and Shurik had their faces wedged in between the posts.
“Well,” he said graciously, “what d’you want, kids?” They only sniffed.
“He’s brought me a watch,” said Vaska. Yes, there was a watch on his left wrist, a real watch on a strap. He
raised his hand and listened to it ticking, then wound it a bit.
“May we come in?” asked Seryozha.
“All right, come in,” Vaska permitted. “But quiet, mind. And when he lies down to rest, and when the family
comes, then out with you both at once. There’s to be a family council.”
“What’s that?” asked Seryozha.
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“They’re going to talk about what’s to be done with me,” Vaska explained.
He went into the house and the boys followed him in silence and stood by the door of the room where the
captain was sitting.
Uncle-captain buttered a piece of bread, put an egg in an egg cup, cracked the top with a teaspoon, carefully
cut it off, and sprinkled salt on the egg. He took the salt from the saltcellar with the point of his knife. But there
was something missing, he looked about, here and there, and his pale brows were knitted in suffering. At last he
asked delicately, in his soft voice: “Excuse me, Polya—may I have a table napkin?”
Vaska’s mother hurried away all in a fuss and brought him a clean towel. He thanked her, laid the towel across
his knees, and began to eat. He bit off tiny pieces of bread, and you could hardly see at all he was chewing or
swallowing. Vaska frowned, and his face expressed contending feelings—chagrin that there had been no table
napkins in the house, and pride in his cultured Uncle who couldn’t eat his breakfast without one.
Vaska’s mother put all kinds of different foods on the table, and Uncle took a little of everything; but all the
time it looked as if he was eating nothing, and Vaska’s mother kept groaning: “You’re not eating, you don’t like
it!”
“Everything’s excellent,” said Uncle, “but I have to keep to a diet, so don’t be angry, Polya.”
He refused vodka.
“I’m not allowed it. Once a day a small liqueur glass of brandy,” with a graceful gesture he held up finger and
thumb to show the size of the glass, “just before dinner, to assist in expanding the vessels. That’s all I can have.”
After breakfast he invited Vaska to go for a walk and put on his cap—also white and gold.
“Go home now,” Vaska told Seryozha and Shurik.
“Oh, let’s take them,” said Uncle through his nose. “Splendid little boys! A charming pair of brothers!”
“We aren’t brothers,” said Shurik in his deep voice.
“They aren’t brothers,” Vaska upheld him.
“Really?” Uncle was surprised. “I thought they were. They’re alike in some way—one fair, the other dark. …
Well, not brothers, then—it doesn’t matter, come for a walk.”
Lida saw them going down the street. She would have run after them, but Vaska gave her a look over his
shoulder; so she turned and ran with little skips in the other direction.
They walked in the woods and Uncle was enraptured by the trees. They walked through the fields and he was
enraptured by the wheat. To tell the truth, they got a bit tired of his raptures. He’d have done better to tell them
about the sea and the islands. But all the same he was wonderful. It dazzled you to look at his gold bars and
badges glittering in the sunshine. He walked with Vaska, while Seryozha and Shurik sometimes followed behind,
and sometimes ran on ahead to admire Uncle from in front. They came to the river. Uncle looked at his watch and
said it would be fine to have a bathe. Vaska looked at his watch, too, and said-why not? So they undressed on the
clean, warm sand.
Seryozha and Shurik were disappointed to find that Uncle did not wear a striped sailor’s undershirt under his
tunic, just an ordinary white shirt. But when he raised his arms and pulled it off over his head they stared,
thunderstruck.
The whole of Uncle’s body, from his neck to his waist, all that broad, evenly brown body with its fat creases
was thickly covered with blue patterns. Uncle stood up and stretched, and the boys saw they were not patterns, but
pictures and words. On his chest there was a mermaid with a fishtail and long hair; an octopus was crawling down
to her from the left shoulder, with twisting tentacles and terrible human eyes; the mermaid stretched her hands
toward him and turned away her face begging him not to seize her—a terrible picture! On the right shoulder there
was a long inscription, and down the right arm, too—you might say Uncle was written all over on that side. On
the left arm, above the elbow, two doves were kissing, and over them was a garland and a crown; below the elbow
was a turnip with an arrow through it, and underneath the name “Musya” in big letters.
“Oh, how grand!” Shurik said to Seryozha.
“That’s really something,” sighed Seryozha.
Uncle went into the water, dove, came up again with wet hair and a happy face, snorted, and swam up against
the stream. The boys followed him, enchanted.
And how Uncle could swim! He moved through the water as easily as if he were playing, and just as easily it
supported his massive body. He swam to the bridge, turned on his back, and floated down again, steering with
very small movements of his feet. And the mermaid on his chest moved under the water as though she were alive.
Then Uncle lay down to rest on the bank. He lay on the sand on his stomach, with a blissful smile, while they
examined his back which had a skull and crossbones like the transformer hut, and the moon and stars, and a
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woman in a long dress with bandaged eyes sitting on clouds with her knees apart. Shurik plucked up courage.
“What’s that you’ve got on your back?” he asked.
Uncle laughed, sat up, and began brushing sand off himself. “It’s to remind me of the time when I was young
and foolish,” he said. “You see how it is, dear boys, once upon a time I was so foolish, I covered myself with all
sorts of silly pictures, and unfortunately, it’s forever.”
“And what’s that written on you?” asked Shurik.
“What does it matter,” said Uncle, “what kind of nonsense is written on me? What matters is a man’s feelings
and his actions, what do you think, Vaska?”
“Yes,” said Vaska.
“But the sea?” asked Seryozha. “What’s it like?”
“The sea,” repeated Uncle. “The sea? Well, what shall I tell you? The sea is the sea. There’s nothing more
beautiful than the sea. You have to see for yourself.”
“And when there’s a storm,” said Shurik, “is it very terrible?”
“A storm is beautiful,” answered Uncle. “At sea everything is beautiful.” Shaking his head thoughtfully, he
recited:
What does it matter, he said, which is best?
Quietest of all in the water you rest.

Then he began putting on his trousers.
After their walk he lay down to rest, and the children gathered in Vaska’s Lane to talk about Uncle’s tattooing.
“They do it with gunpowder,” said a boy from Kalinin Street. “They make the drawing, and then they rub in
the gunpowder. I read about it.”
“But where could you get gunpowder?” another boy asked.
“In the shop, of course.”
“Can’t you see them letting you have it! They don’t sell cigarettes to anyone under sixteen, let alone
gunpowder.”
“We could get it from the hunters.”
“What a hope—they won’t give it to you.”
“They might.”
“They won’t.”
Then a third boy chimed in.
“They used powder in the old days. Now they do it with India ink or ordinary ink.”
“Will it last if it’s done with ink?”
“It will, and how!”
“Better with India ink. It’ll last longer.”
Seryozha listened and imagined Honolulu on the island of Oahu, where palms grow and the sunshine is
blindingly bright. And snow-white captains with gold braid stand under the palm trees to be photographed. …
And I will, too, some day, thought Seryozha. Like all those boys discussing gunpowder and ink, he believed
without the faintest shadow of doubt that everything in all the world was before him—including being a captain in
Honolulu. He believed it, just as he believed that he would never die. He would try everything, see everything in a
life that would have no ending.
Toward evening he became impatient to see Vaska’s uncle again; but Uncle kept on resting and resting—he
had been traveling all night and hadn’t slept. Vaska’s mother ran out on high heels, and told Aunt Pasha as she
passed that she was going for brandy. The lights went on in the house. And there was nothing to be seen from the
street except curtains and geraniums. Seryozha was glad when Shurik called him; in Shurik’s garden there was a
linden tree, you could see everything if you climbed it.
“He did exercises when he woke up,” said Shurik, trotting along purposefully beside Seryozha. “And when he
shaved he sprayed perfume on himself through a tube. They’ve had supper now. Come through the lane, or Lida’il
want to tag on.”
The old linden tree grew close to the fence separating Timokhin’s kitchen garden from Vaska’s garden. The
fence was close to Vaska’s house, but you couldn’t climb it because the wood was rotten, it cracked and crumbled.
The linden had a hollow in it; one summer hoopoes had lived there, and now Shurik used it to hide things better
kept out of sight of the grown-ups—cartridge cases and a magnifying glass, which he used to burn words on
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fences and wooden seats.
Scraping their legs on the rough, cracked bark, the boys climbed up and settled themselves on a twisted,
knotted branch, Shurik holding the trunk, and Seryozha holding on to Shurik. They were up among the silkily
rustling, stroking, tickling, fresh, aromatic leaves. High overhead was the gold of sunset, down below was the
thickening dusk. A branch with dark leaves swayed in front of Seryozha but did not hide the inside of Vaska’s
house. The electric light shone brightly, and there was Uncle-captain sitting among the family. Seryozha could
hear all they were saying.
Vaska’s mother was speaking, moving her hands about.
“… So they write a receipt for a fine of twenty-five roubles paid by me for unseemly behavior in the street.”
One woman laughed.
“I don’t find it funny,” said Vaska’s mother.
“Then two months later they send for me to go to the militia station again and show me a charge, and then they
write down that I’ve paid fifty roubles for a broken display case at the cinema.”
“You tell him,” said another woman, “how he had that fight with the big boys, and how he burnt cigarette holes
in the quilt and nearly set the house on fire.”
“And where does he get the money for cigarettes?” asked Uncle-captain.
Vaska was sitting there, his elbow on his knee, his chin on his hand, his hair combed so that not a single hair
was out of place.
“Worthless brat,” said Uncle in his soft voice. “I’m asking you—where do you get the money?”
“Mother gives it to me,” said Vaska with a sniff.
“Excuse me, Polya,” said Uncle, “but I don’t understand.”
Vaska’s mother broke out sobbing.
“Show me your school report book,” Uncle told Vaska. Vaska got up and brought it. Uncle turned page after
page, his eyes narrowed. Then he said gently:
“You rascal. You good-for-nothing.”
He slammed the report book on the table, took out a handkerchief and began to fan himself with it.
“Yes,” he said, “it’s sad. If you want to make anything of him, you must keep an ab-so-lute-ly firm hand. Look
at my Nina. She’s brought up my girls beautifully. They’re well disciplined and they’re learning to play the piano.
… and why? Because she always keeps a firm hand.”
“Girls are easier,” chorused the relatives. “It’s always easier to bring up girls than boys.”
“You must remember, Kostya,” said the woman who’d told tales about the quilt, “if she doesn’t give Vaska
money, he takes it himself from her handbag, without asking.”
Vaska’s mother sobbed more loudly.
“Where else can I take it?” asked Vaska. “From strangers?”
“Get out of here!” cried Uncle through his nose and stood up.
“He’ll give him a beating,” Shurik whispered. T
There was a loud crack and the branch on which they were sitting fell down with a determined rustling of
leaves. With it fell Seryozha carrying Shurik with him.
“Don’t you dare cry!” said Shurik from the ground where he was lying.
They got up, rubbing their bumps. Vaska looked through the fence and understood everything.
“I’ll give you spying!” he said.
A white figure rose up behind Vaska glittering with gold in the light cast from the window.
“Give me your cigarettes, blockhead,” it said.
Limping, Seryozha and Shurik left the garden, but before that they saw Vaska give his uncle a packet of
cigarettes and they saw Uncle tear them up, break them, crush them to powder, and then take Vaska by the collar
and lead him into the house The next morning a padlock hung on the door. Lida said they’d all gone away as soon
as it was light to relations on the Chkalov Collective Farm. They were away all day. And the morning after that
Vaska’s mother, sobbing, hung the padlock on the door again and went to work in tears. Vaska had gone away that
night with his Uncle. He had gone for good. Uncle had taken him to make a man out of him and send him to
Nakhimov Naval School. Here was a wonderful thing that had happened to Vaska, and all because he’d taken
money from his mother’s handbag and broken the display case at the cinema!
“It’s all those relations,” Vaska’s mother told Aunt Pasha.
“The way they talked, it sounded as if Vaska was a real criminal. And he isn’t such a bad boy, really.
Remember how he chopped and stacked a whole meter of wood? And he helped me to put up the wallpaper. And
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what’ll happen to him now, without me.”
She started to cry.
“They don’t care, it’s not their boy,” she sobbed, “and there’s never an autumn without he gets boils on his
neck, and who’ll bother about that now. …”
She couldn’t see a boy wearing his cap with the peak backward without starting to cry. She’d ask Seryozha and
Shurik in and talk to them about Vaska, and what he’d been like when he was small, and show them the
photographs her brother the captain had given her. There were pictures of seaports, banana groves, ancient
buildings, sailors on the deck, people riding elephants, a motor boat cutting through the waves, a black dancing
woman with bracelets on her ankles, black children with thick lips and curly hair—strange things, things you had
to ask about to know what they were, and on almost all the pictures there was the sea, stretching out endlessly till
it merged with the sky, living, rippling water, with a gleaming mist of foam—and all that unknown world sang a
deep, enticing song like the rosy shell when you laid it to your ear.
But Vaska’s garden was silent and empty. It became a kind of public garden. You could go in and play all day
—nobody shouted, nobody chased you out. The master of the garden had gone into that singing rosy world where
Seryozha, too, would go some day.
*
Secret relations had come into being between Kalinin Street and Far Street. There were negotiations. Shurik
went back and forth, very busy, and brought Seryozha news. His plump, sunburned legs carried him about
quickly, and his black eyes darted quick looks on all sides. That was a way they had—when Shurik got some new
idea in his head his eyes always kept darting right and left, so everyone knew at once he had a new idea. His
mother worried, and his father the truck-driver Timokhin, threatened him with the strap. Because Shurik’s ideas
were always of some mischief. So his parents were alarmed because after all they wanted their son to be alive and
well.
But Shurik didn’t care a bit about the strap. What did an old strap matter when the boys on Kalinin Street were
going to tattoo themselves! They made businesslike preparations. And think of it—they’d got all the details out of
Shurik and Seryozha, every bit of it, what pictures Vaska’s uncle had and where, they’d made their drawings just
as Shurik and Seryozha told them, and now they didn’t want to let Shurik and Seryozha in on It.
They said: “That’s not for kids”—the devils. Where was justice?
And you couldn’t complain to anyone, either, you’d promised you wouldn’t say a word to anyone in the whole
world—that is to say, on Far Street. Because on Far Street there was a famous telltale—Lida. She’d go and tell the
grown-ups at once, just for spite—for what good would it do her?—and then they’d make a fuss, and there’d be
trouble at school, you’d be called to teacher’s meetings and parents’ meetings, and instead of a businesslike
operation there’d be all sorts of fuss and bother.
So because of that Kalinin Street kept its plans secret from Far Street. But you couldn’t keep much from
Shurik. And besides, he’d seen the drawings. Wonderful drawings on cartridge paper and parchment paper.
“They’ve thought some up for themselves,” Shurik told Seryozha. “They've drawn an airplane, and a whale
making a fountain, and they’ve written slogans. They put the sheet of paper on you and then prick you with a pin
right through it all along the drawing. It ought to come out fine.”
Seryozha shuddered. A pin!
But if Shurik could stand it, Seryozha could, too.
“Yes,” he said with assumed carelessness. “It ought to come out fine.”
But the Kalinin Street boys not only refused to give Shurik and Seryozha a whale, they wouldn’t give them
even the tiniest little slogan. Shurik tried them one after the other, argued and pleaded, but it was all no good.
They just said: “Kids like you? Are you joking? Get out.”
Things looked very black indeed until Shurik managed to get Arsenty on his side.
Arsenty was the kind of boy that all the parents held up as a model. He always got top marks, he pored over his
books, he was clean and neat, and he was much respected. But what mattered most was that he understood fair
play. After joking a bit he said:
“After all, they do deserve something. Let’s make them one letter each. Their initials. What d’you say to that?”
he asked Shurik.
“No,” said Shurik, “we don’t agree to just one letter.”
“Get out of here, then,” said Valery from the fifth grade. “You won’t get anything.”
Shurik went, but he’d no choice, he came back again and said—all right, one letter. Only it must be made
properly, not just any old how. The whole thing was to be done the next day, at Valery’s, because his mother was
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away.
Shurik and Seryozha came at the appointed time. Lariska, Valery’s sister, was sitting by the door with her
embroidery. If anybody came to the house she was to say there was nobody at home. The children met in the yard
by the bathhouse—boys from the fifth grade and even from the sixth, and one stout, pale girl with a very serious
face and a thick, pale, pendulous lower lip. It seemed as though it was this lip that gave her such an earnest,
impressive look; if she had pulled it in she wouldn't have looked earnest or impressive at all. This girl—her name
was Kapa—was cutting up bandages with a pair of scissors and arranging them on a stool. Kapa was a member of
the hygiene commission at her school. Over the stool she had spread a white cloth.
Just inside the door of the small, smoky bathhouse with its dim window under the roof stood a broad low
wooden block, and the drawings were on a bench, rolled up into tubes. All the boys picked up these drawings
when they arrived, looked at them, argued gaily about them, cursing with satisfaction and choosing which they
wanted. There was no quarreling because the same drawing could be used for any number of boys. Shurik and
Seryozha admired the drawings from afar, but did not dare take liberties with them—those other boys were so
very big and splendid and masterful.
Arsenty came straight from school, still carrying his satchel, because there had been six lessons that day. He
asked to be done first because he had a lot of homework—a composition and a big chunk of geography. The
others agreed, out of respect for his diligence. He put his satchel neatly on the bench, pulled off his shirt with a
smile, and sat down on the block of wood, naked to the waist, his back to the door.
The big boys all surrounded him. Seryozha and Shurik were pushed out into the yard, and however much they
jumped they could see nothing. The talk died down, there was a rustling and crackling of paper and a little later
Valery’s voice:
“Kapa! Go to Lariska and ask her for a towel.”
Kapa with her serious face ran past, her lower lip shaking, brought back a towel and threw it to Valery over the
intervening heads.
“Why do they want a towel?” asked Seryozha, jumping. “Shurik! What’s the towel for?”
“I expect he’s bleeding,” said Shurik eagerly, trying to push his head in between the boys to see what was
going on.
A tall boy turned, looked at him sternly, and said with quiet menace: “Now then, stop that fooling!”
The silence went on and on, the uncertainty weighed on them endlessly. Seryozha had time to get tired, to get
bored, to catch a grasshopper, and to look at Valery’s yard and at Lariska.
At last the big boys began to talk, to move, they separated and Arsenty came out—oh! not to be recognized,
terrible, purple from neck to waist; where was his white chest, where was his white back? And the towel tied
round his waist was spotted with ink and blood! And he was as pale as pale, but all the same he was smiling, that
hero Arsenty! He walked firmly to Kapa, took off the towel and said: “Bandage me tightly.”
“We’d better let the kids go next, or there’ll be trouble with them,” said someone. “What about it?”
“Where are you, kids?” asked Valery, coming out of the bathhouse with purple hands. “Not changed your
minds? All right, be quick.”
How could you say you’d changed your mind? How could you pluck up courage to say it when Arsenty was
standing there, all blood and ink, looking at you with a smile …?
One letter won’t take long, thought Seryozha.
He followed Shurik into the empty bathhouse. The big boys were all watching Kapa bandage Arsenty. Valery
sat down on the block of wood.
“Shall I need a towel?” asked Shurik.
“You’ll be all right without!,” said Valery. “I’ll do it on your arm.”
He took Shurik’s hand and pricked his arm with a pin just below the elbow.
Shurik jumped and said: “Oh!”
“If it’s oh, off you go,” said Valery and gave another prick. “Just try to think I’m taking out a splinter,” he said
helpfully, “then it won’t hurt.”
Shurik set his teeth and did not make another sound, he only jumped from foot to foot and blew his arm where
crimson points of blood were appearing one after the other. Then Valery scratched the skin between the pointsShurik jumped again, beat with his heels, and blew with all his lungs, while the blood trickled down.
“How brave he is,” thought Seryozha, pale and staring at the blood, “he isn’t yelling, I won’t either, oh-oh-ohI can’t run away, they’d all laugh at me, and Shurik would call me a coward.”
Valery picked up a bottle of ink, dipped a paint brush in it, and painted the blood with ink.
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“Finished!” he said. “Next?”
Seryozha marched up and held out his arm.
*
That was at the end of the summer, when school had only just begun, and the days were warm and golden with
sunshine. Now it was autumn, the sky was dirty gray, and Aunt Pasha had put cotton-wool and glasses filled with
salt between the double windowpanes to prevent the glass from getting steamed and had pasted strips of paper
over the cracks to keep out the draughts in winter.
Seryozha was in bed. By the bed were two chairs. One of them was piled up with toys, the other he used for
playing on. But it was difficult to play on a chair. There was no room for tanks to turn round properly, and
nowhere for enemies to retreat—they’d get as far as the back of the chair and that was all, the battle was over.
The illness started when Seryozha came out of Valery’s bathhouse, his right hand supporting his left arm—
swollen, burning, inky. He came out into the light, and black circles swam before his eyes; he smelt the smoke of
someone’s cigarette and vomited. He lay down on the grass, his bandaged arm aching’ and burning. Shurik and
another boy took him home. Aunt Pasha did not notice anything because he was wearing a long-sleeved shirt. He
went into the house without a word and lay down on his bed.
Soon, however, he started being sick and his temperature went up. Aunt Pasha was frightened and telephoned
Mummy at school. Mummy hurried home and the doctor came. They undressed him, took off the bandage, shook
their heads and asked him questions. But he answered nothing; he was tormented by dreams, dreadful, sickening
dreams of something big, in a red vest, with bare purple arms that smelt horribly of ink, a wooden block and a
butcher chopping meat on it, and around him boys cursing and all stained with blood. He talked about the things
he saw, unconscious of what he was saying. So the grown-ups did find out all about it.
They were kind and attentive to Seryozha, but they tormented him worse than Valery. Especially the doctor,
who kept ruthlessly pouring penicillin into him; and Seryozha, who had not cried for pain, sobbed with
humiliation, with helplessness, with offended modesty, with shame. And as if that wasn’t enough, the doctor sent
a woman in a white overall, a nurse, who pricked his finger with a special instrument and squeezed out drops of
blood. And after all the torment, the doctor joked and stroked Seryozha’s head—this was real mockery.
Seryozha got tired of playing, he lay back and thought of his sad lot. He wanted to discover the first cause of
all his trouble.
“I wouldn’t have got ill if I hadn’t been tattooed,” he thought. “And I wouldn’t have got tattooed if I hadn’t
met Vaska’s uncle. And I wouldn’t have met him if he hadn’t come to stay with Vaska. That’s it. If he hadn’t
thought of coming, nothing would have happened, and I’d be well.”
He felt no resentment against Vaska’s uncle. It was simply the way one thing led to another, you could never
guess where trouble might be coming from.
They tried to find things to amuse him. Mummy gave him an aquarium with little red fish inside. Plants grew
in it. You had to feed the fish with powder from a little box.
“He’s so fond of pets,” said Mummy. “This’ll keep him interested.”
It was true, he was fond of pets. He was fond of the cat Zaika, and of his tame jackdaw. But fish weren’t pets.
Zaika was warm and fluffy, and it had been fun playing with him until he got old and gloomy. The jackdaw was
gay and funny, it flew about the room, stole spoons, and came when Seryozha called it. But what could fish do
except wag their tails. Why couldn’t Mummy understand that!
What Seryozha wanted was the other children, a good game, and a good talk. Most of all he wanted Shurik.
Before the double panes had been put in, Shurik came one day and called to him through the open window.
“Seryozha! How are you?”
“Come in,” cried Seryozha, jumping up onto his knees. “Come here!”
“They won’t let me in,” said Shurik. (The top of his head showed over the windowsill.) “Get better and come
out.”
“What are you doing all the time?” Seryozha asked excitedly.
“Daddy’s bought me a satchel. I’m to go to school," said Shurik. “They’ve got my name down. And Arsenty’s
ill, too. But none of the others are. And I’m not either. And Valery’s been sent to a different school, he’s got an
awful long way to go now.”
All that news!
“Good-bye! Come out quick?” Shurik’s voice was already further off, Aunt Pasha must have come out into the
yard.
Oh, if only Seryozha could have gone out too. With Shurik! Out into the street! How lovely everything had
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been before his illness. To think of all he’d had, and all that he had lost.
*
At last Seryozha was allowed to get up, and then to go out. But: they would not let him go far away from the
house or to other houses, they were afraid something might happen to him again.
Anyway, they only let him go out in the mornings, when all his friends were at school. Even Shurik was at
school, although he was not yet seven. His parents had sent him because of the tattooing, so that somebody should
keep an eye on him and see that he was out of mischief. But it was no fun for Seryozha to play with the little ones.
Coming out into the yard one day, he saw a strange man in a worn cap with earflaps, sitting on the logs piled
up by the shed. His face was like a brush, his clothes torn. He was smoking a very tiny cigarette, so small it could
hardly be seen in his yellowish-black fingers, and the smoke seemed to come straight from them—it was
surprising that he didn’t burn himself His other hand was bandaged with a bit of dirty rag. His boots were fastened
with string instead of laces.
Seryozha took it all in, then asked: “Have you come to see Korostelev?”
“What Korostelev?” the man asked. “I don’t know any Korostelev.”
“It’s Lukyanych you want, then?”
“I don’t know Lukyanych either.”
“They’re not at home, anyway,” said Seryozha. “There’s only Aunt Pasha and me. Doesn’t that hurt?”
“What d’ye mean?”
“You’re burning your fingers.”
“Ah.”
He drew on the tiny end for the last time, dropped it, and put his heel on it.
“And your other hand—did you burn that before?” asked Seryozha.
The man didn’t answer, he only looked at Seryozha in a grim way. Why’s he looking at me like that? the boy
thought.
“How are you off here? All right?” the man asked.
“Yes, quite well, thank you,” answered Seryozha.
“Plenty of stuff here?”
“What sort of stuff?”
“Well, what sort of things have you got?”
“I’ve got a bicycle,” said Seryozha, “and I’ve got toys. All sorts of toys, mechanical toys and ordinary ones.
But Lyonya hasn’t got very many, only rattles.”
“And materials—got much of those put away?” the man asked, then probably thinking Seryozha might not
understand, he explained: “You know—stuff for making coats and suits.”
“We haven’t any here,” said Seryozha. “But Vaska’s mother has, she’s got a lot.”
“Where does she live—Vaska’s mother?”
What further talk there might have been it is impossible to say; at that moment the latch of the gate clicked.
Lukyanych came into the yard and saw the stranger.
“Who are you? What do you want?” he asked.
The man rose from the logs and stood there looking humble and miserable.
“I’m looking for work, Master,” he said.
“Why do you look for it in other people’s yards? Where do you live?”
“Nowhere, just now,” the man said.
“And where’ve you been living?”
“Where I used to live—that’s gone. A long time ago.”
“Just out of prison, is that it?”
“A month ago.”
“What were you in for?”
The man shuffled from foot to foot.
“Well, they said it was for carelessness with personal property. But I didn’t do it. It was a mistake.”
“Well, why didn’t you go home when you came out, why are you hanging round?”
“I did go,” he said, “but my wife wouldn’t have me back. She’s got someone else, a counterjumper. Anyway,
they won’t register you there. Now I’m tramping to where my Ma lives; she’s in Chita.”
Seryozha listened, openmouthed. So he’d been in prison! In a prison with iron bars and bearded guards armed
to the teeth with swords and poleaxes\fn{ A man armed with a halberd is one of the characters in Pushkin’s The Overcoat; there he
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is a park policeman.}

as they are described in story-books, and his mother was waiting for him in some place called
Chita and most likely crying, poor mother! She’d be glad when he came. She’d make him a suit and a coat. And
she’d buy laces for his boots.
“Chita, thats a good way,” said Lukyanych. “Well, and what now? Are you managing to earn anything—or is it
the same as before with personal property?”
The man snuffled.
“Give me your wood to saw, Master.”
“All right,” said Lukyanych and fetched a saw out of the shed. Hearing voices, Aunt Pasha had come out and
she stood listening on the steps. Then for some reason she called the chickens into the shed, although it was still
early for them to go to sleep, and locked the shed. And put the key in her pocket. And told Seryozha quietly:
“While you’re out here keep an eye on him, so he doesn’t go off with the saw.”
Seryozha circled round and round the man, staring at him with curiosity, doubt, pity, and a certain fear. He
could not pluck up courage to talk any more, out of respect for the man’s strange, mysterious life. And the man
said nothing either. He sawed with energy, only stopping now and then to sit down, roll a cigarette and smoke it.
Seryozha was called in to dinner. Korostelev and Mummy were not at home, so there were only the three of
them. After dinner Lukyanych told Aunt Pasha: “Give that tramp my old felt boots.”
“You could wear them a bit more yourself,” said Aunt Pasha. “He’s got boots.”
“He’ll never get to Chita in those,” said Lukyanych.
“I’ll give him something to eat,” said Aunt Pasha. “There’s a lot of yesterday's soup left.”
After dinner Lukyanych lay down to rest, and Aunt Pasha took the cloth off the table and put it away in the
cupboard.
“Why’ve you taken off the tablecloth?” Seryozha asked.
“Good enough for him without,” she answered. “He’s filthy dirty.”
She heated up the soup, cut some bread, and called the man in a melancholy voice.
“Come and get your dinner.”
The man came in and wiped his feet for a long time with a rag. Then Aunt Pasha poured out water and he
washed his hands. There were two pieces of soap on the little shelf, one pink, the other gray washing soap. The
man took the gray soap, he didn’t know the pink soap was for your hands, or it wasn’t proper for him to have it,
just as it wasn’t proper for him to have a tablecloth or today’s soup. In general he seemed shy, and he walked
about the kitchen awkwardly, carefully, as though afraid of breaking the floor. Aunt Pasha kept her eye on him all
the time. When he sat down, the man crossed himself. Seryozha saw that pleased Aunt Pasha. She filled his soup
plate to the very brim and said kindly: “Eat your fill.”
The man ate the soup and three huge pieces of bread without a word and all in a minute, working his jaws
vigorously and sniffing noisily every now and then. Aunt Pasha gave him some more soup and a very small glass
of vodka.
“Now you can have a drink,” she said. “It wouldn’t do on an empty stomach.”
The man raised the glass. “Your health, Auntie, God keep you.”
He threw back his head, opened his mouth, and in the twinkling of an eye poured into it all that had been in the
glass. Seryozha looked—there was the glass on the table, empty.
He gazed in admiration.
The man ate more slowly now, and he started to talk. He told Aunt Pasha how he had come home to his wife
and she wouldn’t let him in.
“And she wouldn’t give me anything either,” he said. “And we’d quite a lot of stuff, a sewing machine and a
phonograph and pots and pans and so on. But she wouldn’t give me a thing. Get back where you came from, she
said, you jailbird, she said, you’ve spoiled my life. I begged her—give me the phonograph at least, we bought it
together, we both earned the money for it. But not even that. She’d made a coat and skirt for herself out of my
suit. And she’d sold my overcoat in a commission shop.”
“And how did you get on before? Were you happy together?” asked Aunt Pasha.
“As happy as doves,” the man said. “She was crazy about me. But now she’s got that counterjumper there. I
saw him, he’s not worth looking at. A shrimp. What took her fancy? Just his being a shop assistant.”
Then he talked about his mother, about the pension she had, and the parcel she had sent him. Aunt Pasha was
completely melted, she gave him a piece of boiled meat, and tea, and—let him smoke.
“Of course,” the man said, “if I had something to go to Ma with—even the phonograph—that would be better.”
Of course it would be better, thought Seryozha. They could play the records.
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“Perhaps you’ll manage to get work, then it’ll be all right,” said Aunt Pasha.
“Yes, but they don’t much like taking on our sort,” the man answered, and Aunt Pasha sighed and shook her
head as though sympathizing both with the man and with those who didn’t like taking on his sort.
“Yes,” said the man. “I could have been a shop assistant, too … I could have been anything. But somehow I’ve
just wasted my time.”
“Well why did you?” said Aunt Pasha admonishingly. “It would have been better if you hadn't.”
“What’s the good of thinking of that now, after all that’s happened?” said the man. “Now it’s no good talking.
Well, thank you, Auntie. I’ll go and finish the sawing.”
He went back into the yard, but Aunt Pasha did not let Seryozha go out again because a drizzle had started.
“Why’s he like that,” said Seryozha, “that man out there?”
“It’s because he’s been in prison,” Aunt Pasha told him. “You heard what he said.”
“But why was he in prison?”
“Because he lived badly, that’s why. If he’d lived properly no one would have put him in prison.”
Lukyanych had finished his after-dinner nap and was going back to his office. Seryozha asked him:
“If people live badly, are they all put in prison?”
“Well, you see it’s this way,” said Lukyanych. “He stole other people’s things. Suppose, for instance, I work
and earn money and buy something with it—and he comes along and steals it. Is that good?”
“No.”
“Of course not, it’s bad.”
“Is he bad, then?”
“Of course he is.”
“Then why did you tell Aunt Pasha to give him your felt boots?”
“I was sorry for him.”
“Are you sorry for people who are bad?”
“Well, it’s this way,” said Lukyanych. “It’s not because he’s bad I was sorry for him, but because his boots
were worn out and he’d soon be barefoot. And in general, you don’t like seeing a man down and out. Well, and
then. … of course I’d have liked giving him the felt boots much better if he were good. … well, I’ve got to go,”
said Lukyanych and hurried away.
That’s silly, thought Seryozha, I can’t understand a word he’s said.
He looked at the drizzle outside the window and tried to make sense of Lukyanych’s words. The man in the
worn cap went down the street carrying the felt boots, one inside the other so that there was a foot at either end.
Mummy came home, bringing Lyonya wrapped in a red quilt.
“Mummy,” said Seryozha, “you remember when one of the children at school stole an exercise book, did they
put him in prison?”
“Of course not,” said Mummy.
“But why not?”
“He’s a little boy. He’s only eight.”
“Are little boys allowed to, then?”
“Allowed to—what?”
“Steal.”
“No, little boys mustn’t steal either,” said Mummy. “But I had a good talk with him seriously, and he won’t
ever steal anything again. Why are you asking?”
Seryozha told her about the man who’d been in prison.
“Yes, there are some people like that, unfortunately,” said Mummy. “We’ll talk about it again, when you’re a
little older. Go and ask Aunt Pasha for my darning mushroom,\fn{ Darning egg; they were egg-shaped balls of wood at the
end of short handles over which stocks were stretched, for the purpose of darning them .} please.” Seryozha brought the darner.
“Why did he steal?” he asked.
“He didn’t want to work, that’s why.”
“But didn’t he know he’d be put in prison?”
“Of course he did.”
“And wasn’t he frightened? Mummy! Isn’t prison frightening?”
“Now, that’s enough.” Mummy sounded quite cross. “I’ve told you already, you’re not old enough to
understand things like that. Think of something else. I don’t want to hear another word about it.”
Seryozha looked at her frowning face and stopped asking.
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He went into the kitchen, got some water from the bucket with the dipper, poured it into a glass and tried to
drink it all at once, in one swallow. But however much he threw back his head, however wide he opened his
mouth, all he did was to get himself wet. Even the back of his collar was wet and water trickled down his spine.
But he said nothing about his wet shirt, or they’d have started their fussing and made him change and scolded
him. And by the time he had to go to bed the shirt was dry again.
The grown-ups thought he was asleep and talked quite loudly in the dining room.
“What he wants is a plain yes or no,” said Kor,ostelev. “If you tell him something in between, he can’t
understand it.”
“I simply ran away,” said Lukyanych. “I didn’t know what to say.”
“Each age has its own difficulties,” said Mummy, “and we shouldn’t try to answer every question a child asks.
Why discuss with him something that’s beyond his understanding? What good will that do? It will only confuse
him and give him ideas for which he is in no way prepared. It’s enough for him to know that the man committed a
crime and was punished for it. And I must ask you not to talk to him about these things.”
“We don’t talk to him about it!” Lukyanych protested. “He does the talking.”
“Korostelev!” Seryozha called from the darkened room. Silence fell.
“Yes, here I am,” said Korostelev, coming in.
“What’s a counterjumper?”
“Now see here, why aren’t you asleep?” said Korostelev. “Just you go to sleep this minute.”
But Seryozha’s eyes were wide open, turned expectantly to him in the dim light. And in a hasty whisper (so
that Mummy shouldn;t hear and be angry) Korostelev answered his question. …
*
Then he was ill again. For no reason at all he suddenly got tonsillitis. Then the doctor said: “Glands.” And he
thought up a fresh torment—codliver oil and poultices. And he told them to take Seryozha’s temperature.
They’d smear some stinking black ointment on a rag and put it on your neck. On top of that they put some stiff
paper that scratched. Then cotton. Then they wound bandages round it, right up to your ears, so your head was
like a nail sticking out of a board—you couldn’t turn it either way. Try living like that.
At least they didn’t keep him in bed. And when his temperature was normal and it wasn’t raining, they let him
go out. But that didn’t happen very often. Almost always it was either raining or else he had a temperature.
They kept the radio on, but not everything interested Seryozha, far from it.
And grown-ups are so lazy—whenever you asked them to read to you or tell you a story, they said they were
busy. But when Aunt Pasha was cooking, it’s true that her hands were busy, but her mouth wasn’t, she could quite
well have told you a story. Or take Mummy. When she was at her school or changing Lyonya’s diapers or
correcting exercise books that was one thing, but when she stood in front of the mirror pinning her hair first this
way, then that, and smiling at herself-was that being busy? .
“Read me a story,” Seryozha begged.
“Wait a little, Seryozha,” she said. “I’m busy.”
“Why are you taking it all down again?” asked Seryozha, looking at the plaits.
“I want to do my hair differently.”
“Why?”
“No special reason.”
“Why’s there no special reason?”
“Oh, Seryozha dear. Don’t get on my nerves.”
Why do I get on her nerves, Seryozha wondered. After a moment’s thought he said: “But all the same, read me
a story.”
“Wait till I come home in the evening,” she said. “I’ll read to you then.”
But when she came home that evening, she would nurse Lyonya and talk to Korostelev and correct exercise
books. And again she’d get out of reading.
But here was Aunt Pasha, she’d done all her work and sat down to rest on the little sofa in her room. She was
sitting quietly, her hands clasped on her lap, there was nobody at home.
“Now you can tell me a story,” said Seryozha, turning off the radio and sitting down beside her.
“Oh dear, oh dear,” she said wearily, “what d’you want a story for? You know them all by heart.”
“That doesn’t matter. Tell me one.”
How lazy she was!
“Well,” she started with a sigh, “once upon a time there lived a Tsar and Tsaritsa. And they had a daughter. And
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one fine day—”
“Was she beautiful?” Seryozha asked vigilantly.
He knew very well that the daughter was beautiful, everyone knew it. But why did Aunt Pasha leave it out?
You mustn’t leave out anything when you’re telling a story.
“Yes, she was beautiful. Ever so beautiful. Well, one fine day the princess decided to get married. And many
suitors came to pay court to her …”
The story followed its familiar course. Seryozha listened attentively, gazing into the dusk with big, serious
eyes. He knew every word of it, but the story was none the worse for that. On the contrary. Just what meaning he
put into such words as “suitors” and “pay court” he could not have explained; but he understood everything—in
his own way. For instance, “the horse stood rooted to the ground,” and then galloped off—well, they’d dug it up
by the roots.
The dusk deepened. The windows were blue and the frames black. There was nothing to be heard in all the
world but Aunt Pasha’s voice telling him about the trials of the suitors who came to pay their court to the princess.
Quietness filled the little house on Far Street.
It was dull for Seryozha in all that quietness. The story would soon come to an end, and Aunt Pasha would
never agree to tell him another however much he begged or argued. Yawning, sighing, she would go into the
kitchen and he would be alone. What could he do? He’d got tired of all his toys while he was ill. He was tired of
drawing. You couldn’t ride a bicycle indoors, there wasn’t room enough.
Boredom took the life out of Seryozha more than illness. It made him languid and dulled his mind. Everything
was so tiresome.
Lukyanych came home with a parcel, something he had bought. It was a gray box tied round with string.
Seryozha looked at it eagerly, he waited with impatience for Lukyanych to get the string off. Why didn’t he just
take a knife and cut it? No, Lukyanych stood there breathing hard, undoing the tight knots; the string would come
in useful; if he cut it, it would be spoiled. Seryozha stood on tiptoe, devouring the parcel with his eyes.
But the gray box, big enough for something really interesting and splendid, only contained a pair of big black
cloth-topped overshoes with rubber soles.
Seryozha himself had overshoes like that, with the same kind of fastenings, only made of rubber, without any
cloth. He hated them, and he wasn’t in the least interested in looking at this pair.
“What are those?” he asked wearily, in bored contempt.
“Overshoes,” said Lukyanych. “People call them ‘Farewell to Youth.’”
“Why?”
“Because young men don’t wear this kind.”
“Are you old, then?”
“If I’m putting these on, it means I am.”
He stamped his foot and said: “That’s comfortable!” Then he went to show them to Aunt Pasha.
Seryozha climbed onto a chair in the dining room and switched on the electric light. The fish were swimming
about in the aquarium, staring stupidly. Seryozha’s shadow fell on them and they came to the top and opened their
mouths, expecting to be fed.
I wonder if they’d drink their own sort of oil, thought Seryozha. He took the cork out of the cod liver oil bottle
and poured a few drops into the aquarium. The fish stood on their tails with their mouth open, but did not swallow
it. Seryozha poured in a few more drops. The fish swam away.
They don’t like it, Seryozha thought, without any interest.
It was so dull, so dull! Boredom led him into senseless naughtiness. He took a knife and scratched the paint off
the doors where it had made blisters. It wasn’t that he enjoyed it, it was just something to do. He took the ball of
wool with which Aunt Pasha was knitting herself a jumper and unwound it right to the very end, so as to wind it
all up again—in which he did not succeed. And every time he knew that he was being naughty, that Aunt Pasha
would scold him and he would cry—and she did scold him and he did cry—but all the same he found a certain
satisfaction even in that. She had scolded, he had cried—at least something had happened.
It was better when Mummy came home and brought Lyonya. The house came to life. Lyonya cried, Mummy
nursed him and changed his diapers. Then she’d give him his bath. He was more like a real person than when he
was first born, only he was too fat. He could hold a rattle, but that was all he was good for. All day he lived his
own life in the nursery, and Seryozha had nothing to do with him.
Korostelev came home late and everyone wanted him for something. He’d begin talking to Seryozha or agree
to read to him, then the telephone would ring. Mummy would interrupt every minute, she always had something
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she wanted to say, and she couldn’t wait till people had finished what they were doing. Lyonya would cry and
scream before he went to bed, and Mummy would call Korostelev— it had to be Korostelev and no one else—to
walk up and down the room with Lyonya and hum to him. And then Seryozha would get sleepy, and his talk with
Korostelev would be put off till some other time, he didn’t know when.
There were, however, wonderful evenings, too—not very often, but sometimes—when Lyonya quieted down
early, and Mummy was busy correcting exercise books; then Korostelev put Seryozha to bed and told him a story.
At first he was bad at stories, he didn’t know at all how to tell them. But Seryozha helped him and taught him the
proper way, and now Korostelev would start off quite confidently.
“Once upon a time there lived a Tsar and a Tsaritsa. And they had a beautiful daughter, a princess. …”
Seryozha would listen and correct him when he went wrong, until he fell asleep.
In those dull days when he didn’t know what to do with himself, when he had no energy and could only tease
or be naughty, he came to love still more Korostelev’s fresh, healthy face, his strong hands, his manly voice.
Seryozha would fall asleep glad that he, too, had something of Korostelev, not only Mummy and Lyonya.
*
Holmogory. That was a word Seryozha heard more and more often when Korostelev and Mummy were talking
together.
“Have you written to Holmogory?”
“Maybe I shan’t be so busy in Holmogory, then I can take my political-economy exam.”
“I’ve had an answer from Holmogory. There’s a job in the girls’ school.”
“They’ve rung up from the personnel department. It’s definitely settled about Holmogory.”
“Why take that to Holmogory? It’s all worm-eaten.” (About the chest of drawers.)
Holmogory, Holmogory.
Holmogory. It must be very high up. Hills and mountains, like in pictures. People climbing from one mountain
to another.
The girls’ school stood on a mountain. Children sliding down the mountain on sledges.
Seryozha drew it all with a red pencil, humming “Holmogory, Holmogory” to a tune that had come into his
head for the occasion.
We must be going to live there, because they talked about the chest of drawers. Grand! The very best thing in
the world! Zhenka went away, Vaska went away, now we’re going away. That makes us much more important,
that we’re going somewhere and not staying in the same place all the time.
“Is Holmogory a long way off?” Seryozha asked Aunt Pasha.
“Yes, indeed it is,” said Aunt Pasha and sighed. “A very long way.”
“And are we going to live there?”
“I don’t know, Seryozha dear, I don’t know all your arrangements.”
“Do you go there by train?”
“Yes, by train.”
“Are we going to Holmogory?” Seryozha asked Korostelev and Mummy. They ought to have told him
themselves, they must have forgotten.
They looked at each other, and then looked away, and Seryozha tried to meet their eyes and couldn’t.
“Are we going? We are, aren’t we?” he insisted, puzzled.
Why didn’t they answer?
Then Mummy said in a careful voice: “Daddy’s being transferred to work there.”
“And are we going with him?” That was a plain question and he waited for a plain answer.
But Mummy, as always, started talking round and round.
“How could he go all alone? Look how uncomfortable it would be for him. He’d come home and nobody there
… everything untidy … nobody to get him anything to eat … nobody to talk to … poor Daddy would be
miserable.”
Then at last came the answer. “So I’m going with him.” “And me?”
Why did Korostelev keep looking at the ceiling? Why did Mummy say nothing and only fondle Seryozha?
“And me?” he cried in panic, stamping his foot.
“First of all, don’t stamp,” said Mummy, and stopped fondling him. “That’s no way to behave. Don’t let me
ever see you do it again! And second—let’s talk it over. How could you go now? You’ve only just been ill. You’re
not properly well yet. The least little thing, and your temperature goes up. We don’t know what it’ll be like out
there, how we’ll arrange everything. And the climate isn’t right for you, either. You’d just go on getting ill again
638

and again and never pick up properly. And who would I leave you with if you were ill? The doctor said you
mustn’t go there yet.”
Long before she had finished he was sobbing, tears streaming down his face. They weren’t taking him! They
were going, but without him. Sobbing, he hardly heard what else she said.
“Aunt Pasha and Lukyanych will stay here with you. You’ll go on living with them, just as you always have.”
But he didn’t want to go on living as he always had! He wanted to go with Korostelev and Mummy.
“I want to go to Holmogory!” he cried.
“Now listen, darling, stop, hush, don’t go on like that,” said Mummy.
“What do you want with Holmogory? There’s nothing special there.”
“There is!”
“Why do you talk to Mummy like that? Mummy always tells you the truth. And you won’t stay here all your
life, you little silly, now hush, that’s enough. You’ll only spend the winter here, and then next spring or perhaps
next summer Daddy’ll come for you, or I will, and we’ll take you along, just as soon as you’re really well and
strong we'll take you, and then we’ll all be together again. Just think, how could we leave you for long?”
Yes, but what if he wasn’t well by next summer? And was it nothing, to wait throughout the winter? Winter—
why, there was no end to it. And how could he bear it that they should go away and leave him behind? They’d live
there without him, a long way off, and they didn’t care a bit, not a bit! And they’d travel in a train, and he’d have
traveled in a train—but they weren’t taking him! It all made up one dreadful knot of injury and misery. But he
could put it only in the simplest words.
“I want to go to Holmogory! I want to go to Hol mogory!”
“Give me a glass of water, Mitya, please,” said Mummy.
“Here, drink a little. Seryozha, you mustn’t get into such a state. … However much you shout, it won’t help. If
the doctor says you mustn’t go, that’s that. Now hush, now be a sensible little boy, hush, hush now Seryozha
darling, how often have I gone away without you, don’t you remember, when I was studying and taking my
exams? I went away and came back again, didn’t I? And you were quite all right without me here. And you never
cried when I went away. Because you were quite happy without me. Don’t you remember? Why are you making
all this fuss now? Can’t you do without us for just a little while, when it’s for your own good?”
How could he explain? It had been quite different then. He had been little and silly. When she was not there, he
forgot about her, and he had to get used to her again when she came back. And she had gone away alone, now she
was taking Korostelev away from him.
Then came a new thought, a new suffering: They’re sure to take Lyonya. He had to know. In a choked voice,
through swollen lips, he asked: “And Lyonya?”
“But he’s tiny,” said Mummy reproachfully, and got red. “He can’t do without me, don’t you understand? He
has to have me. And he’s not ill, he doesn’t get temperatures or swollen glands.”
Seryozha hung his head and cried again, but now quietly, hopelessly.
He might have borne it if Lyonya had been left behind, too.
But it was only him that they were leaving. It was only him they didn’t want.
“Left to my fate,” he thought in the words of one of his fairy tales.
To his sense of injury against his mother, which would leave a scar however long he lived, there was added the
feeling of his own guilt. Of course, it was his fault; he was worse than Lyonya, he had swollen glands; that was
why they would take Lyonya and they would not take him.
“Oh,” sighed Korostelev and went out of the room. But he came back at once.
“Seryozha, come for a walk. In the woods.”
“In this damp! We’ll have him in bed again!” cried Mummy. Korostelev shrugged his shoulders.
“He’s in bed half the time as it is. Come on, Seryozha.”
Still sobbing, Seryozha followed. Korostelev helped him to put on his outdoor things, he only asked Mummy
to tie his scarf. . Then, hand in hand, they went to the woods.
“You know,” said Korostelev, “there’s a word—‘must.’ Do you think I want to go to Holmogory? Or Mummy?
We don’t. It’s upset all our plans, everything. But we must—so we’re going. And that’s happened to me a lot of
times.”
“Why?” asked Seryozha.
“That’s life,” said Korostelev. He spoke seriously, sadly, and Seryozha felt a very little better because
Korostelev too was sad.
“When Mummy and I get there, well … we must start to work at once a new job. And there’ll be Lyonya. We
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must get him into a creche at once. But suppose the creche is a long way off? Then we must look for a nurse. And
that’s quite a business too. And I’ve got exams hanging over my head. I must sit for them if I bust. Wherever you
look, everywhere it's a ‘must.’ But there’s only one ‘must’ for you—to wait here for a while. Why should we make
you share all those difficulties with us? You’d only get more ill than ever.”
They needn’t make him. He would be willing, glad, he longed to share all their difficulties. He could do the
same as they did. And in spite of the earnest assurance in that voice, Seryozha couldn’t rid himself of the thought
that they weren’t leaving him behind just because he would be too ill, but because if he were, he’d be a nuisance.
And his heart knew already that nobody who was really loved could be a nuisance. And his doubt of their love
pierced deeper into his heart, which was ripe for understanding.
The woods were empty and sad. The leaves had fallen, the dark nests on the bare boughs looked from below
like disheveled balls of black wool. Seryozha’s boots squelched in the wet brown leaves as he walked hand in
hand with Korostelev, thinking. At last he said tonelessly: “It’s all the same, anyway.”
“What’s all the same, anyway?” asked Korostelev, bending over him.
Seryozha did not answer.
“It’s only till the summer,” said Korostelev awkwardly after a pause.
Seryozha would have liked to say: I can think what I like. I can cry as much as I like, it’ll be all the same. You
grown-ups have the power, you can allow or forbid, you can give presents or punish, and if you say I’ve got to be
left behind you’ll leave me behind whatever I do. That is what he would have answered had he had the words.
This feeling of helplessness when faced with the tremendous, boundless power of grown-ups crushed him.
From that day he became very quiet. He hardly ever asked: “Why?” He often went off alone; he sat on Aunt
Pasha’s sofa with his feet tucked under him, whispering to himself. He was still not allowed out very often. The
autumn dragged on, damp and unpleasant, and his illness dragged on with it.
Korostelev was hardly ever with them. In the morning he would go away to “hand over.” (That was what he
always said now: “I’m handing over to Averkiev.”) But he didn’t forget Seryozha. One day there was a new set of
bricks beside his bed when he woke up, another time there was a brown monkey. Seryozha loved this monkey. It
was his son.\fn{The text has here: daughter; but it is obviously incorrect, since later on, the text has: “Well, old boy.” I have altered the
remainder of the pronouns accordingly and corresponding sexual references, which would seem to have been previously altered from the
author’s original intent in some manner after the story had gone to press .} He was as handsome as the prince. He said to him:
“Well, old boy.” He went to Holmogory\fn{ I.e., in his imaginatiion.} and took him with him. Whispering and kissing

his cold plastic nose, he put him to bed.
*
Strange men came to the house, they moved about the furniture in the dining room and Mummy’s room and
packed it in bast matting. Mummy took down the curtains and pictures. The rooms looked dismal and hideous
with bits of string littering the floor and with darker patches on the walls. Only Aunt Pasha’s room and the kitchen
were homely islands amid all this depressing ugliness. Bare electric bulbs shed a harsh light on bare walls, bare
windows, and scraps of reddish bast. Chairs were stacked one on top of the other, their scratched legs pointed to
the ceiling.
At any other time it would have been good for hide-and-seek. But not now.
It was late when the men went away. Everyone was tired and went to bed. Lyonya fell asleep, too, after his
usual evening cry. Lukyanych and Aunt Pasha whispered and blew their noses in bed for a long time, until at last
they too were quiet. Lukyanych snored loudly and Aunt Pasha thinly, with a nasal whistle. Only Korostelev sat in
the dining room by the bast-covered table, writing under the bare lamp. Suddenly he heard a sigh behind him. He
looked round, and there stood Seryozha in his night-shirt, barefoot, with his bandaged throat.
“What is it?” whispered Korostelev.
“Please,” said Seryozha, “Korostelev, dear Korostelev, take me with you, please take me too, please, please!”
He broke into heavy sobs, trying to keep quiet in order not to wake the others.
“Here, old boy,” said Korostelev, picking him up in his arms. “You know you mustn’t run about barefoot on
this cold floor. … You know how it is, don’t you? Haven’t we talked it all over and agreed about it?”
“I want to go to Holmogory!” Seryozha sobbed.
“Your feet are quite cold, you see now,” said Korostelev. He wrapped the bottom of the nightshirt round
Seryozha’s feet, and gathered up his thin shaking body.
“What can we do when things turn out this way? You see, you’re not well …”
“I won’t be ill again!”
“ … but as soon as you’re really well—I’ll come for you right away at once.”
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“Will you really?” asked Seryozha miserably, hugging his neck.
“I’ve never lied to you yet, have I?”
No, he hasn’t, thought Seryozha, but of course, he does lie sometimes, they all do sometimes. … What if this is
the time when he’s lying to me?
He clung to that firm masculine neck, prickly under the chin, as his last refuge. Here, in this man, was his main
hope of protection and love. Korostelev carried him up and down the room and whispered—all the nighttime
conversation was in whispers:
“I’ll come for you, and then we’ll go in the train. The train goes very quickly. … And the coach is full of
people. … And before we know where we are we’ll see Mummy waiting for us. … The engine will whistle.
…”
He’ll just have no time to come for me, Seryozha agonized, and Mummy’ll have no time, either. Every day
people will come to him, or ring them up, and they’ll always have to go to work, or take exams, or walk up and
down with Lyonya, and I’ll go on waiting and waiting forever. …
“ … there’s real forest where we’re going to live, not just little woods like here … with mushrooms and berries
growing wild …”
“And wolves?”
“That I can’t say. I’ll find out about the wolves and write you a letter. … and there’s a river, we’ll go bathing.
I’ll teach you to do the crawl.”
Who knows, thought Seryozha with a flicker of hope, weary of doubting. Perhaps it will be like that.
“We’ll make fishing rods and go fishing … look at that now, it’s snowing!”
He carried Seryozha to the window. Great white flakes were floating gently down, some of them smashing
softly on the glass.
Seryozha looked at them. Quiet, worn out, he pressed his wet, hot cheek to Korostelev’s face.
“Here’s winter come at last. You’ll be able to play out of doors all the time and go sledging. The time’ll pass so
quickly you won’t notice …”
“Oh, but—“ said Seryozha, wearily worried—“the rope on my sledge is very bad, will you put a new one on
for me?”
“Right you are, I’ll see to it. And you promise me one thing, not to cry any more—right? It’s bad for you, and
it upsets Mummy. And anyhow, it isn’t right for men. I don’t like that sort of thing Now, promise—you won’t cry
any more, will you?”
“Uhuh,” said Seryozha.
“That’s a promise? Word of honor?”
“Uhuh ….”
“Well, remember. A man always keeps his word!”
He carried Seryozha, exhausted and slumping heavily in his arms, back to Aunt Pasha’s room, put him into bed
and tucked him up. Seryozha drew one more long quivering sigh and fell asleep at once. Korostelev stood looking
at him. In the light from the dining room his face looked very small and pale. Korostelev turned away and went
out on tiptoe.
*
Then the day of departure dawned. It was a dull, dreary day, without either sunshine or frost. The snow on the
ground had melted in the night, and only a thin layer remained on the roofs The sky was gray. Underfoot it was
wet and muddy. Sledging? Why, it was unpleasant even to go out into the yard.
How could you hope for anything in weather like that? How could there ever be anything good again?
But all the same, Korostelev had put a new rope on the sledge. Seryozha looked into the porch and saw it
standing there.
But Korostelev himself had disappeared.
Mummy sat nursing Lyonya. She kept on and on. And she smiled and said to Seryozha: “Look what a funny
nose he has.”
Seryozha looked. just an ordinary nose. She likes his nose because she loves him, thought Seryozha. She used
to love me, but now she loves him. So he went to Aunt Pasha. She might be full of superstitions, but she would
stay with him and she loved him.
“What are you doing?” he asked dully.
“Can’t you see,” she said. “I’m making meatballs.”
“Why are you making such a lot?”
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Raw meat balls wrapped round in breadcrumbs covered the whole kitchen table.
“Because we’re having them for dinner and they’ll take some for the journey.”
“Will they go soon?”
“Not very. Not till the evening.”
“How many hours is that?”
“Oh, a lot. It’ll be getting dark when they go. As long as it’s light they’ll still be here.”
She went on making meatballs, and he leaned his forehead against the edge of the table, thinking. Lukyanych
loves me too, and he’ll love me more, he’ll love me an awful lot. I’ll go with Lukyanych in a boat and I’ll get
drowned. Then they’ll bury me in the ground, like Great-Granny. And Korostelev and Mummy’ll hear of it, and
thell be so sorry, they'll say—why didn’t we take him with us, he was so clever for his age, and such a good boy,
he never cried and never got on your nerves. Much better than Lyonya. … No, I don’t want them to bury me in the
ground, I’d be frightened—lying there all alone. … We’ll have a good time here; Lukyanych’ll bring me apples
and chocolates, and I’ll grow up and be a sea captain,. and Mummy and Korostelev will be down-and-out, and
they’ll come here and say: “Give me your wood to saw,” and I’ll tell Aunt Pasha: “Let them have yesterday’s soup
…”
Here Seryozha felt so unhappy, so sorry for Korostelev and Mummy that he began crying. But Aunt Pasha had
barely time to say: “Oh, heavens above!” when he remembered he’d given his word to Korostelev.
“I won’t do it again,” he said quickly.
Granny Nastya came in with her black bag.
“Is Mitya at home?” she asked.
“He’s gone about a car,” said Aunt Pasha. “Averkiev doesn’t want to give him one. Just think—what a brute!”
“Why a brute?” asked Granny Nastya. "In the first place, he needs the car for the farm. And second, he’s lent
them a truck. That’s better with all that luggage.”
“It’s better for the luggage, of course,” said Aunt Pasha. “But a car would have been better for Maryasha and
the baby.”
“People are spoilt these days,” said Granny Nastya. “In my young days we didn’t take children on cars or
trucks, and we reared them just the same. She can sit with the baby beside the driver, and they’ll be quite all
right.”
Seryozha listened, blinking slowly. He was filled with the expectation of parting which was now inevitable. It
was as though everything in him was tensely prepared to endure the approaching grief. Whether in a car or a truck
soon they would go—they would abandon him.
“Why’s Mitya gone so long?” said Granny Nastya. “I want to say good-bye to him.”
“Aren’t you going to see them off ?” asked Aunt Pasha.
“I have a conference,” said Granny Nastya, and went to Mummy. Then everything was quiet. The day outside
became a deeper gray and the wind rose. It made the windowpanes rattle and shake. Thin ice with white lines
covered the puddles. The snow started again, whirling in the wind.
“How many hours now?” asked Seryozha.
“Not so many,” Aunt Pasha answered. “But still quite a lot.”
Granny Nastya and Mummy stood talking in the dining room, among the piled-up furniture.
“Where on earth can he be all this time?” said Granny Nastya. “I want to say good-bye to him. Who knows if
I’ll ever see him again.”
Seryozha thought: She’s also afraid that they'll go away and never come back.
Then he saw it was nearly dark: soon they would have to put on the lights.
Lyonya began to cry. Mummy ran to him, almost bumping into Seryozha on the way.
“Why don’t you find something to amuse yourself with, Seryozha dear?” she asked kindly.
He would have been glad to amuse himself; he had tried conscientiously to play with his monkey, then with his
bricks, but it was no good. It wasn’t interesting, nothing seemed to matter. The kitchen door banged, there was a
stamping of feet and Korostelev’s loud voice.
“Let’s have dinner. The truck’ll be here in an hour.”
“Didn’t you get the car then?” asked Granny Nastya.
“No. They can’t spare it, they say. What’s it matter? We’ll manage with the truck.”
Out of habit Seryozha cheered up at the sound of Korostelev’s voice and nearly jumped up to run and meet
him, but he thought: Soon there’ll be nothing more of all this—so once more he started moving his bricks
aimlessly about on the floor. Korostelev came in, his face red with the snow, and said apolo—getically: “Well,
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Seryozha?”
They had a hasty dinner. Granny Nastya went away. It got quite dark. Korostelev went to the telephone and
said good-bye to somebody. Seryozha leaned against his knee, hardly moving, and Korostelev drew his long
fingers through Seryozha’s hair as he talked.
Then Timokhin came in.
“Well? All ready?” he asked. “Give me a spade to clear away the snow, or we won’t be able to open the gates.”
Lukyanych went with him to open the gates. Mummy picked up Lyonya and started wrapping him in a quilt.
“There’s no hurry for that,” said Korostelev. “He’ll get too hot. There’s plenty of time.”
He and Timokhin and Lukyanych began carrying out the packed things. The doors kept opening and the rooms
grew cold. They all had snow on their boots, nobody wiped his feet, and Aunt Pasha did not scold them: she knew
there was no sense in wiping your feet now. Pools of water spread over the floor, it was wet and dirty. There was a
smell of snow, straw, and tobacco mixed with animal smell from Timokhin’s sheepskin. Aunt Pasha ran about
giving advice. Mummy, still holding Lyonya, went up to Seryozha, put one arm round him and pressed him to her.
He moved away. Why did she put her arm round him when she wanted to go away without him!
Everything was carried out, the furniture, the suitcases, the basket of provisions, the bundle of Lyonya’s
diapers. How empty the rooms looked! Nothing left but some scraps of paper and an empty medicine bottle lying
on its side. You could see the house was old, the paint on the floor was worn off, it looked new and fresh only
where the whatnot and the chest of drawers had stood.
“Here, put this on, it’s cold outside,” Lukyanych said to Aunt Pasha and handed her a coat. Seryozha jumped in
alarm and ran to him.
“I’m going out, too! I’m going, too!”
“Of course, of course, you shall,” said Aunt Pasha soothingly, and helped him on with his outdoor things.
Mummy and Korostelev were getting theirs on, too. Korostelev put his hands under Seryozha’s arms, lifted him
up and kissed him hard.
“Good-bye for the present. Get well, and remember what we agreed.”
Mummy started kissing Seryozha and <began> crying.
“Seryozha! Say good-bye, darling!”
“Good-bye, good-bye,” he said quickly, breathless with haste and agitation, looking at Korostelev. And he had
his reward.
“Good boy, Seryozha,” said Korostelev.
Mummy was still crying. She said to Aunt Pasha and Lukyanych: “Thank you for everything.”
“Nothing to thank us for,” said Aunt Pasha mournfully.
“Take care of Seryozha.”
“You needn’t worry about that,” said Aunt Pasha still more mournfully; suddenly she cried: “You’ve forgotten
to sit down! We must all sit down for a minute!”
“But where?” asked Lukyanych, wiping his eyes.
“Oh, heavens above,” cried Aunt Pasha, “come into our room, then.”
They all went in, sat down here and there, and for some reason waited in silence for a minute. Aunt Pasha was
the first to rise.
“Well, God be with you,” she said.
They went out and into the porch. It was snowing and everything was white. The gates were wide open. A
lantern with a candle inside it hung on the wall of the shed and the snowflakes whirled in its light. The loaded
truck stood in the middle of the yard. Timokhin was covering everything with canvas, Shurik was helping him. A
good many people were standing about—Vaska’s mother, Lida, and a lot more, all come to see Korostelev and
Mummy off. Seryozha felt as though he were seeing them all for the first time. Everything round him seemed
strange, unknown. Voices sounded different. The yard was not like his own yard. … it was as if he had never seen
that shed before … as if he had never played with those children … as if this man had never given him rides on
this same truck … as if nothing of it all had ever been his, and nothing ever could be, for he was abandoned.
“It’s going to be bad driving,” said Timokhin in his stranger’s voice. “Slippery.”
Korostelev put Mummy and Lyonya in the seat next the driver’s and wrapped a shawl round them. He loved
them more than anyone else, he took care of them, he saw to it that they were warm and comfortable. He himself
climbed into the back and stood there, tall as a statue.
“Get under the canvas, Mitya,” Aunt Pasha called out. “Under the canvas, or you’ll have the snow in your
face.”
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He took no notice.
“Seryozha, move back there a bit,” he said, “or we’ll run over you.”
The truck snorted. Timokhin got in. The truck snorted more and more loudly, trying to move. There, it gave a
jerk, then slipped back; then it went a little forward and back again. Now it would go, the gate would be shut, the
lantern would be put out, and it would all be over.
Seryozha stood on one side, under the falling snow. With all his strength he remembered his promise and only
sobbed now and then—long, desolate, almost soundless sobs. And one single tear forced its way out and shone in
the light of the lantern, a difficult tear, not a baby’s tear, but the tear of a boy, a bitter, burning, proud tear.
No, he could not stop there any longer, he turned and walked to the house, bent with grief.
“Stop!” Korostelev called in a desperate voice, and drummed on the back of the driver’s cab.
“Seryozha! Come on! Quick! Get your things together! You’re coming with us!”
He jumped down.
“Hurry up! What’ve you got there? Clothes, toys, bring them along. Won’t take a minute. Come on!”
“Mitya, what are you thinking of!”
“Mitya, think what you’re doing!”
“Mitya, you’re crazy!” said Aunt Pasha from the door and Mummy from inside the truck. He answered
angrily:
“Oh, rubbish. What d’you think this is? Can’t you understand? It’s like vivisection. Do as you like, but I can’t
stand it. That’s all.”
“Oh, heavens above, it’ll be the death of him out there!”cried Aunt Pasha. .
“Rubbish,” said Korostelev again. “I’ll take the responsibility, understand? It won’t kill him at all. That’s all
your nonsense. Come on, come on, Seryozha.”
He ran into the house.
Seryozha could not move at first. He could not believe it, he was afraid to believe it. His heart beat so loudly
he could hear it. Then he dashed inside, ran panting through all the rooms, caught up his monkey as he passed,
then had a sudden desperate fear that Korostelev might change his mind, Mummy and Aunt Pasha might talk him
round, and rushed back to him. But Korostelev hurried to meet him saying:
“Quick, Quick!”
And they began collecting Seryozha’s things. Aunt Pasha and Lukyanych helped. Lukyanych folded up
Seryozha’s bed.
“It’s right what you’re doing, Mitya,” he said, “you're absolutely right, good for you!”
Seryozha feverishly scooped up any of his treasures that came to hand tossed them into the box Aunt Pasha
gave him. Quick! Quick! or they might go! You could never tell what they might do the next minute. His heart
seemed to be beating in his throat, so it was hard to breathe or to hear anything.
“Quick! Quick!” he cried while Aunt Pasha bundled him up. He tugged to get away, looking for Korostelev.
But the truck was still standing there, and Korostelev had not even got in. He told Seryozha to day good-bye to
everybody.
Then he picked up Seryozha and pushed him in beside Mummy and Lyonya, under Mummy’s shawl.
The truck began to move, now it was all right.
It was crowded in the driver’s cab—one, two, three, four people, think of that! There was a strong smell of
sheepskin. Timokhin was smoking.
Seryozha coughed. He sat wedged in between Mummy and Timokhin, his cap was down over one eye, his
scarf was too tight round his neck, he could see nothing but the snow dancing in the light of the headlamps. It was
cramped and uncomfortable, but who cared?
We’re going, we’re going all together, our Timokhin’s taking us, and at the back there, high up, there’s
Korostelev, he loves us, he is responsible for us, he’s out there in the snow, but he puts us in the cab, he’ll take us
all safely to Holmogory.
Oh, heavens above—we’re going to Holmogory, how wonderful it is!
What’s there I don’t know, but it must be splendid as we’re going there!
Timokhin’s horn sounded warningly, and the gleaming snow rushed straight toward Seryozha.
86.249 The Fate Of A Man\fn{by Mikhail Alexandrovich Sholokhov (1905-1984)} nr. Moscow, Russia (M) 14
There was a rare drive and swiftness in the first spring that came to the upper reaches of the Don in the first year
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after the war.\fn{World War II; known in Russia as the Great Patriotic War .} At the end of March, warm winds blew from
the shores of the Azov Sea and in two days the sands on the left bank of the river were bare, the snow-choked
gullies and ravines swelled in the steppe, the streams burst the ice and flooded madly and the roads became
almost completely impassable.
At this unfavorable time of the year it so happened that I had to make a journey to the district center of
Bukanovskaya. The distance was not great—only about sixty kilometers—but it turned out to be hard going. My
friend and I set out before sunrise. The pair of well-fed horses strained at the traces and could scarcely pull the
heavy wagon. The wheels sank axle-deep into the damp mush of sand mixed with snow and ice and in a hour
creamy white flecks of foam appeared on the horses’ flanks and under the narrow straps of the breech bands, and
the fresh morning air was filled with the sharp intoxicating smell of horses’ sweat and warm harness lavishly
smeared with tar.
Where the going was particularly heavy for the horses we got out and walked. The slushy snow squelched
under our boots and it was hard to get along, but the roadside was still coated with a glittering crust of ice, and
there it was even harder. It took us about six hours to do the thiuty kilometers as far as the ford over the River
Yelanka.
The little river at Mokhovskoi village, almost dry in summer, had not flooded over a full kilometer of marshy
alter-grown water meadows. We had to make the crossing in a leaky flat-bottomed boat that could not take more
than three people at the most. We sent the horses back. In a collective-farm shed on the other side an old and
battered jeep that had been standing there all the winter was awaiting us. The driver and I with some misgivings
climbed into the unsteady little craft. My friend stayed behind on the bank with our things. We had scarcely
pushed off when little fountains of water came spouting up through the rotten planks. We plugged them with
anything we could lay hands on and kept bailing until we reached the other side. In an hour we were on the far
bank of the river. The driver fetched the jeep from the village and wen t back to the boat.
“If this perishing old tub doesn’t fall to bits in the water,” he said, picking up an oar, “I’ll be back with your
friend in a couple of hours. At the earliest.”
The village lay a good distance from the river, and down by the water there was that kind of stillness that falls
on deserted laces only in the depths of autumn or at the very beginning of spring. The water gave off a damp
smell mingle with the tart bitterness of rotting alders, and from the distant steppes bathing in a lilac haze of mist a
light breeze brought the eternally young, barely perceptible aroma of earth that has not long been liberated from
the snow.
Not far away, on the sand at the water’s edge, lay a broken wattle fence. I sat down on it to have a smoke but,
on putting my hand in my jacket pocket, discovered to my great disappointment that the packet of cigarettes I had
been carrying there was soaked. On the way across a wave had slapped over the side of the wallowing boat and
drenched me to the waist in muddy water. There had been no time to think of my cigarettes, for I had to drop my
oar and start bailing as fast as I could to save us from sinking, but now, vexed at my own carelessness, I drew the
sodden packet gingerly out of my pocket, got down on my haunches and began laying out the moist brownish
cigarettes one by one on the fence.
It was noon. The sun shone as hot as in May. I hoped the cigarettes would soon dry. It was so hot that I began
to regret having put on my quilted army trousers and jacket for the journey. It was the first really warm day of the
year. But it was good to sit there alone, abandoning myself completely to the stillness and solitude, and, taking off
my old army ushanka, to let the breeze dry my hair after the heavy work of rowing, and to stare up vacantly at the
big-breasted clouds floating in the faded blue.
Presently I noticed a man come out on the road from behind the end cottages of the village. He was leading a
little boy, about five or six years old, I reckoned, not more. They tramped wearily towards the ford, but, on
reaching the jeep, turned and came in my direction. The man, tall and rather stooped, came right up to me and said
in a deep husky voice:
“Hullo, mate.”
“Hullo.” I shook the big rough hand he offered me.
The man bent down to the little boy and said: “Say hullo to Uncle, lad. Looks as if he’s another driver like your
dad. Only you and I used to drive a lorry,\fn{Truck.} didn’t we, and he goes about in that little bus over there.”
Looking straight at me with a pair of eyes that were as bright and clear as the sky, and smiling a little, the boy
boldly held out a pink cold hand. I shook it gently and asked: “Feeling chilly, old man? Why’s your hand so cold
on a hot day like this?”
With a touching childish trustfulness the boy pressed against my knees and lifted his little flaxen eyebrows in
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surprise.
“But I’m not an old man, Uncle. I’m, only a boy, and I’m not chilly either. My hands are just cold because I’ve
been making snowballs.”
Taking the half-empty rucksack off his back, the father sat down heavily beside me and said; “This passenger
of mine is a regular young nuisance, he is. He’s made me tired as well as himself. If you take a long stride he
breaks into a trot; just you try keeping in step with a footslogger like him. Where I could take one pace I have to
take three instead, and so we go on, like a horse and a tortoise. And you need eyes in the back of your head to
know what he’s doing. As soon as you turn your back, he’s off paddling in a puddle or breaking off an icicle and
sucking it like a lollipop. No, it’s no job for a man to be traveling with someone like him, not on foot anyway.” He
was silent for a little, then asked: “And what about you, mate, waiting for your chief?”
By now I didn’t want to tell him I was for a driver, so I answered:
“Looks as if I’ll have to.”
“Is he coming over from the other side?”
“He will be.”
“Do you know if the boat will be here soon?”
“In about two hours time.”
“That’s a fair stretch. Well, let’s have a rest, I’m in no hurry. Just saw you as I was walking past, so I thought to
myself there’s one of us, drivers, taking a spot of sunshine. I’ll go over and have a smoke with him, I thought. No
fun in smoking alone, any more than in dying alone. You live well, I see, smoking cigarettes. Got them wet, eh?
Well, brother, wet tobacco’s like a doctored\fn{ Spayed; emasculated.} horse, neither of them any good. Let’s have a
go at my old shag instead.”
He pulled a worn silk pouch out of the pocket of his thin khaki trousers, and as he unrolled it, I noticed the
words embroidered o the corner: “To one of our dear soldiers from a pupil of Lebedyanskaya Secondary School.”
We smoked the strong home-grown tobacco and for a long time neither of us spoke. I was going to ask him
where he was making for with the boy, and what brought him out on such bad roads, but he got his question in
first:
“At it all through the war, were you?”
“Nearly all of it.”
“Front line?”
“Yes.”
“Well, I had a good bellyful of trouble out there too, mate, more than enough of it.”
He rested his big dark hands on his knees and let his shoulders droop. When I glanced at him sideways I felt
strangely disturbed. Have you ever seen eyes that look as if they’ve been sprinkled with ash, eyes filled with such
ingrained yearning and sadness that it is hard to look into them? This chance acquaintance of mine had eyes like
that.
He broke a dry twisted twig out of the fence and for a minute traced a curious pattern in the sand with it, then
he spoke:
“Sometimes I can’t sleep at night, I just stare into the darkness and I think: ‘What did you do it for, life, why
did you maim me like this? Why did you tear the guts out of me?’ And I get no answer, either in darkness, or
when the sun’s shining bright. … No, I get no answer, and I’ll never get one!” And suddenly he recollected
himself, nudged his little son affectionately and said: “Go on, laddie, go and play down by the water, there’s
always something for little boys to do by a big river. Only mind you don’t get our feet wet.”
While we had been smoking together in silence, I had taken a quick look at father and son and one thing about
them had struck me as unusual. The boy was dressed plainly but in good stout clothes. The way the long-skirted
little coat with its soft lining of worn beaver lamb fitted him, the way his tiny boots had been made to fit snugly
over the woolen socks, the very neat darn that joined an old tear on the sleeve of the coat, all these things spoke of
a woman’s hand, the skilful hand of a mother. But the father’s appearance was different. His quilted jacket was
scorched in several places and roughly darned, the patch on his worn khaki trousers was not sewn on properly, it
was tacked on with big mannish stitches; he was wearing an almost new pair of army shoes, but his thick woolen
socks were full of holes. They had never known the touch of a woman’s hand. … Even then I had thought, either
he’s a widower, or there’s something wrong between him and his wife.
He watched his son run down to the water, then coughed and again began to speak, and I listened with all my
attention.
“To start with, my life was just ordinary. I’m from the Voronezh Province, born there in 1900. During the civil
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War I was in the Red Army, in Kikvidze’s division. In the famine of twenty-two I struck out for the Kuban and
worked like an ox for the kulaks,\fn{Independent, wealthy peasant farmers of the later imperial and early Soviet regimes in Russia,
prominent in village affairs and favored until 1927, when Stalin first raised their taxes and then forcibly collectivized their farms, leading to
their (at least temporary) destruction as a class, and the exile of many of them to remote regions .} wouldn’t be alive today if I

hadn’t. But my whole family back home, father, mother and sister, died of starvation. So I was left alone. As for
relatives anywhere, I hadn’t got a single one, not a soul. Well, after a year I came back from the Kuban, sold my
cottage and went to Voronezh. Fist I worked as a carpenter, then I went to a factory and learned to be a mechanic.
And soon I got married. My wife had been brought up in a children’s home. She was an orphan. Yes, I got a good
one there! Good-tempered, cheerful, always anxious to please. And smart she was, too, no comparison with me.
She had known what real trouble was since she was a kid, maybe that had an effect on her character. Just looking
at her from the side, as you might say, she wasn’t all that striking, but, you see, I wasn’t looking at her from the
side, I was looking at her full face. And for me there was no more beautiful woman in the whole world, and there
never will be.
“I’d come home from work tired, and bad-tempered as hell sometimes. But no, she’d never fling your rudeness
back at you. She’d be so gentle and quiet, couldn’t do enough for you, always trying to get you a bit of something
nice, even when there wasn’t enough to go round. It made your heart lighter just to look at her, and after a while
you’d put your arm round her and say: ‘I’m sorry I was rude to you, Irina dear, I had a rotten day at work today.’
And again there’d be peace between us, and my mind would be at rest. And you know what that means to your
work, mate? In the morning I’d be out of bed like a shot and off to the factory, and any job I laid hands on would
go like clockwork. That’s what it means to have a real clever friend for a wife.
“Sometimes it’d happen that I’d have a drink with the boys on pay-day. And sometimes, the scissor-legged
way I staggered home afterwards, it must have been frightening to watch. The main street wasn’t wide enough for
me, let alone the side streets. In those days I was a tough strong young fellow and I could hold a lot of drink, and I
always got home on my own. But sometimes the last stretch would be in bottom gear, you know, I’d finish up by
crawling on my hands and knees. But again I’d never get a word of reproach, no scolding, no shouting. My Irina,
she’d just laugh at me, and she did that careful like, so that even drunk as I was I wouldn’t take it wrong. She’d
pull my boots off and whisper: ‘You’d better lie next to the wall tonight, Andrei, or you might fall out of bed in
your sleep.’ And I’d just flop down like a sack of oats and everything would go swimming round in front of me.
And as I dropped off to sleep, I’d feel her stroking my head softly and whispering kind words, and I knew she felt
sorry for me. …
“In the morning she’d get me up about two hours before work to give me time to come round. She knew I
wouldn’t eat anything after being drunk, so she’d get me a pickled cucumber or something like that, and pour me
out a good glass of vodka to take off the after-effects. ‘Here you are, Andrei, but don’t do it any more, dear.” How
could a man let someone down who put such trust in him? I’d drink it up, thank her without words, just with a
look and a kiss, and go off to work like a lamb. But if she’d had a word to say against me when I was drunk, if
she’d started cursing or scolding me, I’d have come home drunk again, God’s truth I would. That’s what happens
in some families where the wife’s a fool. I’ve seen plenty of it and I know.
“Well, soon the children started arriving. First my little son was born, then two girls. And that was when I
broke away from my mates. I started taking all my pay home to the wife, we had a fair-sized family now, and
there was no time for drinking. On my day off I’d have just a glass of beer and let it go at that.
“In twenty-nine I got interested in motors, I learned to drive and started to work on a lorry. And when I got into
the way of it I didn’t want to go back to the factory any more. I found it more to my liking at the wheel. And so I
lived for ten years without noticing how the time went by. It was like a dream. But what’s ten years? Ask any man
over forty if he’s noticed how he’s spent his life. You’ll find he hasn’t noticed a darned thing! The past is like that
distant steppe way out there in the haze. This morning I was crossing it and it was clear all round, but now I’ve
covered twenty kilometers there’s a haze over it, and you can’t tell the trees from the grass, nor the ploughland
from the meadow.
“These ten years I worked day and night. I earned good money and we lived no worse than the other folk. And
the children were a joy to us. Al three did well at school, and the eldest, Anatoly, turned out to be so bright at
mathematics that he even got his name in a Moscow newspaper. Where he inherited this great gift from, I couldn’t
tell you, mate. But it was a very nice thing for me, and I was proud of him , mighty proud I was!
“In ten years we saved up a bit of money and before the war be built ourselves a little cottage with two rooms
and a shed and a little porch. Irina bought a couple of goats. What more did we want? There was milk for the
children’s porridge, we had a roof over our heads, clothes on our backs, shoes on our feet, so everything was all
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right. The only thing was I didn’t choose a very good place to build. They allotted me a plot of land not far from
an aircraft factory. Maybe, if my little place had been somewhere else, my life would have turned out different. …
“And then it came—war. The next day I had my call-up papers, and the day after it was, ‘Report to the station,
please.’ All my four saw me off together: Irina, Anatoly, and my daughters, Nastenka and Olyushka. The kids took
it fine, though the girls couldn’t keep back a tear or two. Anatoly just shivered a bit as if he was cold, he was
getting on for seventeen by that time. But that Irina of mine. … I’d never seen anything like it in all the seventeen
years we’d lived together. That night my shirt and chest wee wet with her tears, and in the morning it was the
same tale. We got to the station and I felt so sorry for her I couldn’t look her in the face. Her lips were all swollen
with tears, her hair was poking out from under her shawl, and her eyes were dull and staring like someone who’s
out of his mind. The officers gave the order to get aboard but she flung herself on my chest, and clasped her hands
round my neck, and she was shaking all over, like a tree that’s being chopped down. … The children tried to talk
her round, and so did I, but nothing would help. Other women chatted to their husbands and sons, but mine clung
to me like a leaf to a branch, and just trembled all the time, and couldn’t say a word. ‘Take a grip of yourself, Irina
dear,’ I said. ‘Say something to me before I go, at least.’ And this is what she said, with a sob between every word:
‘Andrei … my darling … we’ll never … never see each other again …. in this world. …’
“There was I with my heart bursting with pity for her, and she says a thing like that to me. She ought to have
understood it wasn’t easy for me to part with her, I wasn’t going off to a party either. And that got my rag out! I
pulled her hands apart and gave her a push. It seemed only a gentle push to me, but I was strong as an ox and she
staggered back about three paces, then came towards me again with little steps, and I shouted at her: ‘Is that the
way to say good-bye? Do you want to bury me before my time?!’ But then I took her in my arms again because I
could see she was in a bad way. …”
He broke off suddenly and in the silence that followed I heard a choking sound coming from his throat. His
emotion communicated itself to me. I glanced sideways at him but did not see a single tear in those dead ashy
eyes of his. He sat with his head drooping dejectedly. The big hands hanging limply at his sides were shaking
slightly; his chin trembled, and so did his firm lips.
“Don’t let it get you down, friend, don’t think of it,” I said quietly, but he seemed not to hear my words, and
overcoming his emotion with a great effort, said suddenly in a hoarse, strangely altered voice:
“Till my last, dying day, till the last hour of my life I’ll never forgive myself for pushing her away like that!”
He fell silent again and for a long time. He tried to roll a cigarette, but the strip of newspaper tore apart in his
fingers and the tobacco scattered on to his knees. In the end he managed to make a clumsy roll of paper and
tobacco, took a few hungry pulls at it, then, clearing his throat, went on:
“I tore myself away from Irina, took her face in my hands, and kissed her, and her lips were like ice. I said
good-bye to the kids and ran to the carriage, managed to jump on the steps as it was moving. The train started off
very slow, and it took me past my family again. I could see my poor little orphaned kids bunched up together,
waving their hands and trying to smile, but not managing it. And Irina had her hands clasped to her breast, her lips
as white as chalk, and she was whispering something, and staring, and her body was all bent forward as if she was
trying to walk against a strong wind. And that’s how I’ll see her in my memory for the rest of my life—her hands
clasped to her breast, those white lips, and her eyes wide open and fell of tears. … And that’s mostly how I see her
in my dreams too. Why did I push her away like that? Even now, when I remember, it’s like a blunt knife twisting
in my heart.
“We were drafted to our units at Belaya Tserkov, in the Ukraine. I was given a three-tonner,\fn{ A three-ton truck.}
and that’s what I went to the front in. Well, there’s no point in telling you about the war, you saw it yourself and
you know what it was like to start with. You’d get a lot of letters from home, but didn’t write much yourself. Just
now and then you’d write that everything was all right and you were doing a bit of fighting. Maybe we’re
retreating at present, you’d say, but it won’t be long before we gather our strength and give the Fritzies something
to think about. And what else could you write? Those were grim times and you didn’t feel like writing. And I must
say I was never much of a one for harping on a pitiful note, and I couldn’t stick the sight of those slobbering types
that wrote to their wives and kids every day for no reason at all, just to rub their snot over the paper—oh, it’s such
a hard life, oh, I might get killed! And so he goes on, the son-of-a-bitch, complaining and looking for sympathy,
blubbering away, and he can’t understand that those poor unhappy women and kids are having just as bad a time
of it back home as we are. Why, they were carrying the whole country on their shoulders. And what shoulders our
women and children must have had not to be crushed down under a weight like that! But they weren’t crushed,
they stuck it out! And then one of those whimperers writes his pitiful letter and that just knocks a working woman
off her feet. After a letter like that, the poor thing won’t know what to do with herself or how to face up to her
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work. No! That’s what a man’s for, that’s what you’re a soldier for—to put up with everything, to bear everything,
if need be. But if you’ve got more woman than man in you, then go and put on a frilled skirt to puff out your
skinny arse, so you can look like a woman at least from behind, and go and weed the beet, or milk the cows,
because your kind aren’t needed at the front, the stink’s bad enough there without you!
“But I didn’t get even a year’s fighting done. … I was wounded twice, but only slightly both times, once in the
arm, the second time in the leg. The first was a bullet from an aircraft, the second a chunk of shrapnel. The
Germans holed my lorry, top and sides, but I was lucky, mate, at first. I was lucky all the time, and then I was
unlucky. … I got taken prisoner at Lozovenki in the May of forty-two. It was an awkward set-up. The Germans
were attacking hard and one of our 120mm howitzer batteries had nearly run out of ammo; we loaded up my lorry
chock-full of shells, I worked on the job myself till my shirt was sticking to my back. We had to get a move on
because they were closing in on us; on the left we could hear a rumble of tanks, and firing on the right and in
front, and things didn’t smell too healthy.
“‘Can you get through, Sokolov?’ asks the commander of our company. He need never have asked. Was I
going to sit twiddling my thumbs while my mates got killed? ‘What are you talking about!’ I told him. ‘I’ve got to
get through, and that’s that.’ ‘Get cracking then,’ he says, ‘and step on it.’
“And step on it I did. Never driven like that before in my life! I knew I wasn’t carrying a load of spuds, I knew
I had to be careful with the stuff I ‘d got aboard, but how could I be, when the lads were fighting out there emptyhanded, when the whole road was under artillery fire. I did about six kilometers and got pretty near the place. I’d
have to turn off the road to get to the hollow where the battery was stationed, and then what did I see? Strike me,
if it wasn’t our infantry running back across the field on both sides of the road with shells bursting all round them.
What was I to do? I couldn’t turn back, could I? So I gave her all she’d got. There was only about a kilometer to
go to the battery, I had already turned off the road, but I never reached it, mate. … Must have been a long-range
gun landed a heavy one near the lorry. I never heard the bang nor anything, just something burst inside my head,
and I don’t remember any more. How I stayed alive, and how long I lay there by the ditch, I’ve got no idea. I
opened my eyes, but I couldn’t get up; my head kept jerking and I was shaking as if I had a fever, everything
seemed dark, something was scarping and grinding in my left shoulder, and my body ached all over as if
somebody had been lamming into me\fn{ I.e., beating me.} for two days running with anything he could lay his
hands on. I squirmed about on my belly for a long time, and in the end I managed to get up. But still I couldn’t
reckon out where I was, nor what had happened to me. My memory was clean gone. But I was scared to lie down.
I was scared I’d never get up again, so I just stood there swaying from side to side like a poplar in a gale.
“When I came to myself and had a look round, my heart fell as if someone had got a pair of pliers round it. The
shells I’d been carrying were lying about all round me, not far away was my lorry, all torn to bits, with its wheels
in the air, and the fighting, the fighting was going on behind me. … Yes, behind me!
“When I realized that, and I’m not ashamed to say it, my legs just caved in under me and I fell as if I’d been
pole-axed, because I realized I was cut off behind the enemy lines, or to put it point-blank, I was already a
prisoner of the fascists. That’s war for you. …
“No, it’s not an easy thing to understand, mate, it’s not easy to understand that you’ve got taken prisoner
through no wish of your own, and it takes time to explain to a fellow who’s never felt it on his own hide, just what
that thing means.
“So I lay there and soon I heard the tanks rumbling. Four medium German tanks went by mer at full speed in
the direction I’d brought the shells from. What do you think that felt like? Then came the tractors hauling the
guns, and a mobile kitchen, then the infantry, not many of ’em, not more than a company all told. I’d squint up at
them out of the corner of my eye and then I’d press my face into the earth again; it made me sick to look at them,
sick in my soul. …
“When I thought they’d all gone past, I lifted my heard, and there were six submachine-gunners marching
along about a hundred paces away. And as I looked they turned off the road and came straight towards me, all six
of ’em, without saying a word. Well, I thought, this is it. So I got into a sitting position—I didn’t want to die lying
down—and then I stood up. One of them stopped a few pacer away from me and jerked his gun off his shoulder.
And it’s funny how a man’s made, but at that moment I didn’t feel any panic, not even a shiver in my heart. I just
looked at him and thought: “It’s going to be a short burst, I wonder where he’ll place it? At my head or across my
chest?” As if it mattered a damn to me what part of my body he made his holes in.
“Young fellow he was, pretty well built, dark-haired but his lips were thin as thread, and his eyes had a nasty
glint in them. That one won’t think twice about shooting me down, I thought. And sure enough, up goes his gun. I
looked him straight in the eye and didn’t say anything. But another one, a corporal or something, older than him,
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almost elderly to look at, shouted something, then pushed the other fellow aside and came up to me. He babbled
something in his own language and bent my right elbow, feeling my muscle he was. “O-o-oh!’ he says when he
feels it, and pointed along the road to where the sun was setting, as much as to say: ‘Off you go, you mule, and
work for our Reich.’ Thrifty type he was, the son-of-a-bitch!
“But the dark-haired one had got his eye on my boots and they looked a good sound pair, so he signs with his
hand: ‘Take ’em off!’ I sat down on the ground, took off my boots and handed them to him. Fair snatched them
out of my hands he did. So I unwound my footcloths and held them out to him, looking up at him from the
ground. But he shouted and swore, and up went his gun again. And the others just roared with laughter. And so
they went away. Only the dark-haired one, he looked round at me about three times before he got to the road, and
his eyes glittered like a wolf-cub’s with fury. Anyone would think I’d taken his boots instead of him taking mine.
“Well, mate, there was nothing for it.\fn{ I.e., there was no alternative.} I went to the road, let out the longest and
hottest Voronezh cuss I could think of, and stepped out westward—a prisoner! But I wasn’t much good for
walking by that time, a kilometer an hour was all I could do, not more. It was like being drunk. You’d try to go
straight and something would just push you from one side of the road to the other. I went on for a bit and then a
column of our prisoners from the same division as I’d been in caught up with me. There were about ten German
submachine-gunners guarding them. The one at the front of the column came up to me and, without saying a
word, just bashed me on the head wit his gun. If I’d gone down, he’d have stitched me to the ground with a burst,
but our chaps caught me as I fell and carried me along for a while. And when I came to, one of them whispered:
“don’t fall down for God’s sake! Keep going while you’ve got any strength left, or they’ll kill you!’ And though I
had mighty little strength left, I managed to keep going.
“As soon as the sun went down the Germans strengthened their guard, brought up another twenty submachinegunners in a lorry, and drove us on at a quicker pace. The badly wounded ones couldn’t keep up with the rest, and
they shot them down in the road. Two tried to make a break for it, but they forgot that on a moonlit night you can
be seen a mile away out in the open; of course, they got shot too. At midnight we came to a village that was half
burned down. They drove us into a church with a smashed dome. We spent the night on the stone floor without a
scrap of straw, and no one had a greatcoat, we were al in our tunics, so there wasn’t anything to lie on. Some of us
didn’t even have tunics, just calico undershirts. They were mostly NCOs.\fn{ Non-commissioned Officers.} They had
taken off their tunics so they couldn’t be told from the rank and file. And the men from the gun crews hadn’t got
tunics either. They had been taken prisoner half-naked as they were while working at the guns.
“That night it poured with rain and we all got wet to the skin. Part of the roof had been smashed by a heavy
shell or a bomb and the rest of it was ripped up by shrapnel; there wasn’t a dry spot even at the altar. And so we
spent the whole night in that church, like sheep in a dark pen. In the middle of the night I felt someone touch my
arm and ask: ‘Are you wounded, comrade?’ ‘Why do you ask, mate?’ I says. ‘I’m a doctor, perhaps I can help you
in some way.’ I told him my left shoulder made a creaking noise and was swollen and gave me terrible pain. And
he says firmly: ‘Take off your tunic and undershirt.’ I took everything off and he started feeling about with his thin
fingers round my shoulder, and did it hurt! I ground my teeth and I says to him: ‘You must be a vet, not a doctor.
Why do you press just where it hurts, you heartless devil?’ But he kept on groping about, and he says to me,
angry-like: ‘Your job’s to keep your mouth shut! Talking to me like that! Just wait, it’ll hurt more in a minute.’
And then he gave my arm such a wrench that red sparks spurted out of my eyes.
“When I got my senses back I asked him: ‘What are you doing, you fascist bastard. My arm’s broken to bits
and you give it a pull like that.’ I heard him chuckle, then he said: ‘I thought you’d hit out with your right while I
was doing it, but you’re a good-tempered chap, it seems. Your arm wasn’t broken, it was out of joint and I’ve put
it back in its socket. Well, feeling any better?’ And sure enough, I could feel the pain going out of me. I thanked
him from the bottom of my heart and he went on in the darkness, asking quietly: ‘Any wounded?’ There was a
real doctor for you. Even shut up like that, in pitch darkness, he went on doing his great work.
“It was a restless night. They wouldn’t let us out even to relieve ourselves, the senior guard had told us that
when he drove us into the church in pairs. And as luck would have it, one of the Christians among us wanted to go
out bad. He kept on saving it up and at last he burst into tears. ‘I can’t pollute a holy place!’ he says. ‘I’m a
believer, I’m a Christian. What shall I do, lads?’ And you know the kind of chaps we were. Some laughed, others
cursed, and others started teasing him with all sorts of advice. Cheered us all up, he did, but it turned out bad in
the end. He started bashing on the door and asking to be let out. And he got his answer. A fascist gave a long burst
through the door with his submachine-gun, killed the Christian and three more with him, and another was so
badly wounded he died by morning.
“We pulled the dead into a corner, then sat down quiet and thought to ourselves, this isn’t a very cheerful start.
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And presently we started whispering to each other, asking each other where we came from and how we’d got
taken prisoner. The chaps who’d been in the same platoon or the same company started calling quietly to each
other in the darkness. And next tome I heard two voices talking. One of them says: “Tomorrow, if they form us up
before they take us on farther and call out for the commissars,\fn{ Political officer attached to even the smallest unit of the
Soviet armed forces.} Communists, and Jews, you needn’t try and hide yourself, platoon commander. You won’t get
away with it. You think just because you’ve taken off your tunic you’ll pass for a ranker? Well, that won’t wash!
I’m not going to suffer because of you. I’ll be the first to point you out. I know you’re a Communist.\fn{ Throughout
the Soviet period in Russian history, membership in the Communist Party was closely restricted to those whose loyalty to the regime could
be unconditionally trusted, and probably never included even a simple majority of Soviet citizenry .} I remember how you tried to

get me to join the Party, now you’re going to answer for it.’ That was the one sitting nearest to me, on the left, and
on the other side of him a young voice answers, ‘I always suspected you were a rotten type, Kryzhnev. Specially
when you refused to join the Party, pretending you were illiterate. But I never thought you’d turn out to be a
traitor. You went to school until you were fourteen, didn’t you?’ And the other one answers in a lazy sort of way:
‘Yes, I did. So what?’ They were quiet for a long time, and the platoon commander—I could tell him by his voice
—says softly: ‘Don’t give me away, Comrade Kryzhnev.’ And the other one laughed quietly. “You’ve left your
comrades behind on the other side of the line,’ he says. ‘I’m no comrade of yours, so don’t plead with me, I’m
going to point you out all the same. I believe in looking after my own skin first.’
“They stopped talking and my whole body shuddered at the thought of such a creeping low-down action. ‘No,’
I thought, ‘I won’t let you betray your commander, you son-of-a-bitch. You won’t walk out of this church on your
own two feet, they’ll drag you out by the legs!’ Then it began to get light and I could see a fellow with a big
fleshy face lying on his back with his hands behind his head, and beside him a little snub-nosed lad, in only an
undershirt, sitting with his arms round his knees and looking very pale. ‘That kid won’t be able to handle this
great fat gelding,’ I thought. ‘I’ll have to finish him off myself.’
“I touched the lad’s arm and asked him in a whisper: ‘You a platoon commander?’ He didn’t say anything, just
nodded. ‘that one over there wants to give you away?’ I pointed to the fellow lying on his back. He nodded again.
‘All right,’ I said, ‘hold his legs so he won’t kick! And quick about it!’ And I jumped on that fellow and locked my
fingers round his throat. He didn’t even have time to shout. I held him under me for a few minutes, then eased off
a bit. That was one traitor less, with his tongue hanging out!
“It was a rotten feeling I had after that, and I wanted to wash my hands something terrible, as if it wasn’t a man
I’d killed but some crawling snake. … the first time I had killed anyone in my life, and one of our own. Our own?
But he wasn’t anything of the kind. He was worse than one of the enemy, he was a traitor. I got up and said to the
platoon commander: ‘Let’s go away from here, comrade, the church is a big place.’
“Just as that Kryzhnev had said, in the morning we were all formed up outside the church with a ring of
submachine-gunners covering us, and three SS\fn{ Abbreviation for Schutzstaffel (Defense Corps), the elite Nazi military group
created in 1925 as Hitler’s bodyguard, and who by the mid-1930’s controlled the Nazis’ security system and concentration camps, and an
elite corps of combat troops in World War II (the Waffen SS) .} officers started picking out the ones among us they thought

were dangerous. They asked who were Communists, who were officers, who were commissars, but they didn’t
find any. And they didn’t find anybody who was swine enough to give them away either, because nearly half of us
were Communists, and there were a lot of officers, too, and commissars. They only took four out of over two
hundred men. One Jew and three Russians from the rank and file. The Russians landed in trouble because they
were all dark and had curly hair. The SS men just came up to them and said, ‘Jude?’\fn{Jew.} the one they asked
would say he was a Russian, but they wouldn’t even listen. ‘Step out!’ and that was that.
“They shot the poor devils and drove us on further. The platoon commander who’d helped me strangle that
traitor kept by me right as far as Poznan, and the first day of the march he’d edge up to me every now and then
and press my hand as we went along. At Poznan we got separated. It happened like this.
“You see, mate, ever since the day I was captured I’d been thinking of escaping. But I wanted to make sure of
it. But I wanted to make sure o fit. All the way to Poznan, where they ut us in a proper camp, I never got the right
kind of chance. But in the Poznan camp it looked as if I’d got what I wanted. At the end of May they sent us out
to a little wood near the camp to dig graves for the prisoners that had died, a lot of our chaps died at that time
from dysentery, and while I was digging away at that Poznan clay I had a look round and noticed that two of our
guards had sat down to have a bite, and the third one was dozing in the sun. I put down my shovel and went off
quietly behind a bush. And then I ran for it, keeping straight towards the sunrise.
“They couldn’t have noticed me very quick, those guards. Where I found the strength, skinny as I was, to cover
nearly forty kilometers in one day, I don’t know myself. But nothing came of it. On the fourth day, when I was a
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long way from that cursed camp, they caught me. There were bloodhounds on my track, and they found me in a
field of unreaped oats.
“At dawn I came to an open field and I was afraid to go across it in the daylight and it was at least three
kilometers to the woods, so I lay low in the oats for the day. I crushed up some oat grains in my hand and was
filling my pockets with a supply, when I heard the sound of dogs barking and the roar of a motor-cycle. My heart
missed a beat because the dogs kept coming nearer. I lay flat and covered my head with my arms, so they
wouldn’t bite my face. Well, they came up and it only took them a minute to tear all my rags off me. I was left in
nothing but what I was born in. They dragged me about in the oats, just did what they liked with me, and in the
end a big dog got his forepaws on my chest and started making passes at my throat, but he didn’t bite
straightaway.
“Two Germans came up on motor-cycles. First they beat me up good and proper, then they set the dogs on me,
and the flesh just came off me in chunks. They gook me back to camp, naked and bloody as I was. I got a month
in solitary for trying to escape, but I was still alive. … I managed to keep alive somehow.
“It’s pretty awful, mate, to remember the things I went through as a prisoner, let alone tell you about them.
When you remember the inhuman tortures we had to suffer out there, in Germany, when you remember all your
mates who were tortured to death in those camps, your heart comes up and starts beating in your throat and it’s
hard to breathe.
“The way they herded us about in those two years I was a prisoner! I reckon I covered half of Germany being
driven from camp to camp. I was in Saxony, at a silicate plant, in the Ruhr, hauling coal in a mine. I sweated away
with a shovel in Bavaria, I had a spell in Thüringen, and the devil knows what German soil I didn’t have to tread.
There’s plenty of different scenery out there, but the way they shot and bashed our lads was the same all over. And
those God-damned reptiles and parasites lammed into us like no man here ever beat an animal. Punching us,
kicking us, beating us with rubber truncheons, with any lump of iron they happened to have handy, not to mention
their rifle butts and sticks.\fn{ The Nazis considered all the Slavic peoples to be subhumans, and therefore not worthy of any sort of
respect.}
“They beat you up just because you were a Russian, because you were still alive in the world, just because you
worked for them they’d beat you for giving them a wrong look, taking a wrong step, for not turning round the way
they wanted. … They beat you just so that one day they’d knock the life out of you, so you’d choke with your
own blood and die of beating. There weren’t enough ovens I the whole of Germany, I reckon, for all of us to be
shoved into.
“And everywhere we went they fed us the same: hundred and fifty grams of ersatz bread mead half of sawdust,
and a thin swill of swedes.\fn{ Rutabagas or Swedish turnips.} Some places they gave us hot water to drink, some
places they didn’t. But what’s the use of talking, judge for yourself. Before the war started I weighed eighty-six
kilograms, and by the autumn I couldn’t turn more than fifty. Just skin and bones, and hardly enough strength to
carry the bones either. But you had to work, and not say a word, and the work we did would have been a lot too
much for a carthorse sometimes, I reckon.
“At the beginning of September they sent a hundred and forty-two of us Soviet prisoners-of-war from a camp
near Küstrin to camp B-14, not far from Dresden. At that time there were about two thousand in that camp. We
were all working in a stone quarry, cutting and crushing their German stone by hand. The stint was four cubic
meters a day per man, and for a man, mind you, who could hardly keep body and soul together anyway. And then
it really started. After two months, out of the hundred and forty-two men in our group there were only fifty-seven
left. How about that, mate? Tough going, eh? We hardly had time to bury our own mates, and then there was a
rumor in the camp that the Germans had taken Stalingrad\fn{ Renamed Volgograd.} and were pressing on into Siberia.
It was one grief after another, and they held us down so we couldn’t lift our eyes from the ground, as if we were
just asking to be put there, into that German earth. And every day the camp guard were drinking and bawling out
their songs, rejoicing for all they were worth.
“One evening we came back to our hut from work. It had been raining all day and our rags were soaking; we
were all shivering from the cold wind and couldn’t stop our teeth chattering. There wasn’t anywhere to get dry or
warm, and we were as hungry as death itself, or even worse. But we were never given any food in the evenings.
“Well, I took off my wet rags, threw them on to my bunk and said: ‘They want you to do four cubic meters a
day, but one cubic meter would be plenty to bury one of us.’ That was all I said, but, would you believe it, among
our own fellows there was one dirty dog who went and reported my bitter words to the camp commandant.
“The camp commandant, or Lagerführer, as they call him, was a German named Müller. Not very tall, thickset,
hair like a bunch of tow; sort of bleached all over. The hair on his head, his eyelashes, even his eyes were a kind
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of faded color, and he was pop-eyed too. Spoke Russian like you and me, even had a bit of a Volga accent, as if
he’d been born and bred in those parts.\fn{ Which he might have been: it was not impossible for Germans to live in Russia during
the nineteenth century.} And could he swear! He was a terror for it. I sometimes wonder where the bastard ever
learned that trade. He’d form us up in front of the block—that ‘s what the called the hut—and walk down the line
surrounded by his bunch of SS men with his right hand held back. He wore a leather glove and under the leather
there was a strip of lead to protect his fingers. He’d walk down the line and bloody every other man’s nose for
him. ‘Inoculation against flu,’ he used to call it. And so it went on every day. altogether there were four blocks in
the camp, and one day he’d give the first block their ‘inoculation,’ next day, the second, and so on. Regular
bastard he was, never took a day off. There was only one thing he didn’t understand, the fool; before he started on
his round, he’d stand out in front there, and to get himself real worked up for it, he’d start cursing. He’d stand
there cursing away for all he was worth, and, do you know, he’d make us feel a bit better. You see, the words
sounded like our own, it was like a breath of air from over there. If he’d known his cursing and swearing gave us
pleasure, I reckon he wouldn’t have done it in Russian, he’d have stuck to his own language. Only one of our
fellows, a pal of mine from Moscow, used to get wild with him. ‘When he curses like that,’ he says, ‘I shut my
eyes and think I’m in Moscow, having one at the local, and it just makes me dizzy for a glass of beer.’
“Well, the day after I said that about the cubic meters, that commandant had me up on the mat. In the evening
an interpreter and two guards came to our hut. ‘Sokolov, Andrei?’ I answered. ‘Follow us, quick march, the Herr
Lagerführer himself wants to see you.’ I guessed what he wanted me for. To finish me off. So I said good-bye to
my pals, they all knew I was going to my death, took a deep breath and followed the guards. I went across the
camp yard, looked up at the stars and said good-bye to them, and I thought to myself: Well, you’ve had our full
does of torture, Andrei Sokolov, Number 331. I felt somehow sorry for Irina and the kids, then I got over it and
began screwing up my courage to face the barrel of that pistol without flinching, like a soldier should, so the
enemy wouldn’t see how hard it’d be for me at the last minute to part with this life. …
“In the commandant’s room there were flowers on the window-sill and it was clean and nice as it is in one of
our clubs. At the table there were all the camp’s officers. Five of ’em, sitting there, downing schnapps and
chewing bacon fat. On the table there was a big opened bottle, bread, bacon fat, soused apples, all kinds of open
tins. I took one glance at al that grub, and you wouldn’t believe it, but I felt so sick I nearly vomited. I was hungry
as a wolf, you see, and I’d forgotten what the sight of human food was like, and now there was all this stuff in
front of me. Somehow I kept my sickness down, but it cost me a great effort to tear my eyes away from that table.
“Right in front of me sat Müller, half-drunk, flicking his pistol from one hand to the other, playing with it, and
he’d got his eye fixed o me, like a snake. Well, I stood to attention, snapped my broken-down heels together, and
reported in a loud voice like this: ‘Prisoner-of-war Andrei Sokolov at your service, Herr Kommandant.’ And he
says to me: ‘Well, you Russian Ivan, four cubic meters of quarrying is too much for you, is it?’ ‘Yes, Herr
Kommadant,’ I said, ‘it is.’ ‘And is one cubic meter enough to make a grave for you?’ ‘Yes, Herr Kommandant
quite enough and to spare.’
“He gets up and says: ‘I shall do you a great honor, I shall now shoot you in person for those words. It will
make a mess here, so come into the yard, you can sign off out there.’ ‘As you like,’ I told him. He stood thinking
for a minute, then tossed his pistol on the table and poured out a full glass of schnapps, took a piece of bread, put
a slice of at on it, held the lot out to me and says: ‘Before you die, Russian Ivan, drink to the triumph of German
arms.’
“I was about to take the glass and the bread out of his hand, but when I heard those words, something seemed
to burn me inside. Me, a Russian soldier, I thought, drink to the victory of German arms?! What’ll you want next,
Herr Kommandant? You can go to hell with your schnapps!
“I put the glass down on the table, and the bread with it, and I said: ‘Thank you for your hospitality, but I don’t
drink.’ He smiles. ‘So you don’t want to drink to our victory? In that case, drink to your own death.’ What had I
got to lose? ‘To my death and relief from torment then,’ I said. And with that, I took the glass and poured it down
my throat in two gulps. But I didn’t touch the bread. I just wiped my lips politely with my hand and said: ‘Thank
you for your hospitality. I am ready, Herr Kommandant, you can sign me off now.’
“But he was looking at me sharply and he says: ‘Have a bite to eat before you die.’ So I says to him: ‘I never
eat after the first glass.’ Then he poured out a second and handed it to me. I drank the second and again I didn’t
touch the food. I was staking everything on courage, you see. Anyway, I thought, I’ll get drunk before I go out
into that yard to die. And the commandant’s fair eyebrows shot up in the air. ‘Why don’t you eat, Russian Ivan?
Don’t be shy!’ But I stuck to my guns: ‘Excuse me, Herr Kommandant, but I don’t eat after the second glass
either.’ He puffed up his cheeks and snorted, and then he gave such a roar of laughter, and while he laughed he
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said something quickly in German, must have been translating my words to his friends. The others laughed too,
pushed their chairs back, turned their big mugs round to look at me, and I noticed something different in their
looks, something a bit softer-like.
“The commandant poured me out a third glass and his hands were shaking with laughter. I drank that glass
slowly, bit off a little bit of bread and put the rest down on the table. I wanted to show the bastards that even
though I was half dead with hunger I wasn’t going to choke myself with the scraps they flung me, that I had my
own, Russian dignity and pride, and that they hadn’t turned me into an animal as they had wanted to.
“After that the commandant got a serious look on his face, straightened the two iron crosses on his chest, came
out from behind the table unarmed and said: ‘Look here, Sokolov, you’re a real Russian soldier. You’re a fine
soldier. I am a soldier, too, and I respect a worthy enemy. I shall not shoot you. What is more, to day our galant
armies have reached the Volga and taken complete possession of Stalingrad. That is a great joy for us, and
therefore I graciously grant you your life. Go to your block and take this with you for your courage.’ And he
handed me a smallish loaf of bread from the table, and a lump of bacon fat.
“I gripped that bread to my chest tight as I could, and picked up the fat in my left hand, and I was so taken
aback at this unexpected turn of events that I didn’t event say thank you, just did a left-about-turn, and went to the
door. And all the while I was thinking, now he’ll blast daylight through my shoulder blades and I’ll never get this
grub back to the lads. But no, nothing happened. Again death passed me by and I only felt the cold breath of it.
“I got out of the commandant’s room without a stagger, but outside I went reeling all over the place. I lurched
into the hut and pitched flat down on the cement floor, unconscious. The lads woke me up when it was still dark:
‘Tell us what happened!’ Then I remembered what had happened at the commandant’s and told them, ‘How are
we going to share out the grub?’ the man in the bunk next to me asked, and his voice was trembling. ‘Equal shares
all round,’ I told him. We waited till it got light. We cut up the bread and fat with a bit of thread. Each of us got a
lump of bread about the size of a match-box, not a crumb was wasted, and as for the fat, well, of course, there was
only enough to grease your lips with. But we shared it out fair for all.
“Soon they put about three hundred of the strongest of us on draining a marsh, then off we went to the Ruhr to
work in the mines. And there I stayed until forty-four. By that time our lad had knocked some of the stuffing out
of Germany and the fascists had stopped looking down on us, prisoners. One day they lined us up, the whole day
shift, and some visiting Oberleutenant said through an interpreter: ‘Anyone who served in the army or worked
before the war as a driver, one pace forward.’ About seven of us who’d been drivers before stepped out. They
gave us some old overalls and took us under guard to Potsdam. When we got there, we wee slit up. I was detailed
to work in Todt. That was what the Germans called the set-up they had for building roads and defense works.
“I drove a German major of the engineers about in an Opel-Admiral. That was a fascist hog for you if you like!
Short fellow with a pot belly, as broad as he was tall, and a back-side on him as big as any wench’s. He had three
chins hanging down over his collar in front, and three whopping folds round his neck at the back. Must have
carried a good hundred-weight of pure fat on him, I should think. When he walked, he puffed like a steam-engine,
and when he sat down to eat—hold tight! He’d go on all day, chewing and taking swigs from his flask of brandy.
Now and then I came in for a bit too. He’d stop on the road, cut up some sausage and cheese, and have a drink;
and when he was in a good mood he’d toss me a scrap like a dog. Never handed it to me, oh, no, he considered
that beneath him. But be that as it may, there was no comparing it to the camp, and little by little I began to look
like a man again, I even began to put on weight.
“For about two weeks I drove the major to and fro between Potsdam and Berlin, then he was sent to the frontline area to build defenses against our troops. And then I just forgot how to sleep at night. All night long I’d be
thinking how to escape to my own fellows, my own country.
“We drove to the town of Polotsk. At dawn, for the first time in two years I heard the boom of our artillery, and
you can guess how my heart thumped at the sound. Why, mate, even when I first started courting Irina, it never
beat like that! The fighting was going on east of Polotsk, about eighteen kilometers away. The Germans in the
town were sore as hell, and jumpy, and my old pot-belly started drinking more and more. During the daytime he
would drive round and he’d give instructions on how to build the fortifications, and at night he’d sit by himself
drinking. He got all puffy, and there were great bags under his eyes.
“Well, I thought, no need to wait any longer, this is my chance. And I’m not just going to escape alone, I’ve
got to take old pot-belly with me, he’ll come in useful over there!
“Among some ruins I found a heavy iron weight and wound a rag round it, so that if I had to hit him there
wouldn’t be any blood, picked up a length of telephone wire in the road, got everything ready that I needed, and
hid it all under the front seat. One evening, two days before I said good-bye to the Germans, I was on my way
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back from the filling station and I saw a German Unter staggering along blind drunk, grabbing at the wall. I
pulled up, led him into a damaged building and shook him out of his uniform, and took his cap off his head. Then
I hid the whole lot under the seat and I was ready.
“On the morning of June 29th, my major told me to take him out of town in the direction of Trosnitsa. He was
in charge of some defense works that were being built there. We drove off. The major was sitting on the back seat
taking a quiet doze, and I sat in front with my heart trying to jump out of my mouth. I drove fast, but outside the
town I slowed down, then stopped and got out and had a look round; a long way behind there were two lorries
coming on slowly, I got out my iron weight and opened the door wide. Old pot-belly was lying back on the seat,
snoring as if he’d got his wife beside him. Well, I gave him a bang on the left temple with my iron. His head
flopped on to his chest. Just to make sure, I gave him another one, but I didn’t want to kill him. I wanted to take
him over alive, he was going to be able to tell our lads a lot of things. So I pulled the parabellum out of his holster
and shoved it in my pocket. Then I pushed a bracket down behind the back seat, tied the telephone wire round the
major’s neck and fastened it to the bracket. That was so he wouldn’t tumble over on his side when I drove fast. I
pulled on the German uniform and cap, and drove the car straight for the place where the earth was rumbling,
where the fighting was.
“I ripped across the German front line between two pill-boxes. A bunch of submachine-gunners popped up out
of a dug-out and I slowed down purposely to they would see I had a major with me. They started shouting and
waving their arms to show me I mustn’t go on, but I pretended not to understand and roared off at about eighty.
Before they realized what was happening and opened fire I was on no man’s land, weaving round the shell-holes
no worse than any hare.
“There were the Germans firing from behind, and then our own chaps got fierce and had a smack at me from
the front. Put four bullets through the wind-screen, shot up the radiator. But not far away I spotted a little wood
near a lake, and some o four chaps running towards the car, so I drove into the wood, flung the door open, fell on
the ground and kissed it. And I could hardly breathe.
“A young fellow, with a kind of khaki shoulder-straps on his tunic I’d never seen before, reached me first and
says with a grin: ‘Aha, you Fritzy devil, lost your way, eh?’ I tore off my German tunic, threw the German cap
down at my feet, and I says to him: ‘You lovely young kid. Sonny boy! Me a Firtz when I was born and bred in
Voronezh! I was a prisoner-of-war, see? And now unhitch that fat hog sitting in the car, take his brief-case and
lead him off to your commander.’ I handed over my pistol and was passed from one person to the next until by the
evening I had to report o the colonel in command of the division. By that time I had been fed and taken to the
bath-house and questioned, and given a new uniform, so I went to the colonel’s dugout in proper order, clean and
body and soul, and properly dressed. The colonel got up from his table, and came up to me, and in front of all the
officers there, he take me in his arms and says: ‘Thank you, soldier, for the fine gift you brought us. Your major
and his brief-case have told us more than any twenty Germans we might capture on the front line. I shall
recommend you for a decoration.’ His words and the affection he showed moved me so much I couldn’t keep my
lips from trembling, and all I could say was: ‘Comrade Colonel, I request to be enrolled in an infantry unit.’
“But the colonel laughed and clapped me on the shoulder. ‘What kind of a fighter do you think you’d make
when you can hardly stand on your feet? I’m sending you off to hospital straightaway. They’ll patch you up there
and put some food inside you, and after that you’ll go home to your family for a month’s leave, and when you
come back to us, we’ll think out where to put you.’
“The colonel and all the officers that were in the dug-out with him, shook hands and said good-bye to me in a
heart-felt way, and I went out with my head spinning because in the two years I’d been away I’d forgotten what it
was like to be treated like a human being. And mind you, mate, it was a long time before I got out of the habit of
ducking my head into my shoulders when I had to talk to the high-ups, as if I was still scared of being hit. That
was the kind of training we got in those fascist camps. …
“As soon as I got into hospital I wrote Irina a letter. I told her in a few words all about how I was taken
prisoner and how I escaped with the German major. Where that kid’s boasting came from in me, I couldn’t tell
you. Why, I couldn’t even hold back from saying the colonel had promised to recommend me for a medal. …
“For a couple of weeks I just slept and ate. They fed me up a little at a time, but often; if they’d given me all
the food I wanted, so the doctor said, I might have gone under. But after two weeks was up, I couldn’t look at
food. There was no reply from home and, I must admit, I began to mope. Couldn’t think of eating, sleep wouldn’t
come to me, and all kinds of bad thoughts kept creeping into my head.
“In the third week I got a letter from Voronezh. But it wasn’t from Irina, it was from a neighbor of mine, a
joiner. I wouldn’t wish anyone to get a letter like that. He wrote that the Germans had bombed the aircraft factory,
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and one heavy bomb had fallen plumb on my cottage. Irina and the girls were at home when it dropped. … Well,
he wrote that they didn’t find a trace of them, and there was only a deep crater where the house had been. … First
time I didn’t manage to finish reading that letter. Everything went dark before my eyes and my heart squeezed
into a tight little ball so that I thought it wold never open up again. I lay back on my bed and got a bit of strength
back, then I read to the end. My neighbor wrote that Anatoly had been in town during the bombing. In the evening
he went to the spot where his home had been, looked at the bomb-crater and went back to town the same night.
Before he went, he told my neighbor he was going to volunteer for the front. And that was all.
“When my heart eased up and I heard the blood rushing in my ears, I remembered how Irina had clung to me
when we parted at the station. That woman’s heart of hers must have known all along we were not to see each
other again in this world. And I had pushed her away. … Once I had had a family, a home of my own, it had all
taken years to build, and it was all destroyed in a flash, and I was left all alone. It must be a dream, I thought, this
messed-up life of mine. Why, when I had been a prisoner, nearly every night, under my breath, of course, I had
talked to Irina and the kids, tried to cheer them up by telling them I’d come home and they needn’t grieve. I’m
tough, I said. I can stand it, we’ll all be together again one day. So for two years I had been talking to the dead?!
…”
The big man was silent for a minute, then he said jerkily in a changed, quiet tone: “Let’s have a smoke, mate, I
feel somehow as if I was choking.”
We lighted up. A woodpecker tapped resonately in the flooded woodland. The warm breeze still rustled the dry
leaves of the alders, the clouds were still floating past in the towering blue, as though under taut white sails, but in
those minutes of solemn silence the boundless world preparing for the great fulfillment of spring, for that eternal
affirmation of the living in life, seemed quite different to me.
It was too distressing to keep silent and I asked:
“What happened then?”
“What happened then?” the story-teller responded unwillingly. “Then I got a month’s leave from the colonel,
and a week later I was in Voronezh. I went on foot to the place where I had once lived with my family. There was
a deep crater full of rusty water, the weeds all round came up to your waist. Everywhere empty and still, still s a
graveyard. I felt it bad then, mate, I can tell you! I stood there and let my soul grieve, then I went back to the
station. I couldn’t stay there an hour, and the same day I went back to the division.
“But about three months later I did get a flash of joy, like a gleam of sunlight through the clouds. I got news of
Anatoly. He sent me a letter from another front. He had got to know my address from that neighbor of mine. It
seems he'’ been to an artillery college to start with; his gift for mathematics stood him in good stead there. After a
year he passed out with honors and went to the front, and now he wrote he had been given the rank of captain,
was commanding a battery of ‘forty-fives’,\fn{ Forty-five inch howitzers.} and had been awarded six Orders\fn{ The
Order of Lenin is meant.} and medals. In a word, he’d left his old man far behind. And again I felt real proud of him.
Say what you like, but my own son was a captain and a commander of a battery, that was something! And all
those decorations too. It didn’t matter that his dad was just carting shells and other stuff about in a
Studebaker.\fn{An American car, not manufactured since, I think, 1949 .} His dad’s time was past, but he, a captain, had
everything ahead of him.
“And at night I began having old man’s dreams. When the war was over I’d get my son married and live with
them. I’d do a bit of carpentry and look after the kiddies. All the kind of things an old man does. But that all went
bust too. In the winter we went on advancing without a break and there wasn’t time to write to each other very
often, but towards the end of the war, right up near Berlin, I sent Anatoly an letter one morning and got an answer
the very next day. It turned out that he and I had come up to the German capital by different routes and were now
very close to each other. I could hardly wait for the moment when we’d meet. Well, the moment came. … Right
on the ninth of May, on the morning of Victory Day, my Anatoly was killed by a German sniper.
“In the afternoon I was called up before a company commander. I saw there was a strange artillery officer
sitting with him. I went into the room and he stood up as if he was meeting a sennior. My company commander
said: ‘He’s come to see you, Sokolov,’ and turned away to the window. Something went through me then like an
electric shock, because I felt trouble coming. The lieutenant-colonel came up to me and said: ‘Bear up, father.
Your son, Captain Sokolov, was killed today at his battery. Come with me.’
“I swayed, but I kept my feet. Even now it seems like a dream the way that lieutenant-colonel and I drove in
that big car along those streets strewn with rubble. I’ve only a foggy memory of the soldiers drawn up in line and
the coffin covered with red velvet. But my Anatoly I see as plain as I can see you now, mate. I went up to the
coffin. Yes, it was my son lying there, and yet it wasn’t. My son had been a lad, always smiling, with narrow
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shoulders and a sharp little Adam’s apple sticking out of his thin neck, but here was a young broad-shouldered
handsome full-grown man, his eyes were half-closed as if he was looking past me into some far unknown
distance. Only the corners of his lips still had a bit of the smile my son used to have. the Anatoly I knew once. I
kissed him and stepped aside. The lieutenant-colonel made a speech. My Anatoly’s friends were wiping their
tears, but I couldn’t cry. I reckon the tears dried up in my heart. Maybe that’s why it still hurts so much.
“I buried my last joy and hope in that foreign German soil, the battery fired a volley to send off their
commander on his long journey, and something seemed to snap inside me. … When I got back to my unit I was
not myself. Soon after that I was demobilized. Where was I to go? To Voronezh? Not for anything! I remembered
I had a friend who had been invalided out of the army back in the winter and was living in Uryupinsk; he had
asked me to go and live with him once, so I went.
“My friend and his wife had no children and they had their own cottage on the edge of the town. He got a
disability pension, but he worked as a driver in a lorry depot and I got a job there too. I settled with my friend and
they gave me a home. We used to drive various loads about the suburbs and in the autumn we switched over to
grain delivery work. It was then I got to know my new son, the one that’s playing down thee in the sand.
“First thing you’d do when you got back from a long trip would be to go to a caf’\fm{ Café.} for a bite of
something, and of course, you’d put away a glass of vodka to get rid of your tiredness. I had quite a liking for that
harmful habit by that time, I must admit. And one day I noticed this lad near the caf’, and the next day I noticed
him again. What a little ragamuffin he was! His face all smeared with water-melon juice and dust, dirty as
anything, hair all over the place, but he’d got a pair of eyes like stars at night after it’s been raining! And I felt so
fond of him that, funny though it may seem, I started missing him, and I’d hurry to finish my run so I could get
back to the caf’ and see him sooner. That’s where he got his food—he ate what people gave him.
“The fourth day I came in straight from the state farm with my lorry loaded with grain and pulled in at the caf’.
There was my little fellow sitting on the steps, kicking his legs, and pretty hungry by the look of him. I poked my
head out of the window and shouted to him: ‘Hi, Vanya! Come on, jump aboard, I’ll take you to the elevator, and
then we’ll come back here and have some dinner.’ My shout made him start, then he jumped straight from the
steps on to the running board and pulled himself up to the window. ‘How do you know my name’s Vanya?’ he
says quietly, and he opens those starry eyes of his wide, waiting for my answer. Well, I told him I was just one of
those chaps who know everything.
“He came round to the right side, I opened the door and let him in beside me, and off we went. Lively little
fellow he was, but suddenly he got quiet, and from time to time gave me a look from under those long curly
eyelashes of his, and sighed. Such a little fellow and he’d already learned to sigh. Was that the thing for him to be
doing? ‘Where’s your father, Vanya?’ I asked. ‘He was killed at the front,’ he whispered. ‘And Mummy?’
‘Mummy was killed by a bomb when we were in the train.’ ‘Where were you coming from in the train?’ ‘I don’t
know, I don’t remember. …’ ‘And haven’t you got any family at all?’ ‘No, nobody.’ ‘But where do you sleep at
night?’ ‘Anywhere I can find.’
“I felt the hot tears welling up in my throat and I made up my mind at once. Why should we suffer alone and
separate like this! I’d take him in as my own son. And straightaway I felt easier in my mind and there was a sort
of brightness there. I leaned over to him and asked very quiet like: ‘Vanya, do you know who I am?’ And he just
breathed it out: ‘Who?’ And still as quiet, I says to him: ‘I’m your father.’
“Lord alive, what happened then! He threw his arms round my neck, he kissed my cheeks, my lips, my
forehead, and started chirping away like a singing bird: ‘Daddy dear! I knew it! I knew you’d find me! I knew
you’d find me whatever happened! I’ve been waiting so long for you to find me!’ He pressed himself to me and
he was trembling all over, like a blade of grass in the wind. My eyes were misty, and I was trembling too, and my
hands were shaking. … How I managed to keep hold of the wheel I don’t know. Even so I put her in the ditch and
stopped the engine. While my eyes were so misty I was afraid to go in case I knocked someone down. We sat
there for about five minutes and my little son was still clinging tome for all he was worth, and not saying
anything, just trembling. I put my right arm round him, hugged him gently, and turned the lorry round with my
left hand and drove back to the cottage where I lived. I couldn’t think about going to the elevator after that.
“I left the lorry at the gate, took my new son in my arms and carried him into the house. And he got his little
arms round my neck and hung on tight. He pressed his cheek to my unshaven chin and stuck there. And that’s how
I carried him in. My friend and his wife were both at home. I came in and winked at them with both eyes, and
bold and cheerful I says: ‘Well, I’ve found my little Vanya at last. Here we are, good people.’ They hadn’t got any
children themselves and they both wanted a kid, so they guessed what was up straightaway and started bustling
around. And I just couldn’t get away from my son. But somehow I managed to persuade him. I washed his hands
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with soap, sat him down at the table. My friend’s wife ladled him out a plate of soup, and when she saw how he
gulped it down, she just burst into tears. She stood at the stove, crying into her apron. And my Vanya, he saw she
was crying, and he ran up to her, tugged at her skirt and said: ‘Why are you crying, Auntie? Daddy found me near
the café. Everybody ought to be happy, and you are crying.’ But she only cried all the harder, made herself all wet,
she did!
“After dinner I took him to the barber’s and had his hair cut, and at home I gave him a bath myself in a tub and
wrapped him up in a clean sheet. He put his arms round me and went to sleep in my arms. I laid him gently in
bed, drove off to the elevator, unloaded the grain, took the lorry back to the park and ran off to the shops. I bought
him a pair of serge trousers, a little shirt, a pair of sandals and a straw cap. Of course, it all turned out to be the
wrong size and no good for quality. My friend’s wife even gave me a ticking-off\fn{ Scolding; a British term.} over the
trousers. ‘Are you crazy,’ she says, ‘dressing a boy in serge trousers in heat liue this!’ And the next minute she had
the sewing machine on the table and was rummaging in the chest, and in an hour she had a pair of cotton trousers
and a little white shirt ready for my Vanya. I took him to bed with me and for the first time for many a night fell
asleep peacefully. I woke up about four times in the night though. And there he was, nestling in the crook of my
arm, like a sparrow under the eaves, breathing away softly, and I can’t find words to tell you how much joy I felt.
I’d try not to move so as not to disturb him, but it was no good. I’d get up very quiet, light a match and just stand
there, admiring him. …
“Just before daybreak I woke up and I couldn’t make out why it seemed so stuffy. And it was my little son,
he’d climbed out of his sheet and was lying right across my chest, with his little foot on my throat. He’s a rare
young fidget to sleep with, he is, but I’ve got used to him. I miss him when he’s not there. At night, you can look
at him while he’s sleeping, or you can smell his curls, and the pain eases off your heart and it feels softer. You see,
my heart had got like a lump of stone with grief. …
“At first he used to ride with me while I drove the lorry, then I realized that that wouldn’t do. What do I need
when I’m on my own? A hunk of bread and an onion with a pinch of salt will last a soldier the whole day. But
with him it’s different. Now you’ve got to get him some milk, now you’ve got to boil an egg for him, and he can’t
get along without something hot. But I had my work to do. So I plucked up my courage and left him in the care of
my friend’s wife. Well, he just cried all day, and in the evening ran away to the elevator to meet me. Waited there
till late at night.
“I had a hard time with him at first. After one very tiring day we went to bed when it was still light. He used to
be always chirruping like a sparrow, but this time he was very quiet. ‘What are you thinking about, son?’ I asked.
He just looks up at the ceiling and asks me: ‘What did you do with your leather coat, Daddy?’ And I’d never had a
leather coat in my life! I had to get round it somehow. ‘Left it in Voronezh,’ I told him. ‘And why were you so
long looking for me?’ So I said: ‘I looked for you, sonny, in Germany, in Poland, and all over Byelorussia, and
you turned up in Uryupinsk.’ ‘Is Uryupinsk nearer that Germany? Is it far from our house to Poland?’ And so we
went on talking till we dropped off to sleep.
“But do you think there wasn’t a reason for his asking about that leather coat, mate? No, there was a reason
behind it all right. It meant at some time or other his real father had worn a coat like that, and he had just
remembered it. A kid’s memory is like summer lightning, you know; it flashes and lights things up for a bit, then
dies away. And that was how his memory worked, like the flashes of summer lightning.
“Maybe we’d have gone on living another year in Uryupinsk together, but in November I had an accident. I
was driving along a muddy road through a village and I went into a skid, and there happened to be a cow in the
way and I knocked it over. Well, you know how it is, the women raised a hullabaloo, folk came crowding round,
and soon there was a traffic inspector on the spot. I asked him to go easy, but he took my license away. The cow
got up, stuck its tail in the air and went galloping away down the street, but I lost my license. I went through the
winter as a joiner, and then got in touch with an old army friend—he works as a driver in our district—and he
invited me to go and stay with him. You can do joinery work for a year, he says, then you can get a new license in
our region. So now my son and I, we’re on the march to Kashary.
“But even if I hadn’t had that accident with the cow, you know, I’d have left Uryupinsk just the same. My grief
won’t let me stay in one place for long. Now, when my Vanya gets older and he’s got to be sent to school, then,
maybe, I’ll knuckle under and settle down. But for the time being we’re tramping the Russian land together.”
“Does he get tired?” I asked.
“Well, he doesn’t walk much on his own feet, most of the time he rides on me. I hoist him on to my shoulder
and carry him, and if he wants to stretch his legs, he jumps down and runs about at the side of the road, prancing
around like a little goat. All that wouldn’t matter, mate, we’d get along all right, the only thing is my heart’s got a
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knock in it somewhere, ought to have a piston changed. Sometimes it give me such a stab I don’t know what I’m
doing. I’m afraid one day I may die in my sleep and frighten my little son. And then there’s another trouble.
Nearly every night I see in my dreams the dear ones I’ve lost. And mostly it’s as if I was behind barbed wire and
they were on the other side, at liberty. I talk about everything to Irina and the children, but as soon as I try to pull
the barbed wire apart, they go away, seem to melt before my eyes. And there’s another funny thing about it. In the
daytime I always keep a firm grip on myself, you’ll never get a sob or a sign out of me, but sometimes I wake up
at night and my pillow’s wet with tears. …”
From the river came the sound of my friend’s voice and the splash of oars in the water.
This stranger, who now seemed a close friend of mine, held out his big hand, firm as a block of wood:
“Good-bye, mate, good luck to you!”
“Good luck and a good journey to Kashary!”
“Thank you kindly, Heh, Sonny, let’s go to the boat.”
The boy ran to his father’s side, took hold of the corner of his quilted jacket and started off with tiny steps
beside his striding father.
Two orphans, two grains of sand swept into strange parts by the tremendous hurricane of war. … What did the
future hold for them? I wanted to believe that this Russian, this man of unbreakable will, would stick it out, and
that the boy would grow at his father’s side into a man who could endure anything, overcome any obstacle if his
country called upon him to do so.
I felt sad as I watched them go. Perhaps everything would have been all right at our parting but for Vanya.
After he had gone a few paces, he twisted round on his stumpy legs and waved to me wit his little rosy hand. And
suddenly a soft but taloned paw seemed to grip my heart, and I turned hastily away. No, not only in their sleep do
they weep, these elderly men whose hair grew gray in the years of war. They weep, too, in their waking hours.
The main thing is to be able to turn away in time. The really important thing is not to wound a child’s heart, not to
let him see that dry, burning tear on the cheek of a man.
37.151 Excerpt from Within The Whirlwind: “Don’t Cry In Front Of Them”\fn{by Evgenia Semenovna Ginzburg
(1906-1977)} Moscow, Russia (F) 5
… After Colonel Franko’s magical order, arrangements for Vasya’s journey went through other channels—
channels in which the affairs of ex-prisoners were an insignificant part of the traffic. These channels were
specially designed for bringing out to Kolyma people who were wanted and needed there. Now things moved
much more quickly.
When the Kazan militia courteously handed over to Vasya a first-class set of documents assuring his entry into
a secret, banned zone, the Aksyonovs were beside themselves with excitement. But they began to wonder: How
could an outlaw who played the piano in a kindergarten procure such splendid documents? They sent me an
embarrassed letter in which they congratulated me on my “comeback’ but also changed their tune on the subject
of Vasya. They were kindly people and in the ten years he had been with them they had become attached to the
boy. Although over the past two years he had almost worn them down with his wayward behavior and they
themselves had demanded that I take him off their hands, now that it had become a practical possibility they were
afraid to send him on such a long joirney.
“Why not let him finish school here?” they wrote.
A new obstacle had arisen unexpectedly. It would be the last straw if my reunion with Vasya were to be
wrecked now, after the ordeals I had gone through to get him a travel permit. But my anxiety was superfluous. I
had an ally in Vasya himself. For the first time since our parting twelve years before I started to receive letters
from him in which I caught glimpses of my unknown son’s personality. Instead of the terse little notes he had
previously sent (“How are you? We are all right. How is the weather where you are? It’s all right here,” etc.), I
began to get emphatic assertions that he had received the pass and would definitely be coming. Was it true that
Kolyma was a stone’s throw from Alaska? And was it true that there were tribes in Kolyma related to the
Iroquois?
I read and reread these sheets of paper covered with the unformed handwriting of a teenager, and I could
vividly picture to myself my little boy tossing about at night on the couch in the Aksyonovs’ dining room,
dreaming of becoming an explorer like La Perouse\fn{ Jean François de Galaup, Comte de La Pérouse (1741-c.1788), French
explorer and naval officer.} or Vasco da Gama,\fn{ Portuguese explorer (1469?-1524).} of sailing through meandering, green
inlets between cliffs of basalt and pearl. I realized how ardently he longed for adventure on some distant voyage,
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he who had as yet seen nothing in his life other than an orphaned childhood in a family of not particilarly close
relatives and a dull, regimented school of the forties.
For the first time we were connected by a thin thread of unspoken understanding. Now I knew how to write to
him: instead of reminding about our family life of long ago, about which he could remember nothing, I now
dwelled on descriptions of Kolyma’s exotic scenery, on the dangers of the journey by sea. I asked what means of
transport he preferred, sea or air … Anton got him a dagger made from a walrus tusk and decorated by Chukchi
ivory carvers, and I gave Vasya a detailed description of the dagger and of the Chukchi way of life (of which I
knew at the time only what others had told me). I got in reply every time the same impatient question:
“When will it be?”
He was scheduled to arrive at the beginning of September so as not to miss out on the school year. With my
heart in my mouth, I paid a visit to what was then the one and only secondary school in Magadan and had a talk
with the director of studies; I explained that my son was to arrive shortly and asked whether they had a vacancy in
the ninth class. It was a sharp, prickly feeling of re-emerging from the land of nightmares into the land of
ordinary, rational human activity. What a wonderful thing it was to be, just for a moment, someone like all the
others. Not a prisoner in solitary, not in transit, not an accused before the Military Collegium, not a terroristdetainee. Just a mother visiting a school to register her son.
But for the time being these were all pipe dreams. There were many hurdles yet before our reunion became a
reality. First of all, I had to find the fare. Where was I to get it from? Plane fare would be three thousand roubles.
Another question was: who would accompany him? Although Vasya was nearly sixteen, and the journey out to
Magadan had become somewhat easier over the years, expecially for free persons, I was still in thrall to old
notions: to my mind, my son was still an infant and the journey was still as hard as it had been when I had made it
under escort. I simply could not entertain the thought of my child making such a journey all alone.
Julia undertook to find the money.
“I’ve already passed the word around among the people we know. We’ll get it together. After all, he’ll be the
first mainland child of an ex-prisoner to come out to Kolyma. What do you mean, charity? What rubbish! It’s a
loan, of course. I’ve told them all that we will pay it back in the course of the year.”
But then something occured that made the collection unneccessary. It suddenly emerged that one of Julia’s
helpers in the workshop was a secret millionaire. Well, not a millionaire but a “thousandaire”—Aunt Dusya.
Aunt Dusya was an expert knitter of wool sweaters and had established a clientele among the Kolyma elite.
Apart from that, her old mother had recently died, bequething to the sixty-year-old Dusya a stout log cabin with
shutters. Some distant relatives had written to ask Dusya whether she would be coming to take possession of her
legacy. If not, perhaps she would assign the house to them and they would see she didn’t lose by this transaction.
After a brief exchange of letters, Dusya had received a money order for five thousand roubles.
Julia was the only person to whom Aunt Dusya had confided all this. She had kept it a secret from the others
since she was afraid of arousing their envy. Aunt Dusya kept her savings book in Julia’s iron safe, which
contained all the documentation of the workshop. In her everyday dealings Aunt Dusya was thrifty almost to the
point of miserliness. For example, whenever a big pot of soup was made for everybody in the workshop, Aunt
Dusya wouldn’t let anybody skim it, because she maintained it was the scum that contained the most nourishing
protein.
It was Aunt Dusya who became my principal creditor. She chose to visit us late at night, when all our neighbors were already sleeping, sat down on the bed in her quilted jacket, looked around at the thin walls through
which the least sound from the adjoining match boxes could be heard, and put her finger to her lips.
“Shh … shh … the main thing is to get it all settled nice and quickly, so people can’t tittle-tattle,” she whispered, rummaging in the recesses of her jacket. “Here, take it! Three, exactly, for the plane ticket. For all the odds
and ends, you can borrow from somebody else. Only please dont tell anybody that I’ve handed out so much
money. People’ll start to get envious, and I don’t like that.”
Large hundred-rouble notes, colorful, imposing, brand-new, lay there in a solid wad on the rickety little table.
Thirty of them. Radiant, resplendent, incredible. They troubled us.
“It’s an awful lot, Aunt Dusya,” said Julia. “Perhaps we’d do better to try and get everyone to chip in a bit, so
that you’re not the only one to carry the burden.”
“What’s the point of fooling around? Take it, since I’ve given it to you! It’s not as if I’m throwing the money
away—it’s on loan.”
“Of course! I’ll pay it back within the year, Dusya. But perhaps you’d feel happier if I gave you a receipt,” I
ventured.
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A look of mild irritation flitted across Aunt Dusya’s face.
“You know the saying: ‘Don’t accept a blow; don’t refuse a gift.” What would be the point of giving me a
receipt? Birds of passage, that’s what we are. Here today, gone tomorrow. If your lucky number comes up, you
can let me have it sooner. You think I shouldn’t take your word for it? We’ve known each other some time now.”
Aunt Dusya counted the hundred-rouble notes again, patted them into a neat rectangle, and stroked the pile
with a broad palm coarsened by tree felling.
“Surprised?” she again muttered indignantly. “You’re thinking: ‘Why has the old skinflint suddenly coughed
up?’ Well, that just goes to show you how much you understand about people! Just because I won’t give the girls
money to go to the movies, you think I’m some sort of miser. What’s the point of us going to the movie? A zek’s
life is a sight more interesting than anything you’d see in any movie. But this is something really important. The
first time zek’s son is coming from the mainland. If mine were alive and coming here, you wouldn’t refuse me a
loan, would you? Well, that’s how it is. I have to go. You get to bed now.”
(Aunt Dusya’s only son had been killed in the first year of the war. The most shameful thing was that when she
was handing over the money neither I nor Julia had managed to remember this. Aunt Dusya never spoke of it. She
had been unberably hurt when the notification of his death had been addressed not to her—as if she were not her
son’s mother—but to some distant aunt. It seemed to her that this humiliation cast a shadow also on her son’s
memory.)
I now had the money for the ticket. There remained the matter of finding an escort. It was Anton who found a
traveling companion. In the free hospital where he was working, one of the serious cardiac cases was a man
named Kozyrev, the chief accountant at Dalstroi. His was a long, hopeless illness. By pure chance the free doctor
went away, and for a short time Kozyrev was handed over to Anton’s care. Anton had him for two weeks, during
which time the patient got considerably better. No one could understand what caused the improvement. Perhaps a
change in the atmospheric pressure? More likely, the influence of psychotherapy, at which Anton was without
equal. (To tease him I used to say that he was more of a priest than a doctor.)
But then the free doctor in charge of the case returned and took from Anton, and the patitnt took a sharp turn
for the worse. Kozyrev’s wife, Nina Konstantinovna, a cashier in a food store, rushed around trying to persuade
the administration to have her husband transferred to the ward for which Walter was responsible. They pointed out
that there were only ex-leks in that ward. They appealed to her political sense and tried to convince her that the
transfer of a patient from a free doctor to a prisoner—doctor and a German at that—might have undesirable
political overtones. This wrangle was still in progress when the patient died. In all probability, even Anton could
not have brought him back to health, at least that was what he thought himself. But no one could change the
widow’s mind: if her husband had remained in Dr. Walter’s care, he would still be alive.
After the funeral the widow collapsed with grief. She decided not to go to the hospital for treatment; she had
Anton attend her at home. He paid her daily visits. The sick woman recovered and became passionately devoted
to the doctor. She would do anything for him. When he told her the story of our efforts to bring Vasya out, she
categorically announced:
“It so happens that I’m going on the mainland. I’ll bring him back.”
She was a lean, nimble woman of fifty, with small, quick eyes. She never made a mistake in counting out the
change at her cash desk. Her arithmetic, though, was better than her Russian. She spoke in the accent of the lowermiddle-class suburbs of Moscow, and couldn’t even get her own patronymic right: “Konstantinovna” became
"Kiskinkinovna.”
But she had a tender heart and, still more important, a will of her own. She made up her own mind about who
was good and who was bad, without having to consult their personal file. She didn’t give a damn about Anton’s
articles, about his period of imprisonment, or even about his being a German. She knew just one thing: he had
saved her, and he would indubitably have saved her husband if they had let him, the skunks!
In the matter of bringing Vasya out to Kolyma she showed herself to be not only kindhearted but also
determined. Her daughter Tamara married to an MGB interrogator who strongly objected to his mother-in-law’s
getting mixed up with the son of someone who had a political record. But Nina Konstantinovna simply ignored
these domestic complications and went her own way.
At this stage, when things seemed to be turning out so favorably, I became more nervous than ever. I was
haunted night and day by the fear that some fatal mishap might prevent Vasya’s arrival. Suppose he fell ill …
Suppose the Aksyonovs dug their heels in … Suppose he changed his mind … Suppose Kozyreva changed her
mind …
But no, she stuck to her guns. In May she invited me to her apartment, choosing an hour when her son-in-law
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would be away at work. I went along at the appointed hour and handed over Dusya’s three thousand roubles for
Vasya’s airfare.
“Right, then,” she said, rapidly counting the notes and screwing up her small, inquisitive eyes at me. “Right!
You can stop worrying. I said I’d bring him and I will. For the doctor’s sake. How many years has it been since
you’ve seen your boy? Twelve years? How on earth did you hold on? No one would guess to look at you that you
had grieved for him so much. You look in pretty good shape.”
In June I raised another thousand in small loans and sent it off to Mother in Rybinsk to enable her to go to
Kazan, get Vasya fitted out, and take him to Moscow, where Kozyreva would be awaiting him. This was a year
and a half before Mother’s death. But she concealed from me how ill she was feeling, how difficult the journey
was for her. It was only afterward that I recalled the part in her letter where she had written:
“How I used to love the trips on the Volga! But lately I haven’t been feeling too well, even when I travel by
boat. But none of that matters. The important thing is for you and little Vasya to be together again.”
In July I received news that Vasya was already in Moscow, in the Kozyrevs’ apartment on Sretenka Street.
Mother had handed him over personally to Nina Konstantinovna, and had gone home to Rybinsk. Vasya was
enchanted with Moscow, with his own freedom, with his friendship with the unruly son of the Kozyrev family,
Volodya, who had dropped out of school. He was now a taxi driver, and was driving Vasya around Moscow to
show him the sights. Vasya and Nina Konstantinovna would soon be taking the plane to Magadan.
But July and August passed, and all my phone calls to the MGB interrogator’s apartment elicited one and the
same answer: Nina Konstantinovna had been delayed for family reasons. In September I was due to leave town
and go with the kindergarten to the health camp again. I felt quite desperate. He would arrive in my absence …
But October came around. School had begun a month before. I was back from the Northern Artek Pioneer
camp, and still there was no sign of Nina Kozyreva and Vasya.
My nervous tension mounted. Vasya was so skimpily dressed that he would freeze, having to fly in late
autumn. He might have to miss a year of school …
But all these reasonable daytime fears were nothing compared with my dark, nighttime forebodings, which
were utterly irrational. Perhaps as a result of someone’s evil designs I was doomed to lose both my children.
Alyosha was no more … and Vasya, the last spark of my now almost extinct life would either board the plane and
perish somewhere up in the clouds or else simply disappear into thin air. And again, as during those sleepless
nights at Elgen, I heard the formula of despair hammering in my ears:
“No one will ever call me Mother again.”
Both Anton and Julia daily expended a vast quantity of words, angry words and loving words, to bring me to
my senses.
“It’ll end up with his arriving and your not being here to greet him,” Julia predicted gloomily. “You don’t eat,
drink, or sleep. How much longer can it go on?”
“You’re ungrateful," Anton said with fury. “You’re the only ex-zek who’s managed to get permission for her
son to come out here, and all you do is—”
“Please don’t say that. You’ll bring me bad luck.”
At this Anton mounted his hobbyhorse. He proclaimed that he had met no more superstitious people in the
prisons and camps than the former Communists. They believed in literally anything, in any sort of sign or
manifestation. If only I believed in God as much as I did in all those idiocies …
Here Julia broke in, and they both ignored me and started to argue among themselves. Julia, who almost from
the cradle had had it drummed firmly into her head that religion was the opium of the people, could not bear
hearing Anton hold forth on the difference between faith and superstition.
“It’s quite extraordinary, Anton Yakovlevich, how you, a person with excellent training in biology, can repeat
such fables.”
“What is much stranger, Julia Pavlovna, is to find you, a person educated in philosophy, repeating the flattest
of platitudes and refusing to draw conclusions from the lessons that we all learned in prison.”
I left them to pursue their interminable argument and strolled off to the watchman’s room in Julia’s workshop
next door, to phone the Kozyrev’s.
“Tell me, please, has Nina Konstantinovna arrived?”
“No, not yet.”
The receiver was slammed down directly in my ear, to cut short my questions. There followed a long
succession of wearisome days, each of which began in hope and ended in despair.
Meanwhile Julia and I had moved into the new apartment. She had been given an official order entitling her to
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an entire fifteen square meters in view of the enlargement of the family: namely, Vasya’s imminent arrival. Our
new building was next door to the old one, but it was two stories high, and our apartment was on the second floor.
There were at least twenty rooms along the corridor. Ours was one of the best—or perhaps that was only how it
seemed to us at the time. In any event, it really did measure fifteen square meters, and it had a good window. Julia
had somehow obtained a screen, and we used it to partition off a separate corner for Vasya. He had an iron bed, a
chair, and a small table; on the table were an inkpot, paper, and textbooks for the ninth class. We had laid in for
Vasya a woolen blanket and a real feather pillow, which Julia bore in as if it were a trophy, holding it above her
head, her eyes flashing triumphantly. Anton had tucked under the pillow a set of new underwear, socks, and two
shirts. He had obtained all this in exchange for a large number of his bread rations at the quarantine center.
And so Kolyma prepared to greet my schoolboy son with a first rate set of standard camp clothing.
Far from thanking my faithful friends, I scolded them, seeking an outlet for my frustrated longing and my
anxiety. At times I showered unjust accusations on them.
“Of course, it’s easy for you to wait calmly. It isn’t your only remaining child who’s missing.”
They didn’t take offense. They understood, and they put up with me.
But one day, I took the receiver off the hook and with a feeling of numb hopelessness began inquiring whether
Nina Konstantinovna had arrived, making my voice sound as impersonal as that of the announcer of the correct
time. Suddenly, instead of a blunt, peremptory no, I heard the cheerful, even overcheerful, voice of a tipsy man. "
“Yes, she’s arrived. We’re celebrating. And drinking to her health.”
“Oh … tell me, what about the boy? Was the boy from Kazan on the plane with her?”
“The boy?”
At that point in the conversation someone came up to whoever I was talking to and asked him something. His
attention was diverted, and he began giving someone instructions about plates and dishes, in the same jolly voice.
He made a joke of it, and the other person laughed loudly in reply.
How long did that pause in our conversation last? A minute? An eternity? In any case, I had time enough to
visualize with appalling clarity all the possible variants of Vasya’s tragic end. All the cars in Moscow had
combined to run him over. The entire criminal population of Vladivostok or Khabarovsk had robbed him and left
him for dead. All the MGB personnel in all those towns had pulled him in for some careless word he had let drop.
Any moment now and the same cheerful voice would be saying no, the boy had not arrived …
“The boy? You mean the boy from Kazan? Yes, he’s sitting here on the couch. He’s worried that they’re taking
so long to come for him. He’s refused champagne, the little teetotaler …”
Another burst of laughter. Then someone took the receiver from my merry interlocutor and said in a hard,
hostile voice:
“Why don’t you come and pick up your son, madam? He knows your address, but you can’t expect him to find
his way around in a strange place all at once. And there’s nobody here to go with him. Anybody would think we’d
done enough getting him here from the mainland.”
“I’m on my way … this very moment … I didn’t know.”
I put the receiver down. I wanted to run. But something strange had happened to me. My legs were glued to the
floor; they felt weightless, as if made of cotton wool. As though from a great distance, I heard the voice of the
watchman on duty:
“Dear me, dear me. What’s the matter, lady? Looks like you’re on your last legs!”
He struck his head out of the inspection window and shouted across to someone:
“Run to Karepova! Tell her her relative’s keeling over.”
Julia arrived on the scene. Valerian drops and validol were administered.
“Pull yourself together. I’ll go with you.”
Julia, too, was excited and flustered.
The scene that greeted our eyes in the Kozyrevs’ flat was reminiscent of a shot from one of those early films
showing White Guard officers having a debauch. We cooled our heels in the entrance hall, waiting for Nina
Konstantinovna to come out, and through the half-open door we could see the glint of epaulettes and the flushed
faces, and we heard the tinkling of glasses, bursts of laughter, and drunken shouts.
“Oh, it’s you, is it? He’s been waiting so long he’s getting really miserable.”
She hospitably invited us in.
“There are two of you, are there? I wonder whether he’ll know which is his mother.”
She was so eager to embellish what was bound to be an interesting and touching spectacle—a recognition
scene, as she thought.
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“Watch, Tamara,” she called to her daughter, the interrogator’s wife. “It’ll be just like at the movies,” and
turning toward the couch, she went on:
“Look, Vasya, my pet. Do you see? Two ladies. One of them has to be your mother. You must choose: Which
one?”
It was only then that my eyes found the person I had been vainly trying to pick out in the drunken hurly-burly.
There he was! A thin teenager in a frayed jacket sitting awkwardly huddled up in one corner of a vast couch.
He rose to his feet. He seemed quite tall and broad in the shoulders. He bore no resemblance whatsoever to the
tow-haired, four-year-old roly-poly who used to toddle around our large apartment in Kazan twelve years back.
That child, with his fair hair and his blue eyes, had resembled the country children of the Ryazan branch of the
Aksyonov family. But this one, the sixteen-year-old, had chestnut hair, and gray eyes that at a distance looked
hazel like Alyosha’s. Altogether, he was like Alyosha rather than his earlier self.
All these observations were registered by someone who existed quite independently of me. I myself,
benumbed and incapable of articulate thought, had to direct all my efforts toward remaining upright and not
crumpling up in a heap from the dull thudding of the blood rushing to my temples, my neck, my face …
He did not hesitate between Julia and myself. He came up to me and self-consciously put his hand on my
shoulder. And then I heard at long last the word that I had been afraid of never hearing again, that now came to me
across a gulf of almost twelve years, from the time before all those courts, prisons, and penal drafts, before the
death of my first-born, before all those nights in Elgen.
“Mother,” said my son, Vasya.
“He recognized you,” Kozyreva exclaimed in delight. “That’s blood speaking. It always does. You see, Tamara?”
His eyes were definitely not hazel. Not like Alyosha’s. Alyosha’s hazel eyes were closed forever. They could
not come back again. And yet … how much he resembled Alyosha as he was then, at the age of ten—no, nearly
eleven. My two sons had for an instant merged into one and the same image.
“Alyosha, my darling,” I said in a whisper, almost involuntarily.
Suddenly I heard a deep, muffled voice:
“No, Mamma. I’m not Alyosha. I’m Vasya.” And then in a rapid whisper into my ear:
“Don’t cry in front of them.”
Thereupon I took hold of myself. I looked at him in the way that those who are really close, who know everything about one another. He understood my look. It was the most crucial moment in my life: the joining up of the
broken links in our chain of time; the recapturing of our organic closeness severed by twelve years of separation,
of living among strangers. My son! And he knew, even though I hadn’t said a word to him, who we were and who
they were. He appealed to me not to demean myself in their presence.
“Don’t be afraid, my dear. I won’t cry,” my look said to him.
And aloud, in a matter-of-fact, almost calm voice:
“Say thank you to Nina Konstantinovna, Vasya, and let’s go home. It’s time.” …
87.213 A Good Hand\fn{by Varlam Tikhonovich Shalamov (1907-1982)} Vologda, Vologda Oblast, Russia (M) 3
Late one night Krist was summoned to the “stables,” as the inmates of the camp called the little house huddled
against the knoll on the edge of the settlement. It was the home of the investigator of “especially important cases,”
as the camp jokers put it, for there were no “cases” in the camp other than especially important ones—every
misdemeanor, or appearance of misdemeanor, could be punished by death. Either by death or by complete
acquittal. But complete acquittals were unheard of. Ready for anything and indifferent to everything, Krist walked
along the narrow path, a well trodden path, leading to the “stables.” The light went on in the small cookhouse—
the breadcutter must be starting to weigh out the rations for breakfast. For breakfast tomorrow. Would Krist have a
tomorrow and a breakfast tomorrow? He didn’t know and was glad not to know. He felt something under his foot,
something not like snow or an icicle. Krist bent down, picked up a frozen rind and realized at once that it was a bit
of turnip-peel, the iced-over skin of a turnip. The ice had already melted in Krist’s hands, and he put the peeling in
his mouth. There was obviously no point in hurrying. He went over the whole path, beginning where the huts
ended, realizing that he, Krist, was the first person to traverse this long, snow-covered road today, that so far no
one else had come this way along the edge of the settlement to see the investigator. Little bits of turnip were
freezing to the snow all along the path, looking as though wrapped in cellophane. Krist discovered a good ten bits,
some big, some small. It was a long time now since Krist had seen people who would throw turnip-peel into the
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snow. A prisoner couldn’t have doe it—it must be a free worker. Maybe the investigator himself. Krist carefully
chewed and swallowed all the peel and his mouth smelt of something he had long forgotten, his own soil and
living vegetables, and in a joyful mood Krist knocked on the investigator’s door.
The investigator was short, lean and unshaven. Here he had only his office, plus an iron bunk covered with an
army blanket and a crumpled dirty pillow. His desk was homemade, with warped drawers tightly packed with
papers and some sort of files. On the windowsill was a box full of cards. The book-shelves were also piled high
with bulging folders. The ash-tray was made of a half a tin of preserves. A clock with a pendulum stood on the
windowsill. The clock showed ten-thirty. The investigator was lighting the iron stove with paper.
The investigator was pale and white-skinned, like all investigators. He had neither guard nor revolver.
“Sit down, Krist,” he said, using the polite form of address, and offered him an old stoll. He himself was sitting
on a chair—a homemade chair with a high back.
“I’ve looked through your case,” he said, “and I have a proposal to make. I don’t know whether it’ll suit you.”
Krist stiffened. The investigator paused.
“I’ve got to know something else about you.”
Krist looked up and could not stop himself belching. It was a pleasant belch, with the irresistible taste of fresh
turnips.
“Write an application.”
“An application?”
“Yes. Here’s a sheet of paper and a pen.”
“An application? What for? To whom?”
“Anyone you like! All right then, do a poem by Blok\fn{ Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Blok (1880-1921), the leading Russian
symbolist poet.} instead. It doesn’t matter what. Get it? Or write out Pushkin’s Little Bird—
Yesterday I opened wide the dungeon
Of my feathered aerial prisoner.
I returned the singer to her freedom,
Gave the groves and thickets back to her.

declaimed the investigator.
“That isn’t Pushkin,” whispered Krist, straining every nerve of his withered brain.
“Who wrote it then?”
“Tumansky.”
“Tumansky? Never heard of him.”
“A-ah! You’re trying to get some fort of proof? You think I might have killed somebody? Or written a letter to
someone outside? Or forged a store chit for some of the criminals?”
“Not at all. We don’t have any trouble getting proof of that sort of thing.”
The investigator smiled, revealing his swollen gums. No matter how insignificant it was, that fleeting smile
somehow lightened the room a bit. And Krist’s soul as well. Involuntarily he looked at the investigator’s mouth.
“Yes,” the investigator said, catching Krist’s glance. “Scurvy, it’s scurvy all right. Even we free people can’t
get rid of it here. No fresh vegetables.”
Krist though about the turnip. He, and not the investigator, had got the vitamins in that—there are more in the
peel than the pulp. Krist wanted to continue this conversation and tell the investigator how he had sucked the skin
of the turnip which the investigator had thrown away, but he couldn’t quite pluck up the courage, fearing that
officialdom would pounce on him for excessive familiarity.
“Well then, have you got it or not? I want to see your handwriting.”
Krist still couldn’t make it out.
“Write,” dictated the investigator.
To the chief of the Mines.
Application of prisoner Krist, date of birth, charge, sentence.
I request to be transferred to lighter work

“That’s enough.”
The investigator took Krist’s unfinished application, tore it into bits and threw it into the fire. For a moment the
light in the stove grew brighter.
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“Sit down at the table. At that end.”
Krist’s handwriting was like that of a calligrapher or an old-fashioned clerk; he himself was very fond of it,
although all his colleagues had always laughed and said it wasn’t much like the handwriting of a professor with a
PhD. It wasn’t the hand of a scholar, writer and poet, but of a store-keeper. They laughed and said Krist could
have made a career as the tsar’s clerk in the story by Kuprin.\fn{ Alexander Kuprin (1870-1938), Russian author.}
But Krist wasn’t embarrassed by these jokes and had continued to go to the typing pool with neatly written-out
manuscripts. The typists had liked him for this, but giggled about it among themselves.
Fingers that had grown used to the pick and the spade simply couldn’t get a grip on the pen, but at last they
somehow managed it.
“Everything’s out of order. It’s simply chaos,” said the investigator. “I know it myself, but you’ll be able to
help me get things straight.”
“Of course, certainly,” said Krist. The stove was burning properly now, and the room was warm.
“I wouldn’t mind a cigarette. …”
“I don’t smoke,” said the investigator roughly. “And I’ve no bread. You won’t go to work tomorrow. I’ll tell
the sergeant.”
And so once a week for several months Krist would go to the unheated, uncomfortable quarters of the camp
investigator to copy out papers and file them.
The snowless winter of 1937-1938 had already entered the huts with its lethal winds. Every night the sergeant
ran through the huts hunting and waking people whose names were on some special lists for “transport,” and now
they even stopped thinking about all these nocturnal doings. If there was a transport, that was that—the work was
too backbreaking for you to think about anything else.
Hours of work were increased, military escorts for the prisoners were introduced, but when a week had passed
Krist, still clinging to life, would make his way to the familiar office of the investigator and file papers for hours
on end. Krist stopped washing and shaving, but the investigator seemed not to notice his sunken cheeks and
inflamed eyes. And Krist went on writing and filing.
The numbers of papers and folders grew so large that it was absolutely impossible to get them into order. Krist
was copying out some sort of endless lists on which there were only names; the tops of the lists were folded back
and he never tried to penetrate the secrets of this room, although it would have been simple enough to straighten
out the sheets of paper lying in front of him. Sometimes the investigator would pick up a pile of “cases,” which
appeared as from nowhere and which Krist had not seen before, and hastily dictate lists of names to him.
The dictation ended at twelve and Krist went to his hut and slept and slept—the morning parade for work
didn’t concern him. Week after week went by and Krist got thinner and thinner and wrote and wrote.
And then one day, picking up the latest folder to read out the latest name for the list, the investigator suddenly
stopped short. He looked at Krist and asked:
“What’s your full name?”
“Robert Ivanovich,” answered Krist with a smile. Perhaps the investigator had decided to call him by his name
and patronymic instead of just “Krist.” Perhaps he always used the polite form of address—it wouldn’t have
surprised Krist at all. The investigator was young; he could have been Krist’s son. Holding the folder in his hands,
without reading out the name on the cover, the investigator went white. He blenched until he was whiter than
snow. Hastily he fingered through the thin papers filed in the folder—there were about as many as in any other
folder in the heap lying on the floor. Then the investigator firmly flung open the door of the stove and the whole
room at once brightened, as if a soul had been lit to its very depths and there, at the bottom, something very
important and human lay revealed. The investigator tore the folder into pieces and pushed them into the stove. It
grew even brighter. Krist understood nothing. And without looking at him the investigator said, “No imagination!
They don’t understand what they’re doing. They just don’t care.” And looked hard at Krist.
“Let’s go on writing. Are you ready?”
“I’m ready,” said Krist. And only many years later did he realize that it was his own file.
By that time many of Krist’s comrades had been shot. The investigator had been shot too. But Krist was still
alive and sometimes—at least once every few years—he would remember the burning file and the firm hands of
the investigator tearing up Krist’s “case”—a present to the condemned from his executioner.
Krist had a good hand, a redeeming hand, the hand of a calligrapher.
178.123 The First Working Day\fn{by Alexei Talvir (1909666

)}

Batyrovo, Chuvashia Republic, Russia (M) 4

“You’ve of course heard about our celebrity, steel-worker Victor Ilkujarov. So then you’ll work with him on
the sixth blast furnace,” said the foreman unenthusiastically, glancing over Alevtina’s small, fragile frame. “He’s
strict and demanding, but he’s a fair man. So you should count yourself lucky, that is, of course, if you adopt the
right attitude to your work and put your whole heart into it.”
Alevtina became flustered: she had never even heard of this Ilkujarov, not even at her technical college, though
she read all the newspapers and watched Time on television. She was sure she knew about every great person—
cosmonauts, surgeons who performed heart transplants, aircraft designers and film stars. She was really proud of
this. It turned out though that perhaps there were other people in the world, even in her home town, who were no
less great and she had not got a clue about them.
“So, panel control work doesn’t appeal to you then?” the foreman asked hopefully, noticing the girl’s
confusion.
“Oh, yes, yes, of course it does!” She thought as much—everyone at the factory would take her for a featherbrained ne’er-do-well and try to make her do a job which involved the minimum amount of responsibility.
“What’s your surname, then?” the foreman put on his glasses to look at her papers which lay on the table.
“Bakulina.”
“Bakulina? Wait a minute, you’re not related by any chance to the engineer Nikita Bakulin in the stamping
section? You’ve got the same surname.”
“He’s my father.”
“I see,” drawled the foreman, clearly displaying his disappointment, and he took off his glasses, scratched his
neck with them and stared at the girl with even more disapproval: it was obviously not the girl’s brilliant mind
that had won her a place at the technical college. Now she was round his neck
“Listen here, dearie, this panel controller’s job isn’t the thing for you. Perhaps we could get you something
easier to do? What about secretary to the shop manager? You’d be considered the same as a panel controller, get
the same wage, but you’d sit in the reception room. It’s not classified, so we usually employ time-keepers and
rate-fixers as secretaries. You can paint your nails, wave a fancy hairdo, wear a miniskirt and sure enough in a
year’s time you’ll run off and get married, maybe even sooner if you’re lucky. You know, we’ve put so many girls
like you there and they’ve all been snatched up. The last one just the other day went off to Kuril Islands with a
young lieutenant.”
“You don’t have to fix me up anywhere,” Alevtina replied in an offended voice. “I’m going to work what I’ve
been trained at.”
“Well, well,” said the foreman, totally dismayed, but he now looked at the girl in a somewhat different way.
“Well, then, we’d better go to the sixth furnace and I’ll introduce you to Ilkujarov.”
They went out of the congested electricians’ office. Barrel-shaped buckets, cable reels, old storage batteries,
smashed boxes and a bulky joiner’s bench with two vices were stacked along the shop walls and cluttered their
path. They went around the welding equipment under the staircase and entered the foundry. Two cranes carrying
the liquid steel moved backwards and forwards under its high dome.
The sixth furnace was positioned opposite the shop’s entrance. To the left of it was the transformer in a closedoff space with an iron door. Between the furnace and the transformer was a small booth which contained the
control panel.
The foreman introduced Alevtina to the panel controller on duty, briefly explained the rule-book and shift
times and then leapt out of the booth with Alevtina behind him.
Two men were bustling around the furnace. One was tall, straight and broad-shouldered and the other was
small and rotund. Both were in tarpaulin jackets, baggy trousers and thick-soled rough boots. They were wearing
protective goggles attached to rubber straps under their wide-brimmed hats. One of them was obviously Ilkujarov,
the famous steel-worker and the other his assistant, but which one?
The foreman tried to catch the tall man’s attention, but the latter ignored him, moved away to the furnace and
opened its door. It did not seem the right moment for introductions. Spellbound, Alevtina watched the men at
work. They looked especially impressive in the light of the blazing fire. Then the tall one took hold of a ladle with
a two-metre-long handle and scooped it out of the fiery “tureen.” A milky-white drop of liquid steel fell onto the
asphalt and became covered with a film. Alevtina knew that the colour of this film indicated how ready the steel
was.
The tall steel-worker sent the sample off to be analysed and then closed the door. He had noticed the plainlooking girl staring at him with saucer-shaped eyes.
“The new panel controller,” the foreman informed him obligingly, nodding at Alevtina. “I’d like to introduce
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her A qualified electrician.”
The steel-worker slowly took off his protective goggles and helmet. His hair was dark and damp like after a
shower. Large pearl-size beads of sweat ran down his face. He took a handkerchief out of his jacket pocket, wiped
his face and neck thorougly and looked at the girl who was almost half his size.
“Pleased to meet you … Ilkujarov,” and he bowed gallantly, without a hint of mockery. Alevtina timidly gave
him her hand and introduced herself:
“Bakulina.”
“And your name?”
“Alevtina.”
“So, Tina. That’s what you’re called at home? It’s a lovely name.”
“No,” the girl's face broke into a natural smile. “I’m called Alya at home.” Ilkujarov was about to say
something else but the results of the analysis arrived.
“Manganese—only eight per cent!” he shouted to his assistant and, obviously forgetting about Alevtina and the
electricians’ foreman, immediately began to toss manganese ore into the blazing furnace. His assistant stood on
the other side of the furnace with an equally large shovel.
“Well, let’s be off then,” the foreman called to Alevtina and advised her to work under an experienced panel
controller for a while before starting work on her own. Alevtina raised no objection and dived back into the booth.
Anna Cherkashina, a broad-faced, red-haired woman, had been working at this job since the war but with another
steel-worker. She had been transferred to Ilkujarov on a temporary basis.
“Don’t worry, you’ll even get used to him,” she said optimistically.
“He really does demand a lot, then,” Alevtina surmised.
“He never lets up and he won’t let others either.”
They had a good view of what was going on by the furnace. Ilkujarov sent another sample off for express
analysis in the laboratory. Shortly afterwards the results were returned and the man’s round face, which seemed to
be constantly frowning, lit up. Victor immediately gave the panel controller the signal to switch off the power
supply. The automatic machine instantly sprang into action, the electrode was removed and then the furnace’s lid
was raised: the next batch was ready.
“How smoothly you’ve got everything running here,” Alevtina said enviously.
“The eye is weak, but the hand is strong,” Anna replied. “After the furnace has been refilled you have to take
special care: if you let up for a moment the electrode may break! Ilkujarov never forgives a slip-up like that.”
A celebration dinner was waiting for Alevtina at home. Her parents wanted to celebrate their daughter’s first
day as a real member of the large family of the factory workers. From the moment she set her foot inside the door
her parents were showering her with questions:
“How was it then? Where were you sent? What kind of work were you given?” When he heard that his
daughter was going to work with Ilkujarov her father could not hide his dissatisfaction.
“I told you so. Let’s go together and I’ll have a word with the management. I haven’t worked over twenty
years at the factory for nothing.”
“Leave her alone, father, let her work where she wants to, this isn’t the first time she hasn’t listened to your or
my advice.”
“That’s not the point, mother,” Nikita Yermolayevich stressed, pouring the Riesling into their glasses. “She can
be a panel controller if she pleases, only let her work under another steelworker. Ilkujarov works with fanaticism,
and besides, he’s got used to be the first everywhere. Alya has no skill or experience. God forbid that she spoil the
fusion, he’d—”
“Heavens, all day long everyone has been frightening me with this Ilkujarov. But for some reason or another
he didn’t seem a bit frightening to me, just more fascinating. Anyway, why do you all think I won’t be able to
work as well as everyone else? Just because I’m small, a kid, as you call me?!”
“You have to work better for Ilkujarov than for anyone else,” her father explained.
“So then, I’ll work better!” the girl insisted.
“Let’s drink to just that,” said her mother instead of a toast and winked at her husband to let the matter drop.
*
Alevtina was first on duty by herself during the third night shift. She arrived at the shop an hour before work.
The panel controller whom she was to replace, complained:
“There was no current for half of the shift. Only two batches of fusion were produced.”
This upset Alevtina: what if the power was suddenly cut off during her shift as well. Of course, the panel
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controller was not to blame, but she so wanted everything to run smoothly. Soon afterwards Kurakov the assistant
arrived.
“The chief isn’t here yet?” he asked Alevtina instead of greeting her. “So, we’re going to work without nanny
today. Don’t be scared. Automation will come to the rescue. The most important thing is not to drop off to sleep.”
Alevtina was secretly rather afraid of this herself. True, she had taken a nap in the evening, but who knew how
she would feel after midnight.
Ilkujarov appeared not long before the shift was due to begin. Alevtina now knew that he had fulfilled the fiveyear plan for steel-smelting in three and a half years. His portrait was hanging in the town’s park, articles had
been written about him many times in the factory’s news bulletin and in the regional newspaper and he was even
the subject of a documentary film that was being made.
The furnace was taken over in the working order. Alevtina expected that the steel-worker would now begin to
give her instructions, but Ilkujarov only glanced into her booth, greeted her, checked the tension in the first,
second and third phases and then went off without saying another word.
The steel soon began to come through. Analyses were apparently satisfactory, for with a quick wave of his
hand, Ilkujarov ordered the panel controller to switch off the current. The furnace stopped humming and only the
steel continued bubbling like a stormy river during high floods in spring. Alevtina quickly removed the electrode,
raised the lid and the steel-workers tilted the furnace over the pit. The glinting fiery liquid was poured into an
enormous bucket.
The instruments indicators recoiled to zero. The panel controller came out of her booth, but as soon as the
crane operator had lifted the bucket containing six tons of liquid steel under the dome and had transferred it to the
moulding conveyor, she returned to her work place, pressed the appropriate pedal and the furnace rolled back to
the charging floor to be refuelled. Quickly and confidently she carried out the next operations: replacing the lid
and connecting the electrode. Nevertheless, she felt very tense for this was her first time alone and she so wanted
the strict, demanding, famous steel-worker to be pleased with her.
Suddenly the red light on the screen marked “earth” began flashing. The electrode was converting the power
under high tension into fire and fusing the charge. If the electrode were to strike earth-covered metal inside the
furnace it would lose its force and could break under pressure from the fuelling mechanism. A breakage in the
electrode was classified as an accident for which the panel controller was to blame.
Alevtina immediately sprang into action and raised the electrode slightly: the crackling and sizzling and
flashing sparks gradually subsided into a monotonous buzzing. Alevtina sighed with relief. The moment of crisis
was over and Ilkujarov and his assistant had no idea of the unpleasant situation she had averted. While the
electrode was forcing its way through the thick layer of scrap metal in the furnace, the steel founder and his
assistant went over to the soda water machine in the moulding section. They returned and sat down by a pile of
sand, arguing about something. It seemed time for them to come into her booth, but not once did they even glance
in her direction. At first Alevtina took this as an insult, but then she realised it meant that they had confidence in
her. She cheered up and really felt much more confident and relaxed.
She looked at the clock—it was five to two. Only now did she remember that it was the third shift. She went
out of her booth, walked over to the charging floor and looked up at the glass dome, the black velvet sky was
studded with large diamond stars. She went up to the steel-workers who were already practising witchcraft over a
sample. She hurried back to her booth. The second batch of fusion was ready.
Alevtina was very pleased that the steel had come through so quickly, for this was partly due to her efforts. The
small, frail girl suddenly felt she was an important and totally indispensable person in the huge, brightly lit
foundry! And her mother wanted to get her a job as a household electrician! Would she then ever have known this
great embracing spirit, filling her life with meaning and the great joy of work! Sometime during the third fusion
Ilkujarov finally .looked into the booth.
“You’re not dozing off?” he enquired. “The night shift’s difficult when you’re not used to it.”
“I haven’t even noticed I’m working through the night,” Alevtina replied, almost choking with pride: the great
Victor Ilkujarov himself was talking to her so informally, as if they were equals! The steel-worker then observed:
“Until five you won’t notice it and then you’ll begin to feel drowsy.” And he went out without giving the girl
time to argue.
Alevtina guessed morning was dawning because the projectors’ light which lit up the foundry dimmed and the
east half of the glass dome turned green. Soon the first sun rays soared up from the horizon and fell directly on the
booth, glinting brightly. Five o’clock. In spite of the famous steel-worker’s predictions, Alevtina still felt as fresh
as a daisy.
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The third and fourth fusions were successful. While Alevtina was rolling the furnace back yet again to the
charging floor, Ilkujarov rushed over there behind his assistant. He was hurrying everyone because he wanted to
produce another fusion. While Kurakov was waiting for the crane to arrive with the load of charge, Alevtina
impatiently ran out of her booth several times. She felt that this time the crane with its magnetic washer was
moving too slowly. She felt vexed at the crane operator: couldn’t she speed things up! At last the magnetic washer
was started working and charge moved more easily. Alevtina ran back to the control panel and the furnace rolled
smoothly back into place.
“If only we could manage to produce a fifth fusion!” she thought feverishly.
The steel-workers did not leave the furnace although so far they did not need to be there. Then the men made
for the booth. For a few minutes they silently watched the amperemeter’s indicators, then went out without saying
a word. It is at times like this that words cannot express the inner stirrings of the heart.
Hurrah! The fifth fusion was through! And who would believe that there were still forty minutes left!
Ilkujarov quickly waved his hand and the furnace rolled back to be refuelled once more. Alevtina was beside
herself with joy! Of course there could be no question of making a sixth fusion but it would still be quite an
achievement to get the furnace back into working condition.
The lid was replaced and the electrode was switched on. The time for the morning shift was drawing near.
Happy and excited, Alevtina wiped the scraps of paper off the table and straightened the crumpled poster on the
wall advertising the joys of hiking. She bent down to sweep the floor.
Suddenly there was a crackle.
Alevtina froze with terror: the electrode had broken! The sun rays instantly vanished from the dome and she
felt dejected and hollow. Her hands became so heavy that she hardly was able to lift them to cut out the current.
But how on earth could she have been so absent-minded! All the time while the steel-worker and his assistant
were inserting a new electrode, the girl stood more dead than alive by the control panel. Then Ilkujarov gave the
signal for the current to be switched on. The amperemeter’s indicators shot up. The electrode began working, but
Alevtina continued to stand by the control panel like a lifeless dummy.
The workers for the new shift appeared. Ilkujarov and Kurakov went off to the showers. Alevtina also went off
duty, signed down in the book but did not hurry to leave pretending to tidy up the tiny booth.
“How did your shift go?” asked the girl who was taking over from her.
“Five fusions were made.”
“Gosh, congratulations!”
“What with? I dozed off during the sixth and broke the electrode.”
“Well, that’s not so terrible. During the sixth! They say there’s no rose without a thorn. By the way, what was
Ilkujarov reaction like?”
“He hasn’t said anything yet.”
“He’ll give you a ticking-off later.”
Alevtina came out off the showers and changed and then went to the recreation room where meetings were
held. Oh, Ilkujarov would be in for her now. She remembered her father’s advice and foreman’s comments.
Perhaps they were right after all. Life was so much easier when you weren’t weighed down with unnecessary
responsibility.
To Alevtina’s great surprise there were only cleaners in the recreation room. She did not meet her steel-workers
in the factory yard or by the entrance. She sat down on a bench in the green square in front of the managers’
office: she did not even feel like going home. She would prefer Ilkujarov to give her a telling-off or even remove
her from his shift than be kept in agonising uncertainty.
“Tina!”
The girl did not at first realise that this was directed at her: no-one had ever called her that before … except …
She turned round. Sure enough, there were Ilkujarov and Kurakov! They were both dressed in well-ironed,
good quality suits and in their summer caps, so she did not recognise them at once. They hurried towards her.
“Why did you run away from us like that?” Ilkujarov continued cheerfully, sitting down beside her. “We’ve
been searching high and low for you in the foundry. We wanted to congratulate you on your first real day at work.
And what a day it’s been! Come on now, give me your hand “
“Oh, really, for heaven’s sake …” the girl blushed, not knowing where to look. “What for? I really don’t know
how it happened. I decided to sweep the floor, when—”
“Goodness, you’re even being modest about it! To tell you the truth, I was really worried for I thought: lord,
the shift is going to be wrecked. You look so … well, what could I expect from you! But it turned out that …”—
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and he looked tenderly at Alevtina, like a father, as if he was even grateful to her.
“So, Victor Mikhailovich, it really means that you’re genuinely pleased with me?” asked the young panel
controller in disbelief.
“Are you pleased with yourself?” Kurakov asked.
The girl vigorously shook her head.
“Well, I’ll be blowed!” The assistant was truly amazed. “Look here, Victor Mikhailovich, this panel controller
will make us beat the five-year plan in two years.”
Alevtina jumped off the bench, danced from foot to foot, hesitated as if she was going to jump into icy water,
then took the plunge and gave Ilkujarov and Kurakov a smacking kiss on their cheek.
“Thank you, thank you!” she cried and rushed off.
For a long time the steel-workers watched after her and then one of them said in a hardly audible whisper:
“Well I never, she’s an absolute kid!”
29.170 Laine’s House\fn{by Natalia Baranskaya (1909-

)}

St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 6

The house was over a hundred years old. Laine’s grandfather had bought it, along with the lot. The property
was located near a small town, just beyond the mill. The town grew and expanded, and in about twenty years it
had gone past the mill, her grandfather’s property, and a little lake overgrown with sedge. Then it began to move
upward, taking over yet another hill.
In time the lake turned into a marsh. They tried to drain it by digging ditches around it, but the low land
remained damp and uninhabited. And Laine’s house, now situated within the city limits, still stood on open
ground.
There were only a few old houses left in the town. People became affluent and began building their own
homes, wanting a modern look. Little light-colored brick houses with attics under slate roofs and two small round
windows, one on either side of the entrance, completely crowded out the traditional one-story Estonian structures
that had sprawled along the street.
Laine loved her old house—she was born there and had lived in it for half a century. She was pleased with the
house: good hands had built it out of seasoned hardwood. The walls rested on a foundation of fieldstone. Over
time the stone had nearly sunk into the ground, and the house seemed to sprawl even more, stooping under the
weight of the steep tiled roof.
It was a big and roomy house—thirty paces long and fourteen paces wide, with tall, blue-and-white-tiled Dutch
stoves, four bedrooms, a spacious entry-way and kitchen, and a lot of storerooms and cubbyholes for various
household needs. A narrow, winding stairway with creaky steps led up to the attic and a summer bedroom called
“the garret.” The house had been remodeled more than once, spruced up and changed here and there, but no major
renovation was ever done. Shortly after the war, Laine’s mother, Helve, filled in the cellar under the entryway; to
compensate, they enlarged the one beneath the shed. Even earlier, before the war, her parents had built a heated
indoor privy with a cast-iron toilet. Her mother was proud of it and used to say that such conveniences were found
only in the best houses in big cities. This is nothing unusual nowadays. And quite recently, Laine and her husband
widened the narrow old windows and inserted modern frames with three-part shutters; this made the house
brighter inside and gave it a less gloomy appearance from the street.
Most of the changes were made in the kitchen. Her grandfather’s hearth was replaced by a large cast-iron stove
with circular burners and heavy iron doors. Later on they added a white enameled beauty, a gas stove on slender
legs. They didn’t tear down the old stove, however—they needed it for heat in winter when the weather was
freezing cold and for cooking during the major holidays.
A great many things in and around the house were of recent vintage: the colored linoleum in the kitchen and
entryway, the sofa beds and easy chairs, the floor lamps and wall lamps, the glassed-in greenhouse in the garden,
the motorcycle garage, and the electric motor that pumped water out of the well.
But the house itself—its walls and floors—retained the smell of olden times, the subtle aroma of dry, healthy
wood. And a few trees still survived from her grandfather’s day—four big lindens along the street in front of the
house and a decrepit alder with diseased bark and withered limbs in the backyard.
The town where Laine lived did not appear on the map of Estonia as a resort, but so many people poured in
during the summer that it functioned as one. It had its attractions. Five wooded hills and five lakes in the immediate vicinity, the ruins of a medieval fortress, sandy soil, and a mild climate, as well as a park, a beach, and a
restaurant on the shore of the largest lake—these features maintained its fame as an unofficial resort.
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The largest number of visitors came during the swimming season—July and August. Local residents rented out
every available space to the vacationers to earn as much as they could during the short summer.
Laine also rented out part of her house, crowding herself, her husband, and three children into one room, or
sometimes into the garret under the roof or into the little bathhouse they had built in a corner of the shed. This
July, Laine had rented out three rooms. They were still waiting for some elderly lodgers to occupy the fourth
room. In the meantime, Laine slept in the garret, leaving her family downstairs. She liked to sleep alone. The
nights were short and she wanted quiet, solitude, and complete rest.
She would go downstairs early in the morning, a little after five o’clock, lowering her big flat feet carefully to
keep the steps from creaking so much. She would pause for a moment by the two rows of shoes standing in the
entryway and straighten them up.
Today, too, she lined up one of the four wedgies that belonged to the old ladies from Moscow (either sisters or
friends), evened up the pointed shoes leaning against a pair of men’s brown oxfords (a middle-aged Leningrad
couple), and glanced angrily at the tennis shoes of various sizes scattered about—the sand hadn’t been shaken off
on the porch, which wasn’t the fault of the husband or children but of the curly-haired mommy (a family from
Kalinin). Then Laine picked up the white sandals belonging to her sixteen-year-old daughter, Piiret, and looked at
the heels—to see if the girl had gone for a walk with anyone after the dance.
Laine washed her face and turned on the stove to make coffee. A cup of coffee and a piece of bread were her
breakfast before she left for work. Food wasn’t all that important to Laine. Cooking took up too much time. She
had enough to do without that, especially in the summer. She made only one meal a day, dinner.
By six o’clock Laine was already at the artel,\fn{In Russia, an association of independent laborers for collective work on a
job with division of the profits: a co-operative society, sometimes temporary in character, and sometimes more like a guild .} working.
She wove rugs and runners on a hand loom, making native Estonian designs with wool thread on a cotton warp.
After two o’clock there was the housework: the cleaning, the laundry, the garden, the orchard-berries and ap-ples
—the chickens in the pen behind the shed, and the muskrats in the wire mesh cage at the edge of the marsh. There
was plenty of work to fill the whole long day and even part of the bright northern night.
Laine was amazed at her lodgers’ passion for food. She felt that Russians ate too much. The big refrigerator
and one of the pantries were always filled with their groceries.
Overeating was not Laine’s main complaint about her renters. It troubled her that people could actually leave
their own homes and go off to live in someone else’s. They said that city air was bad in the summer. But didn’t
they mind paying sixty roubles a month, or ninety—like the couple with children—for air?
She would have minded—she didn’t spend money on trifles, on things you couldn’t see. She also minded
expenditures for things that people ruined and that became nothing but—God forgive her—smut. She was
perfectly willing to spend money on solid, durable, well-made things. Her house contained many necessities: a
washing machine, sewing and knitting machines, a motorcycle with a sidecar, two bicycles, a TV set, a big radio
in a console, and two transistor radios. One belonged to Ensen—that’s what she called her husband—and the
other to their daughter Piiret. She herself had plenty of appliances: a juice maker, a pressure cooker, a coffee
grinder, and an electric meat grinder. Music, movies, TV programs—these were wintertime diversions. So was
good food.
When the tomatoes, cucumbers, stewed fruit, and fruit juices were all bottled and canned, when the cold
weather set in, when the lodgers departed and the family occupied the whole house, then she could finally relax.
She could knit, sew, play records, watch TV, play the kantele,\fn{A note reads: A Finnish psaltery used in folk music.} and
sing with her husband and children.
Even though Laine secretly found fault with her renters, who seemed odd and incomprehensible, she was
attentive to them and always courteous. They were her second job, after all. Not as important as the art of weaving
but more lucrative and for that reason just as dear. At times Laine thought that when she reached retirement age
she might abandon her loom in order to devote all her time and energy to the house. It was not easy for her to
keep up, though she did get help from her children and from her husband after he came home from work. Her legs
would get especially tired. Toward evening Laine, dead on her feet, would hobble around like an old goose.
But in the morning she was as energetic as ever. When she was through with breakfast, Laine would lock up
the sleeping house and stride down the street without pausing as she greeted and replied to her neighbors, who
were also on their way to work:
“Tere, tere, terviste!”\fn{“Hi, hi, hello!”}
After finishing her household chores one evening, Laine went outside to sit in the yard for a little while. The
sun had not yet set even though it was almost 10:00 P.M.; its rays, slanting at a low angle, were cold and pale. The
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marsh gave off dampness and the smell of plowed earth and cut sedge—the muskrats were digging new
passageways, trying to get under the wire fencing. The middle-aged Leningrad couple and the sisters/friends from
Moscow were sitting on a long, narrow bench facing the flower bed. A big gray tomcat, named Mikki, was
rubbing against the women’s legs.
Laine sat down on a corner of the bench after saying “Tere”—she knew her lodgers liked to answer her in
Estonian. They began a strained conversation (Laine had trouble speaking Russian) about the weather, about
waiting in line at the restaurant, about the cat, who was too lazy to catch mice in the house but went hunting for
rats and moles at night.
The young couple came out of the house and stood nearby. She was wearing a short, low-cut sundress; he had
his arm around her dark shoulders. Someone asked if the children were sleeping. Yes, the children were asleep.
Since this was their first visit, did they like the town? Yes, they liked it very much. They had already roamed
around two hills, stopped at two lakes, climbed the ruins of the fortress—what a shame that so little remained of
the old walls …
“They say there’s a very old house around here where a father buried his disobedient son in the cellar,” said the
young woman, pressing closer to her husband.
“There’s more than one very old house around here,” the middle-aged man from Leningrad began to reply,
eyeing the young woman’s shapely figure and tan legs with pleasure. “There are several houses like that around
here, but no one knows which one the story is about—”
“That is talk,” Laine interrupted. “That is folk tale. Scare disobedient childrens. Each place has own folk tale
—”
“Has its own legends,” one of the women from Moscow corrected her.
“Tell us this legend,” asked the young woman.
“Oh, so we like horror stories, do we?” The Leningrad man smiled at the woman. “The young folks want to
send chills up and down their spines—”
“That is folk tale,” Laine repeated, getting up. “But the truth is completely something else. Truth is to get up
much early in morning …”
And she spread her lips, smiling at her own joke, but her expression remained cold and her small, light eyes
looked at them angrily, disapproving of the empty chatter and idle life of the people gathered in her house. But
softening her voice and look, Laine immediately added:
“Good night until get up. Don’t hook door, please. Piiret to come home late from dances.”
The door in the entryway clicked shut, and the stairs leading to the garret began to creak. The rest of them also
began wishing each other pleasant dreams as they went their separate ways.
And soon the house grew quiet.
*
Laine lay on a couch by a wall papered with colored pictures from magazines and advertising brochures and
looked out the window. A withered branch from one of the linden trees traced lines across the pale sky, making it
seem cut into pieces. Sleep wouldn’t come, and her thoughts began to whirl. Pushing aside the thick layer of
peaceful, prosperous years, her agitated memory went straight to the heart of distant, terrifying days.
The war was drawing near. Her father had been taken to a training camp. Her older brother, Tnt, had reached
draft age and gone into the army. Laine, her mother, and her younger siblings—her little brother and sister—
remained at home.
Her older sister lived on a farm. Silja’s husband was in an army camp, too. She was afraid to stay on the farm
by herself and planned to move back home with her daughter.
Alarming rumors were spreading around town about spies hiding in the forests, about bands of armed men—
either outlaws or insurgents—visiting farms at night. Everyone was afraid, including Laine.
The women had seen their men—their sons and husbands—off to the front. They felt lonely and defenseless.
The war was getting closer, though it hadn’t touched their town yet. Battles were raging somewhere nearby, but
they were still out of earshot.
The surrounding silence was filled with apprehension. People tried not to leave their dwellings. They would go
out only for the bare essentials, busying themselves in their yards and sheds—they were hiding things. Whenever they met, the neighbor women would swap the latest rumors: the Germans were very close, their own troops
were in retreat, farms were burning …
One night, while Laine lay sleeping, she heard movement in the house. People were speaking in muffled
voices. Something was being dragged across the floor with a rustle. Then it sounded as if feet were stamping, and
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a male voice said loudly and clearly:
“Quiet!”
Laine wanted to find out what was going on, but she was sleeping soundly, the way adolescents do, and she
couldn’t wake up. Sleep was stronger than curiosity. Several times she thought she’d already gotten up and gone
to have a look. But she couldn’t break the grip of sleep to get up and go. For the life of her she couldn’t tell what
she was dreaming and what she was actually hearing.
Someone seemed to be moaning or crying; someone else was swearing under his breath. Someone was
shuffling his feet and banging something on the floor. Apparently they had brought firewood into the kitchen and
lit the stove. There was the sound of buckets clinking, but maybe it was something else metallic—the bolts in the
shutters. The wood crackled loudly in the firebox, but maybe it was the crackling of gunfire somewhere close by.
Maybe it was the weather acting up: rain was falling, the wind was howling, and the branches of the linden trees
were sweeping across the roof. Something tapped and rustled along the walls and shutters; stones were rolling
somewhere, rumbling. Maybe it was thunder pealing, or cannons firing, or just some empty wagons driving by.
Laine couldn’t wake up all the way, get out of bed, and go see what was happening. Then she fell into a very
deep, dreamless sleep. And when she awoke it was morning and quiet all around.
Everything was the same as always: The shutters were open, and breakfast—pans of porridge and milk and a
pot of coffee—stood on the warm stove.
Towels, rags, and laundry were drying on the clothesline above the stove. Her mother had already done the
wash, apparently, and was now busy in the shed, wearing her husband’s warm jacket—Laine saw her through the
window. The younger children were still asleep.
Laine ran out into the yard toward the water pump to wash up. Her mother said sternly:
“Don’t any of you go anywhere. The Germans came into town last night.”
Laine gasped—where in the world were Sirja and her little girl? But she didn’t dare ask a lot of questions. Her
mother was frowning, and there were dark circles under her eyes—she must have slept poorly, worried about her
oldest daughter.
Her mother brought a freshly butchered chicken into the house and told Laine to pluck it. Then she lit the stove
again. She got some of the dried herbs she’d gathered during the summer and simmered them in a blackened pan.
She strained the liquid and let it cool. Then she made a dough with the herb water, Laine had never seen this
before and asked:
“What are you doing?” Her mother answered:
“I know exactly what I’m doing, but you seem to have nothing better to do than ask questions.”
Laine set to work cleaning the house. Then they ate dinner, but all they got of the chicken was soup, giblets,
wings, and the neck. The rest her mother had stashed away in the cool pantry where they kept various supplies.
Maybe she was saving it for when Sirja and her little girl arrived?
Her mother was acting rather strange: She would suddenly start to sing, then freeze in the middle of the kitchen
with a pan or dish in her hands and stand there in silence, looking as though she were listening to something deep
down inside. Listening anxiously. But to what? Laine, always a bit timid around her mother, didn’t dare ask any
questions.
She wouldn’t let them go out, but she sent Laine on lots of errands: first to the henhouse to see if there were
any eggs, then into the yard to clean pans with sand, then to the shed to pick through the potatoes one more time.
And no sooner had Laine sat down after finishing one task than her mother was already thinking up a new job for
her. But she hardly ever let the younger ones out of the big room. If they raised a ruckus and made noise, she
would hiss at them, “Sh-h, sh-h!” When they quieted down and went to sit in the kitchen, she would yell at them
with uncharacteristic rudeness:
“What are you lounging around for? Don’t you have anything to do? Get the hell out of here!”
They spent two days that way. On the third day her mother got ready to go out. She took a basket and a can.
She told Laine to bolt the door and not let anyone in. Or answer if anyone knocked. They had never locked the
door during the day before unless they planned to be gone for a long time, but now they were bolting it.
Laine asked if they could play in the yard. No, they couldn’t. Maybe when she got home.
“You’ve got to realize that the war has come into our house. You’d all better just sit still. And you might say a
prayer together …”
Her mother’s voice shook.
And after locking the door, Laine stood in the entryway for a long time, confused. Her mother sounded strange
somehow. She had never asked them to pray before.
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Then Laine glanced into the big room. The younger ones were busy drawing. Laine closed the door softly and
stood by the stove for a moment. There was something she was supposed to do after her mother left. She tried to
remember what it was and for some reason couldn’t. It was quiet in the house, so quiet that the stillness rang in
her ears. And in that stillness she heard a faint groan. A moaning voice, barely audible, called out:
“Silja, Silja.” Then another groan, and again:
“Silja, Silja, Laine.”
Her heart began to pound, and her mouth went dry. She couldn’t tell at first where the voice was coming from.
Then she realized that it came from the storeroom where clothes were kept. That storeroom, a small, dark room,
was located between the kitchen and her parents’ bedroom, and the door to it opened into a tiny hallway. When
Laine slid the catch aside, the door wouldn’t open. She ran her hand from top to bottom until she felt a big bent
nail. It hadn’t been there before. She turned it and went in.
It was dark in the storeroom and the air, dense and sticky, was filled with an animal odor. Someone was lying
on the floor on a mattress, breathing heavily. Laine peered into the thin, unshaven face a long time before her eyes
adjusted to the semidarkness and she recognized her older brother. She cried out in fright:
“Tnt, is that you? What’s wrong?”
She sat down and leaned over him. Bloodshot eyes looked at her without recognition. Moving his dry tongue
with difficulty, he said:
“Silja … tell them … I need … a doctor … tell them … I’ll die.”
He closed his eyes so she wouldn’t see him cry, but tears rolled out from under his eyelids. Laine left, shut the
door softly, and turned the nail back into place. She wasn’t supposed to have seen a man cry. She slumped down
in a corner of the kitchen and, pressing her hands to her mouth so the younger ones wouldn’t hear, she began to
cry bitterly and painfully.
Her mother came home, her basket full of packages, small sacks, and vials with pharmacy labels. Laine helped
her mother get the stove going, brought in some water, and made supper by herself. Her mother was brewing
herbs again and straining them through a sieve. Laine went into the room where the children were so she wouldn’t
be in the way while her mother attended to Tnt.
But when the younger ones had gone to bed, Laine went to her. Helve was sitting in the kitchen with her big
hands on her knees, looking straight ahead with a fixed gaze. Laine asked:
“Why didn’t you get a doctor for Tnt?”
Her mother was not surprised that Laine knew. She didn’t answer right away, and when she did, she spoke
slowly. It was obviously hard for her to utter these words.
“I can’t get a doctor. I’m afraid. I’m afraid of everybody. I’m treating him with herbs. And powders, too. He’s
got a fever. Of course he’s got a fever. He’s feverish and delirious. And such a tiny wound. In his right side. Their
truck was shot up with submachine guns … everybody, everybody. The owners of the Maivoli farm found Tnt …”
Her mother sighed deeply and shuddered.
“Don’t go in to see him. And keep quiet, keep quiet, or we’re all done for: Tnt, the children, you, and I. And
our house. The house, too. Nobody knows. Nobody must know.”
She pressed her apron to her lips to stifle her sobs and waved Laine away.
They didn’t talk about it anymore. Her mother didn’t leave the house, and Laine didn’t look in on Tiit. But her
mother would go into the storeroom in her presence and hid it only from the younger children. Without consulting
her mother, Laine would often find something for her little brother and sister to do in the orchard, the shed, or the
yard.
Three more days went by that way. Suddenly it turned cold, rain niixed with wet snow started falling, the trees
stopped blooming, and the herbs stopped growing.
Despite the bad weather, women and adolescents bundled up and kept busy in their yards and sheds in the
twilight, dragging things out and hiding them, covering them with firewood and trash. The age-old fear for one’s
possessions, fear in the face of deprivation and ruin, drove everyone.
A few days earlier Laine had also helped her mother hide some of their belongings. After dragging part of the
firewood away from the wall in the shed, they buried a trunk filled with clothing, silver candlesticks, and tableware—Helve’s dowry, which had once belonged to her grandmother.
“Everybody is burying things,” her mother had said then. “And we must do what everybody else does.”
There came a night when Laine remembered these words.
For some strange reason she woke up in the middle of the night. All was quiet in the house, and it was quiet
outside, too. She awoke suddenly, in surprise and alarm. Her heart began to pound; there was a thundering in her
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ears. She began to listen to her heart and realized that its pounding was echoed by some kind of noise in the
house. There were occasional muffled thumps somewhere near her head. When she rose up to listen, the noise
stopped. When she lay down, the thumping began again. The noise was coming up through the floor into the head
of her bed.
Laine got up, threw on some clothes, and went into the kitchen. It was unusually cold there, but quiet. Laine
stood still for a moment, wanting to go back to bed, and then headed for the bathroom. Darting into the entryway,
she came to a stop—she’d almost tumbled into the cellar. The trapdoor was open. A faint light from below barely
lit up the opening. Something clinked in the depths of the cellar and immediately fell silent. Laine lay down
almost flat and, grabbing the floorboard at the edge of the opening, lowered her head. Her mother was kneeling by
the back wall of the cellar. She had a spade in her hands. A candle burned in a bottle, illuminating an oblong pit,
the bent figure of her mother, freshly dug earth, and a long, dark bundle beside it.
Her mother asked:
“Is that you?” Laine answered:
“Yes, Mama.”
She became frightened even though she still had the childhood habit of fearing nothing as long as her mother
was near. Her mother repeated in confusion:
“Is that you, child? Yes, of course it’s you.”
“What are you doing, Mama?” Laine’s voice shook.
She desperately wanted her mother to answer rudely, “Can’t you see I’m burying our things?” But her mother
said softly:
“Go to bed, child. If I’d wanted your advice, I’d have called you myself.”
Laine went back to her room, lay down, and shivered for a long time, unable to get warm. She listened
anxiously with a keen nocturnal ear. Her mother went out into the yard, and the spade clinked in the shed. She
came back in and bolted the door. She stood in the kitchen. Stood for a long time without moving. Took off her
jacket. Threw it on the floor. Sat down on a stool. Quiet. Stillness. And suddenly a mournful howl, as though a
dog had started to whine in the kitchen. The howl broke off abruptly. Quiet again.
It was quiet in the house for several days. Her mother was silent. She tied a black scarf around her head; her
darkened face and lifeless eyes were barely visible. Laine was silent, too.
Only at the very end of the war, a year after her father was killed, did Laine ask, when she and her mother were
sitting alone at the table:
“Was Tnt killed, Mama?”\fn{This is my restoration of a single sentence which did not scan accurately .}
Looking at her plate, her mother said:
“I don’t know where Tnt is.”
They never talked about him again. Tnt was listed as missing in action.
*
Thirty-five years had passed since then. Time was covering the experience with cares, joys, sorrows, aggravations, pursuits. But she could not forget. It had happened, and not only in the past—it was still going on. Maybe it
couldn’t be forgotten because it was still there. It lay at the bottom of everything, at the bottom of their lives.
Except that no one knew—she was the only one. It was painful. But nothing could be remedied, nothing changed.
Nothing could be done now.
And the story they told about the disobedient son was simply a folk tale. When Laine heard it for the first time,
her heart stopped. She was seized with fright. But later she found out that it was an old folk tale. Very old.
Ancient.
The house stands as it stood before. As it will still stand for a long time to come. Some have left the house, and
others have moved in. Her mother died soon after her father was killed. Her sisters moved away. The older one,
Sirja, lives with her daughter in Rakvere and takes care of her grandchildren. Maljam, the younger one, became a
singer, a soloist with a choir in Tallinn. Her brother, Mikkel, left Estonia altogether—he’s a captain in the
merchant marine.
Laine brought her husband, Ensen, into the house. She gave birth to her oldest daughter while her mother was
still alive and named her Helve in her mother’s honor. Then Piiret was born, followed by Tomas and Maili. The
house was full again. The oldest girl, Helve, had married recently and moved to Kohtla-Jarve. She would come
back when she was ready to have children.
The house now belongs to Laine. To her and her children. Laine paid Sirja for her share; Maljam and Mikkel
didn’t want either the house or any money.
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The house is her house. Hers and Tnt’s. Only she musn’t think about that. It’s painful to think about it.
“Get dressed up, my darling brother, kas-ke, kas-ke, quick, get ready, dearest brother, kas-ke, kas-ke. Don your
handsomest apparel, kas-ke, kas-ke …”
This is what they’d sung as children. Their mother had taught them various songs. They all had good voices.
No, she wouldn’t fall asleep tonight. It was already 4:00 A.M. Laine got up, made the bed, and, after glancing
at the rose-colored sky, left the garret and carefully went down the stairs.
It was quiet in the house. Two rows of shoes stood in the entryway. Laine picked up Piiret’s sandals and shook
her head—the girl had been walking through the grass. She must have a talk with her today. Dances are one thing,
but late-night strolls are quite another.
And Laine went into the kitchen to make herself a cup of strong coffee.
269.93 Ivan The Pealet\fn{by Parmen Egorovich Chemakin (1911- )} Pinega, Pinezhsky District, Arkhangelsk Oblast,
Russia (M) 4
In a certain village there lived an old woman. She had three sons and one daughter. This daughter was so
beautiful that boyars even came to look at her.
Once she went out into the garden for a walk. Not far away, there lived a sorcerer, a serpent, and he kidnapped
her! Her mother and brothers wept profusely when he kidnapped her. Then the brothers spoke:
“Bake some loaves for us, mother, and we’ll go look for our sister.”
So she baked the loaves and they set off into the woods. They chanced upon a path and went up to a shepherd
who was herding a hundred rams. They went up to him and they greeted him.
“Greetings, grandfather!”
“Greetings, grandsons! Where is your path taking you?”
“You haven’t heard, you haven’t seen our sister?”
“Oh, my dear children! My master has carried her off and he is zealous and strong; he’ll kill you!”
“Never mind,” they said, “if we can just get a glimpse with one eye!”
“If you devour these hundred rams and forty barrels of wine, you can have your sister; otherwise, he’ll kill
you!”
So they ordered one roasted, and he roasted it, but they couldn’t eat even one. They sat and rested, then took
their leave of the grandfather and set off further along the path.
They walked and walked and it began to be evening, and they saw a bonfire. At the bonfire sat a grandfather
who was herding one hundred fifty piglets.
“Greetings, grandfather!”
“Greetings, children! Is your journey a long one?”
“Well, you see, grandfather, we’re looking for our sister.”
“That is difficult, my children.”
“Never mind, if we can only get a glimpse with one eye.”
“Now then, if you eat up all these one hundred fifty piglets and drink a hundred barrels of vodka. Otherwise,
return!”
They roasted one piglet, but they could eat or drink nothing. They sat and rested and then set off on their way.
They walked along the path further and saw a bonfire. A grandfather was sitting at the bonfire herding two
hundred bulls.
“Greetings, grandfather!”
“Greetings, children! Are you going far?”
“Yes, grandfather, we’re searching for our sister.”
“That’s difficult for you, children.”
“If we could only have a look at her!”
“Eat two hundred bulls and drink one hundred fifty barrels of vodka, then you’ll get there.”
He roasted a bull for them but they couldn’t eat or drink a thing.
They walked and walked and saw a stone building behind huge stone gates. They went into a room and saw
their sister sitting there. She rushed to them.
“Where are you going, brothers? My master will kill you.” So they sat down and rested.
Suddenly a great racket started up. They asked,
“What's that making the racket?”
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“That’s no noisy noise, nor a thunderstorm coming, that’s my master flying. Crawl under the stove.” So the
serpent came into the room and asked,
“Who’s that here with you?”
“My brothers have come to visit me.”
“Have you given them a drink, fed them?”
“No, they just came.”
“Well, bring them here and put some food out.”
She led them out from under the stove and began putting food out. But the serpent opened two doors. Out of one of
them loaves of bread came tumbling, from the other barrels of wine.
“Well, sit down, let’s have a bite!” So they sat down.
The serpent ate a whole loaf and a piglet in one mouthful, but they didn’t feel like anything. They’d eaten along the
way. The serpent said,
“Well, you can come outside and we’ll become friends.”
He led them into the open steppe and walked a little way off from them. Then with one blow he tore off all their
heads! And he carried their corpses into a cellar. He carried them into the cellar and there were two barrels of blood: the
blood that heals and the blood that enlivens. He threw the corpses in there and went away.
*
At home their mother wept and wept. And so she set off herself to search. She was walking along the path when a pea
rolled up to her. She picked it up, swallowed it, and went on.
She became pregnant and returned home. She gave birth to a boy and while they went for the priest, he grew to be
seventeen. The priest came and gave him the name Ivan.
So Ivan started asking questions. She told him everything, that his sister had been kidnapped by a sorcerer, that his
three brothers had gone looking for her and never come back, how she had set off to search, seen the pea, become
pregnant, and had him.
“What if I went out to look for them?”
She let him go. And so he set off. He asked for fifty rubles from his mother and went to the smith to have a
walking stick forged.
“Excuse me,” he said to the blacksmith, “forge me a walking stick weighing fifty poods.\fn{1 pood = a little over
36 pounds} I’ll hold it, you only have to make it.”
He got his walking stick and went home. From the porch he threw it up and it disappeared from sight. He went
into the hut.
“I need to fill up on kvass,\fn{A liquor made from fermented grain} mother.”
He took a cup and drank his fill, then he went out and saw his walking stick: he put his little finger out, it fell
on it and the little finger didn’t even twitch, let alone his hand. He asked for five more rubles and went to the
smithy again to add another fifty poods to his walking stick.
“I’ll hold it, you just make it!” he said. So the smith added another fifty poods to it.
He came back to the porch, threw the stick up into the air, and went into the hut to drink some kvass. He drank the
kvass and went outside. He put out his ring finger—his hand didn’t twitch. He asked his mother for ten rubles more,
and went to the smith.
“Well, smith, add on another fifty poods for me.” The smith added them.
He left and went home. He threw the stick up and drank some kvass. He went outside, the stick came flying.
He held out his palm—his hand felt it a little.
*
So he set out on the same path. He came to the first herder.
“Greetings, grandfather.”
“Greetings, my child, are you going far?”
“Well, old man, I’ve set out to find my sister and brothers.”
“That's difficult, child, but if you eat a hundred rams and drink forty bar rels of wine, you’ll find them. But if
you don’t, don’t go on!” He said,
“I’ve felt like eating. I can have dinner.”
“Shall I roast it, or no?”
“I can take it as it is!”
“That’s the way my master always eats it.” So he got around all those rams and the forty barrels of vodka.
“If there had been that much more, I’d have dined really well,” he said.
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The old man began to thank him because he had freed him. Because even if you eat all but one ram, then
there’s always the same, a hundred. So he went on further, and he met the second herder.
“Greetings, grandfather!”
“Greetings, child! Are you going far?”
“I’m going to look for my sister and three brothers.”
“My master carried them off. If you eat my one hundred fifty piglets and drink a hundred barrels of wine, then
you can get them, otherwise no, and don’t go on any further.”
“It’s nothing,” Ivan said. “I’ll have dinner!”
“How do you want them—roasted or raw? My master eats them raw all the time.”
“I’ll have them raw.”
He ate the piglets, drank the wine, and went on further. He walked and walked and saw the third old man.
“Greetings, grandfather!”
“Greetings, child! Where are you off to?”
“I’m after my sister and brothers. You haven’t heard of them, grandfather?”
“I heard and saw them, child. If you eat all my bulls and drink up a hundred fifty barrels of wine, you’ll find them.
Otherwise, turn back!”
“I’d like to have dinner,” he said. Well, he ate all those bulls and drank all that wine. “Fine, a little bit more and I’d
have been satisfied,” he said. And he took his leave of the little old man.
*
He walked along the path and saw the stone building. He looked at it, kicked it with his foot, and the whole
building came tumbling down. He kicked at it from the other side and it went up again! He went into a parlor. There sat
a maiden.
“Greetings, sister!”
“I’m not your sister. All my brothers are dead.” Suddenly there was a great noise, a great roaring. He asked,
“What is that rumbling, that great buzzing?” She said,
“That's no noisy noise, nor a thunderstorm coming; that’s my master flying. Crawl under the stove!”
“No, I’ll sit here,” he said. The serpent came in.
“Greetings, my friend!”
“Greetings!”
“Well, mistress, put out some food.”
The serpent began bringing up the loaves and rolling out the barrels. He rolled out a huge mass and then he
called Ivan. But Ivan wouldn’t sit down without his stick.
“It’s my trusted friend. Without it I won’t eat.”
So the serpent had a piglet and a loaf whole in one mouthful, but Ivan had a pair. There wasn't enough for
them. The serpent rolled out some more. They ate.
“Now we can go out and become friends.” He led him into the open steppe.
Ivan thrust his stick into the serpent and six heads were knocked off. The serpent began to plead:
“Don’t hurt me, let’s be blood brothers.”
“Where are my brothers?”
“They are lying in the cellar. There are two barrels of blood there—in one is the blood that grows the parts
together, in the other is the enlivening blood.”
Ivan raised his stick and beat the serpent to death, and went himself into the cellar. He took the corpses. From
the one barrel he sprinkled them and their heads grew together. He sprinkled them from the other and they came
alive. They bowed.
*
They went outside to rest and Ivan went about the yard. He went into a dark corridor and saw some doors. He
smashed them open and saw a lot of gold. So he took some bull hides and from two hundred of them he made a
sack. He found a big chain and filled the sack with gold.
And they set off and it was a bit hard for all of them and they thought of resting and having a bite. Ivan leaned
up against a thick oak. His brothers took him and fastened him to the oak with his chain. But he was so powerful,
even if he hadn’t slept for three days.
They went away and after three days he woke up and he was tied to the oak and no joke! He began to rock
back and forth, and grabbed hold tightly, and the oak popped out of the ground.
So he set off with the oak. He came home, threw down the sack, and shouted,
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“Mama, bring your purse, I’m paying back my debt to you.” She brought out her purse and he said,
“That's no purse for me! Bring me another, bigger.” She brought out the kindling basket and he said,
“That’s no purse for me. Don’t you have a free hut?” She gave the cellar to him.
*
And his brothers were having a feast. And they said,
“We’ll set ourselves up, divide things among ourselves.”
So they were on horseback and he was on foot and carrying the tree, but since his brothers hated him so, he
decided to set off on his own, to go where his eyes might take him. He walked and walked and then he saw an old
man sitting by an oak, crying.
“Why are you crying?”
“Well, as soon as I turn over this oak, I’ll be deprived of life.”
“Well, don't cry, back off! Let’s become friends and go on together.”
So Ivan and Turnoak became sworn brothers and they set off. They walked and walked until they came to a
man weeping beside a hill.
“Why are you crying?”
“Why should I not cry? I’ll tear down this hill and then be deprived of life.”
“Don’t cry, come with us!”
So off they went, all three of them. They settled down on a certain hilt. They decided to put together a hut. Two
went away to make a clearing, and one stayed behind to make dinner. The first turn to stay fell to Turnoak.
Suddenly something crackled at the door, something squeaked.
“Open up, open up. Let me cross the threshold, feed me!”
In came a little old man, he got hold of Turnoak and did he knock him about! He knocked him and knocked
him and threw him under a bench and dragged everything out of the stove.
“Well, is dinner ready?”
“No, I was overcome by fumes. I’ve been lying here all day.”
The next day it was Heave-a-hill’s turn to stay. He opened the door, and the little old man began knocking him
about, threw him under a bench, and dragged dinner out of the stove.
Now, Ivan the Pealet cottoned on to the whole business, that again there had been fumes. The next day it was
Ivan’s turn. So he cooked dinner. Then something crackled, something squeaked at the threshold.
“Open up, open up! Let me cross the threshold! Feed me!”
“No, great lord, open it yourself!”
Well, he tried to climb into the soup, but Ivan grabbed him by the beard. And hit him against the floor and
pinched him in a corner by his beard and then he had a good laugh.
“So this is the cause of all the fumes my brothers had! I’ll show you fumes!”
*
But the old man tore loose. They went to track him and saw an enormous boulder and under it was a hole.
Heave-a-hill let Ivan the Pealet down into it.
Ivan set off. He walked and walked and saw a beautiful palace. And there sat a beautiful maiden.
“Greetings, maiden!”
“Greetings! My master is zealous. You won’t take him here! He has two jugs, one with water that weakens,
another with water that strengthens.”
Ivan took them and exchanged the waters. The little old man came in. He scratched Ivan and they set to. Ivan
began to overcome him, but he was into the jug and set at Ivan again. But he was twice as weak as before!
Ivan killed him. Then the maiden told him that there were two other maidens ahead.
Ivan set off, saw a castle, and a beautiful maiden at a window.
“Greetings, maiden! I’ve had to come here to rescue you!” He went on further, and there was the most
beautiful maiden of all.
“Well, let’s go! I killed your master long ago.”
She got ready and they set off. At the bottom of the pit he said,
“The first maiden will marry my oldest brother, the second the middle one, and the youngest will marry me.”
At the hole Ivan put the first one [on a hoist], the brothers pulled her up, and then they quarreled, but the girl said,
“There are others down there!” They pulled out the second and again they fought. But she said,
“There are others down there.” They pulled up the third and fought again and didn’t want to let Ivan out. The girls
persuaded them, but they decided to cut the straps, so he tied a stone to them. Then he shouted for the girls to let down
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the straps themselves and they got Ivan out. Then they divided up everything and set off in various directions.
178.107 Asiya\fn{by Anver Bikchentayev (1913-

)}

Ufa, Bashkortostan Republic, Russia (M) 8

“Anyone to be seen?”
“No, noone.”
“The road completely empty?”
“Like a spotless tablecloth before the table is laid!”
“Right up to the horizon?”
“All the way!”
“Well, I suppose that means another day wasted!”
Gani, as my friend was called, spat angrily. He’s a meticulous and impatient person, whereas I am patient
enough. I find it trying to answer him. I could lie like this on my back by the roadside for a whole week.
Heavenly!
The only bother is that there’s nowhere to shelter from the sun; pile of bricks or logs dumped any old how
don’t make enough shade to take cover in; the shadow of a telegraph pole really can’t be called a real shadow!
Not a single tree all around, just the bare steppe. The heat also is just unbelievable. Desperate scorchers like this
do come sometimes: you look and see perfectly normal flowers but an hour later they are fading away as if licked
by a flame. The hot wind burns your face and dries your throat. At such times everyone has his own dreams about
coolness.
“Do you remember the kvas stall opposite the warehouse?” Gani gave a loud sigh.
“Believe it or not, but if right now I happened by that stall, I’d drain five or even all of six tankards at a go. I
wouldn’t even turn a hair!”
“I’d have said that cold airan\fn{A product made of soured mare’s milk} would be best of all in this heat! With ice
cubes in it or cut with water from a well!”
“If the worst came to the worst, I’d even agree to a cup of tea,” Gani went on, “with no milk or sugar, but it
would have to be very strong and hot. To scald your lips and make you draw in your breath with a jerk!”
Through the back of my neck I felt the earth begin to tremble somewhere: a truck—it had to be. The noise
grew and now I could already feel it with my whole spine. Perhaps our foreman was coming back with this truck?
Levering myself up a bit, I took a look: the truck tore by, managing sixty or maybe even all of seventy kilometres
an hour. Stretching out on the ground, I followed it with my eye all the way to the horizon.
For a short moment there was an astonishing silence and it seemed as if the whole universe had frozen still. It
was only a fleeting sensation. One just had to lend an ear and a thousand different sounds came alive: all sorts of
songs and cries, bird calls and squawks. The whole steppe taps out its messages on its own secret short wave
band.
Two kites circled in the sky straight above my head. They were probably crazed by the heat: they threw
themselves at one another and were off fighting! What did they want? What hadn’t they shared?
It was the first time I had ever seen kites fighting each other. The strong birds of prey hit each other in silence,
uttering neither screeches of pain nor warlike cries. Getting entangled, they fell together in a ball, scattering black
feathers as they went. At the very last moment, when it seemed they were just about to hit the ground they let go
of each other and slowly began an upward climb again. They prefer to fight under the very roof of the sky—
there’s more space for them there! And they fight incredibly fiercely! But why? Can they really not manage to
share the sky? One would like to shout to them:
“Hey, you, you stupid birds, drop it! Don’t try to partition the sky, there’s room for all up there! Oh so much
space it takes your breath away!”
There are also people who go through life like those insatiable birds: eternally rushing, they never let
themselves or others stop for a breather. It’s a stupid thing, I swear, to rush all the time until your dying day!
In my opinion, it’s very easy to be happy in this life: one just has to set oneself simple, attainable and easy
tasks—that is the secret of many joys. It’s better to be satisfied with small successes than to suffer over not
realising some great aim.
“If it were possible, I’d ride with the wind along this motorway from one end to the other,” said Gani out of his
daydream. “I mean, of course, after we’ve finished building it.”
An astonishing fellow! What on earth makes him blurt out such nonsense? Me, the idea of travelling would
never even come into my head. What do I need to see beyond the horizon?
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“Our motorway begins far to the west, nearly two thousand kilometres away,” said the foreman. “And it
stretches east for another ten thousand. That’s how long it is!”
I don’t know how the others are making out, but traffic has already begun to use our section though the road
hasn’t yet been opened officially. Drivers are in a hurry to use the wide motorway: who wants to be shaken around
by pot-holes and bathe in clouds of dust?
We’re not working on the motorway, we’re builders putting up a bus service station at kilometre 183. After us
other construction workers will come to build a large sanatorium for koumiss cures on the shore of the lake. In the
meantime we’re here alone All the building materials required for the project and all the equipment necessary
were brought here two days ago. There was just one omission: they didn’t manage to dig the pit for the
foundations, and so we’re baking in the sun with nothing to do.
Our impatient foreman, Abubakir Ishmurzin did not stop to wait for the excavator to arrive but instead hitched
a ride to kilometre 544 where another service station is also being built. Anyway, he left and seems to have
disappeared into thin air: neither he nor any vehicle has arrived.
There are only four of us in our team. We’re one short of the full complement. The building department to
which we are subordinated, has promised to send a fifth man. If they don’t forget, they’ll send him, if they do, the
four of us will find a way to build the bus service station. It’s nothing new to us.
That Abubakir of ours is broad in the shoulders, medium tall, and has a pock-marked nose. He is one of those
soldiers who got an early discharge from the army. My feeling is that he should have been kept in the army
anyway, if only for the fact that he dearly loves bringing things to order. He has discipline firmly rooted in his
every blood cell! If we allowed him, I swear he’d introduce an iron military discipline to our team. Knowing this
weakness of his, we often answer him:
“Yes, comrade lance-corporal!”
“At your orders, comrade lance-corporal!”
“Don’t worry, comrade lance-corporal, we’ll cope!”
The joke costs us nothing and it pleases him. Zhigan needs to be told about more fully. He came to our team
straight from prison.
“I’m a breaker and enterer,” he introduced himself on joining us. “I’ve done time twice and am now
completely in the clear. Don’t put any other merits down to me; what’s not there isn’t there “
We had never had to work with such a person before and one therefore doesn’t know quite how to behave.
Every day, as soon as we wake up, we check our pockets. So far, however, none of us has lost anything. Zhigan
has long, “rocker’s” hair, long arms and even his nails are long: he grows them on purpose. Our foreman didn’t
like him from the very first.
“What’s your nationality?” asked Abubakir, gazing at his aquiline nose. Zhigan winked, unruffled.
“What I don’t know, I can’t say, boss. If it’s for a form, then just write boldly that my veins run with a great
mixture of the bloods of seven nations.”
Abubakir, the worshipper of holy order, remained, of course, unsatisfied by such an answer. Had Zhigan not
been sent by the office, you can be sure that the foreman would not for anything have let him come any closer
than a gunshot away from him. But you can’t defy an order! Abubakir therefore asked him one more question:
“Have you given up your profession completely or have you only decided on a temporary change?”
“Once and for all!” answered Zhigan. “I swear it in the name of she “
“Your wife?”
“No.”
“Mistress?”
“Beloved.”
“She stayed in Ufa?”
“I don’t know.”
“How can that be?”
“Well boss, you see, I don’t even know who she is: maybe she’s pretty, and then again maybe she isn’t.
Whether she’s a brunette or a blonde, I also don’t know. I’ve never seen her, that’s the secret, boss. But I believe
that somewhere on this earth, that woman of mine exists. I believe in my queen of diamonds.”
All in all this Zhigan was a very strange man. He was not a talker: weeks could go by without a single word,
good or bad, passing his lips. At work, he was like a wild animal, noone could overtake him. As soon as the shift
was over, though, he would spend all his free time playing cards, if, that is, he wasn’t sleeping.
Right now he’s sitting behind the telegraph pole lost to the world and playing cards against himself. Gani and I
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can’t keep him company because we don’t know how to play “snort,” and he, in all likelihood, would be totally
bored playing “fools” or “sixty-six!”
When playing alone Zhigan quite often loses his temper.
“If you’ve played your card, boss,” he’s saying to his imaginary partner, “then stop, boss, and leave it where it
is. Lead with the king of hearts, do you hear! Come on boss.”
I sometimes think that in prison his partners must all have been swindlers and nothing else and that Zhigan has
not yet forgiven them it. At first his tricks seemed funny to us, but we’re used to it now and pay him no attention.
Gani and Vali (that’s me) both come from the same district. We took our university entrance exams together
and, as happens, failed, both one mark short of passing. Frankly speaking, I never from the very beginning
thought that I’d get high enough marks,but I didn’t tell my friend about this: he takes everything very much to
heart. Of course, after failing, one is ashamed to go back to one’s home district, and so we became builders—a
now well-respected profession.
In moments of expansiveness, Gani will sometimes ramble on about one and the same thing. Look, he’ll say,
we’ll be doing building work for a couple of years, our length of service will grow, and in a while we’ll be
knocking again at the gates of the university: they won’t refuse a working man. He has a strong faith in himself. I
don’t; mentally I’ve already said my final good-byes to the university. After all, there’s no law that says you must
have university education! In my opinion there must also be people in this life who know how to feed hay to
horses (this is what we say where I come from of simple people).
In any case one can earn a living even without education. I’ve been told that there are some engineers wearing
out their trouser seats in Ufa for just a meagre salary. If I wanted, though I could earn heaps of money, never mind
not being an engineer.
While I’m about it, I’d better mention our new nickname. Gani’s stocky and has a flat nose whereas I’m as tall
as a factory chimney and black as tar. Despite the differences, people find something similar about us, and that’s
probably why they gave us a single nickname: Ganivali. We’ve become so used to it that when someone shouts
“Hey, Ganivali!” we both turn round to look.
This bus service station is the second we’re on; we built the first one at kilometre 5 in three weeks flat. We
were counting on doing the same at this one, but for no good reason we’ve already lost a day uselessly. Hardly
had I wriggled myself into a more comfortable position when Gani asked:
“Still nothing to be seen?”
“I’ve already told you: no!” I’m completely fed up with his eternal questions. “Have you hired me as your
lookout, then?” I snarled. “If you can’t stand the waiting, get up and keep an eye on the road yourself.”
*
Evening was almost upon us when a red bus with a yellow stripe down the side drew up suddenly right by us, a
typical old 32-seater charabanc.
“Can it be that the foreman has come back?” I wondered. “He’s managed to get what he needs after all!”
But no, there wasn’t even a whiff of the foreman about. What first met our eyes were the driver’s ginger
whiskers bristling out in different directions.
“How are things, lads?” asked the ginger whiskers.
“Not so bad, we’re just sitting here stewing,” answered Gani.
“I decided to train the bus, let it get to know where it should stop,” the driver joked. “In time, as I understand
it, this will be one of our halts.”
He dumped a green plywood suitcase with a big lock on it at the side of the road. A girl in wide trousers
followed the driver out of the bus.
So, what have we here! A nice-looking lass, pretty figure, but one couldn’t say the trousers suited or fitted her
at all. Immense dark glasses, I can tell you, are not a decoration for the female sex! Teeth are just teeth, lips as
well. But you can’t say whether someone is good-looking if you don’t know what their eyes are like. But we want
the most beautiful girls, we’ve got no interest in any merely fair ones.
I saw, though, that the driver could not bring himself to take his leave of her and was flitting around her like a
moth, chattering without a pause just as if he had been hired as a master of ceremonies at a wedding. We felt this,
I might add, to be none of our business: we keep to a policy of strict neutrality.
I don’t know why but the driver’s ginger whiskers, his shaggy head of hair and his well-oiled tongue—in brief,
I found everything about him unattractive from the very first glance. It happens sometimes! Maybe he wasn’t
really that coarse—one meets people who are more repellent—but what can you do, you conceive a dislike for
someone and you’re stuck with it!
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When they had at last said their goodbyes, the bus set off almost grudgingly. The girl didn’t want to notice us
and spent a long time waving after it with a handkerchief. I wondered where she was heading. Perhaps she was on
holiday returning to her native aul. One was tucked away quite close from us The weather was fine for
holidaying. Finally noticing us, she spoke:
“Good evening.”
“Good evening.”
Zhigan alone did not respond. He was still engrossed in his cards.
“Lazing about, are we?” Her question shook us thoroughly.
“It’s no concern of yours anyway,” I answered sharply. Gani added:
“I’ve never seen you before among the brass-hats.”
We liked the joke and broke out into loud laughter. The girl was slightly put out but held her ground:
“Though I’m not a superior, I do have something to do with your team: I’ve been sent here to work.”
“What?” Gani was amazed. “You’ve come to us, then? How unexpected! But in any case we can’t enlist you to
the team, you’ll have to wait for Abubakir. It’s true what I say, isn’t it, Vali?” I nodded:
“He’s away. And we don’t know when he’ll be back.”
The girl began to look us over. We didn’t like that either.
“The foreman’s gone off to get an excavator, and we can’t start work until the spit is dug for the foundations.
That’s a fact!” Suddenly she asked:
“Are there any steel shovels?”
“What do you want with them?”
“They’re over there, behind the bricks,” added Gani.
“Then what are we hanging about for?” she asked astonished. “Let’s start digging. We’ll do what we can.”
We found what she said funny.
“What kind of idiot’s going to do spade work, if he can get an excavator?” said I, grabbing hold of my head.
We had been so fascinated that we hadn’t noticed how Zhigan had come up to us. He stared at the girl for a whole
minute, and then, taking off his hat, respectfully inclined his head.
“My name’s Zhigan,” he said. “No surname. That is, I don’t have one.”
“Asiya Tumbayeva,” she replied, holding out her hand to him.
Zhigan, having done his citizen’s duty, went back to his previous occupation. Asiya rolled up her sleeves and
began to sort through the shovels. Having found the one with the shortest handle, she set to work. This loosened
our tongues.
“Careful you don’t get callouses on your hands,” Gani loudly sympathised. “Caution never hurts.”
“Follow the pegs and you can’t go wrong,” was my piece of advice.
She didn’t honour us with a reply. I could see that digging was hard for her: her hands weren’t used to the
work. While you’re digging down to the clay, you get to cursing everything on earth.
“Don’t worry, you’ll make it,” said Gani.
“Zealous,” I praised.
“Hardly got here before she starts work. You can’t deny it, she knows how to make herself felt.”
“The very spit of the foreman. He’ll like her!”
Asiya did not let herself be distracted even though she could hear our chatter: slowly but surely the mound
behind her went on growing. Her persistence began to make us angry. Look what this speck of a girl in wide
trousers was doing! Now we couldn’t go on lying about doing nothing, but we were ashamed to help her.
“Work a bit, then take a rest,” I told her.
“When she’s tired, she’ll stop herself,” went on Gani. “That’s true, isn’t it?”
We went on like that for half an hour or maybe more. But how long can one keep up such idle banter?
“It hasn’t turned out very prettily,” I whispered. “This won’t do!”
“It was you who first showed yourself work-shy,” frowned Gani. “So why should you reproach me?”
“Bonehead., what are you flaring about,” said I, getting angry as well.
“That’s enough, eh! What were you doing before?” he replied. “You don’t make sense yourself.”
“In any case, if I were alone, I’d know what to do, you useless fool!”
Then he called me a moron; I replied that he was a hippopotamus. Next he was an imbecile and I learnt that I
had figured for a long time already amongst the most feeble-minded of dunces I don’t know how our exchange of
insults would have finished if the sun had not gone down just then. As soon as it was dusk, Asiya threw down her
spade and that was enough for our quarrel to fizzle out by itself.
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Luckily, our foreman came back the next morning. And not alone: he had the machine with him.
*
At breakfast, Asiya talked with the foreman. She was not wearing her glasses and so we were able to have a
look at her eyes. All I can say is that had we seen those eyes the day before, we would certainly not have made
such fools of ourselves. That I can guarantee.
At first glance, it is even hard to say what they are like. When she smiled, her eyes went a translucent navy
colour and when she was angry—gray-blue like the sky. That morning marked her entry into our small family as
full member and mistress of it. We only had to see her and we would start smiling for no good reason. There was
no end to our happiness if she so much as said “please do this” or “I’d appreciate your help.” It’s amazing really!
One person arrives and lights up the whole steppe!
Since the girl in the wide trousers joined our gang, Zhigan has taken a new duty upon himself: he overcomes
his laziness sufficiently to bring two lilies from the nearest lake every morning. Where Asiya works there now
always stands a glass with flowers. She must like them a lot. As the wall grows higher, the glass with lilies goes
up higher too.
I won’t hide that I’m also pleased if I manage to help her in even the smallest and most insignificant way.
Asiya, for instance, just can’t handle a plumb-line. As everyone knows, they are a mason’s strictest controller. A
plumb-line is the tool for constantly checking your wall and you can’t do without it.
At first Asiya was only on ancillary work, carrying bricks or mixing cement for us. We liked the fact that she
never refused any job. The vocational school, as is right, had crammed her with knowle(jge but clearly had not
treated her to too much practice. Our foreman therefore began to teach her good sense: how best to handle a
trowel and how to make do without it.
On the fifth day Asiya began to lay bricks on her own. It wasn’t to be denied, she was a capable person! Now
we all of us have one worry: how not to lag behind her and shame ourselves. Today, for instance, Zhigan and Gani
are doing the ancillary work and she and I together are doing the bricklaying. Our sourpuss foreman has
condescended to take the low role of cook. Since early morning he has been promising to feed us an
unsurpassable beshbarmak which, he says, will make our mouths water. We’ll have to wait and see. To myself I
think:
“Abubakir also wants to make up to our lass; that’s what Asiya’s eyes have done!” Lying stretched out on the
aromatic grass after work, I said to myself:
“She’s got us all on our knees. All except for me!”
There’s nothing surprising about that. There’s noone in the team quite like me: a size god’s got nothing to be
ashamed of and plenty of strength to spare. There’s only one thing wrong—I have freckles, even on my ears, but
to my mind this is something which can be forgiven in the male sex.
I also distinguish myself from the others by my behaviour. I don’t bore her like our foreman, I don’t fawn on
her like Zhigan, and more importantly, I don’t torture myself about her like Gani.
To put it in a word, I behave correctly. Our Abubakir has plumped himself down on a box in front of the tent.
Following his soldier’s habit, he writes home every day. On the back of the envelope he always writes
“Stride out, postman!”
Zhigan is playing cards with a fool, that is to say alone against himself. Gani is fussing about by the fire: he is
responsible for supper. Asiya is sitting in the shade darning our socks. It makes the steppe feel more homely.
Suddenly the bus again braked to a halt by us. I’ve never known such a troublesome driver. Why on earth has
he suddenly developed a habit of stopping at the hundred and eighty third kilometre? Couldn’t he choose another
place to stop? Getting out, he waved with his left hand:
“Hello, lads!”
None of us responded. I went up to the bewhiskered driver and put my hand on his shoulder.
“Listen, can’t you take hints?” I said. “You’re getting to be a constant visitor. Maybe you could move your halt
elsewhere?” He didn’t appreciate my delicate tip.
“Don’t play the fool.” He frowned. “Why are you poking your nose into what’s not your business!”
Asiya, of course, had rushed up at the shout. Shaking his hand, she turned to me.
“It’s the scarecrow!” she said not at all nastily. “Haven’t we had enough of you?”
I wasn’t able to have much of a talk with old Whiskers, but all the same I’d managed to get my hint across
somehow. If he’d understood it, he’d keep it in mind. In the meanwhile, the driver began to bill and coo around
Asiya.
“I’ve brought you a fresh newspaper, Asiya. They’ve already managed to open a kiosk by the new bus service
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station at kilometre 5.”
I stood and listened to what they were saying. I don’t particularly like that kind of friendship. It was only for
the girl’s sake that I held myself back.
“I’ll get you one day when we meet on a quiet lane,” thought I to myself about Whiskers. As soon as the bus
left, Asiya livened up:
“He brought a fresh newspaper. Would you like me to read some?”
“It’s late already and we have to get up early tomorrow,” said I dryly. “We’d better have supper and get off to
sleep.”
Whatever happened, I didn’t want her to read the paper Whiskers had brought. The foreman joined our
conversation.
“Oh you, what’s eating you, then?” he raged. “Read it out, Asiya! It’s always interesting to hear the news.”
When the whole team had gathered together, Asiya began to read a review about some painter who supposedly
could transform any yellow spot into the sun whereas others turn the sun into a yellow spot! I didn’t like the
comparison. In my opinion the sun should be left to exist in peace and the same for spots. Why the devil start
comparing them? Who needs it? She, Asiya, has a strange habit: she always seeks out those “educative” articles
the papers have. She’s disquieting and impudent and can’t go without agitating among us and educating us. If she
were given her way, she’d re-educate the whole planet!
That’s something I don’t like. I don’t want to re-educate myself! I want to stay as I am.
The second article was about a black runner, who, having won a race, dropped unconscious into the arms of his
partners. There was a tone of reproach in Asiya’s voice as she said that the two who had come second and third
still had enough strength left to do a round of honour.
To my mind, Asiya is nevertheless not right about this. Take me, for example, noone could make me run till I
passed out. Not on your life! One must know measure in everything.
“Don’t stretch your legs longer than your trousers” is what the people say. Our elders advise:
“Even when you’re crossing a stone bridge, test it with a stick and you don’t go wrong.” And wasn’t it they
who said: “The weak they crush, the strong they hang and the middle man they make their leader?” The golden
mean is an excellent pursuit in this world! Myself, I always strive to be middling and I don’t regret it. Take me,
for example, I’m an ordinary bricklayer. Does that make me worse than anybody else? Not at all! The moderate
person knows that he only falls who clambers up aloft; the moderate person never tests a ford by putting both feet
into the water at once: after all the good tree is felled soonest!
Asiya is for ever talking us over. She’s bringing a sort of disquiet into our lives. I got up suddenly and said:
“It’s all one and the same, I’m fed up!”
Asiya stopped reading in mid-word. The foreman shushed me angrily:
“You’re wrong in what you say!” She began to read another article and I walked off into the steppe
*
It sounds like someone is scratching the roof of our tent. It’s the rain, a fine drizzle, boring. I don’t feel right in
my heart because the rain has driven us all into the tent, because Gani is suffering from unrequited love, because
the foreman writes letters and always puts that laconic injunction “Stride out, postman” on the envelope. He now
has a great joy: he has a daughter. They’ve called her Nailya.
Only Zhigan has come up with a new trick. He’s lying fully dressed on his bed, one hand hanging down. He’s
talking loudly with himself in his sleep, calling out for some queen of diamonds. What’s the matter with him? He
went off as usual early in the morning to get lilies from the lake and bring them back to our girl! We’re already
used to this chivalrous ritual. Afterwards, however, he behaved very oddly. Declaring that he was a sober man and
would be so to the end of his days. he suddenly got out a bottle of vodka that was stashed away in his suitcase
and, having poured himself a mugful, drank it down in one draught. Surely Asiya can’t have said anything
unpleasant to him? What’s happened between them?
It was only after the foreman turned Zhigan over to lie face down that he stopped groaning and calling for his
queen of diamonds.
The rain is still splattering overhead. It’s drenching the whole steppe, including our bus service station which is
still standing without a roof. We’ve had to fix up a temporary awning so as to settle our girl somehow. We
couldn’t set her up in one tent together with us!
“Listen,” Gani suddenly whispered in my ear, “it’s time we took appropriate measures!”
“About what do you mean?”
“Whiskers is turning our girl’s head. I think it’s time we showed him what’s what.”
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“Can’t you think of anything better than that?”
“Perhaps we should have a severe little talk with her?” I too had been thinking along these lines but hadn’t
been able to invent a suitable preamble.
“In such a situation three’s too many,” I answered. “Rely on me: I have a bit of experience in these matters.”
For courage I took a pull of the vodka Zhigan had left in the bottle. Let come what may!
“She must already have washed that shirt of mine as she promised,” said I, and, throwing my leathers over my
shoulders, stepped out into the rain. Although the alcohol inside me was having an effect, I still didn’t dare burst
in on Asiya in her sheltered corner. First I looked through the unglazed window of the bus service station. And
what did I see: the girl was sitting on a pile of bricks and sorting through some absolutely tiny little cards, no
bigger than matchboxes. So! What a game to find for herself!
“Can I drop in on you?” I asked.
“Come in.”
“What are these toys you’ve found for yourself?” I asked, noting how she looked at first one side then the
other of her cards while at the same time whispering something.
“They’re not toys at all,” she smiled, “they’re a teach-yourself method. I’m learning English. On one side, see,
there’s the Russian word, and on the other the English one. It’s easier to remember that way.”
“I’m amazed,” I said. “I don’t understand why you, a bricklayer, should need a foreign language. It seems to
me that one can lay bricks perfectly well without knowing any English. Isn’t that so? … May I sit down here?”
“If you make yourself a seat.”
I quickly built myself one.
“Man lives, as everyone knows, not just on the current of days,” she replied. “I intend to get myself a place in
an institute this autumn. In my opinion, it would be absolutely terrible if noone had any dreams, if noone strove to
better himself. One can’t go through life with only one single duty.”
“I don’t see what you mean,” said I.
“A person must have at least three duties,” answered Asiya, “I read that in a book by a famous scholar.”
“I think you got yourself a bit of a mouthful there!”
“Well I for one, as you know, work, and you’ve just found out that I’m also studying. At the moment, though, I
just can’t find that third occupation.”
Her heatedness made me laugh. She seemed childlike to me at that moment. So that was what she wanted: to
live for: three.
“You, girl, should really get married,” I wanted to say to her. “That’s your third great duty and nothing to spend
ages trying to find either!”
I didn’t, however, say this; I held myself back though I was unable to hide my smile.
“You don’t agree with me?” she asked. “I can see you don’t.”
After I’ve had a drink, I get particularly brave. I began to argue with her and make fun of her dream.
“We,” I said, “aren’t dreaming about storks, we’d rather have tomtits.”
Then I began to refute her conclusions one after the other. I brought in the sayings about he falls who clambers
aloft and the good tree being the first to be felled. The girl didn’t hear me out before she exploded into laughter.
“You’re a one hundred percent old fogey!” she said. “There’s a limit to complacency and squalor. I believe that
there is beauty in the wonderful dream for which you are prepared to go through fire and water! That there is
happiness in the painful toil you undertake to reach your ideal! As for your proverbs I can tell you that they’re by
no means wise! You can’t go out onto the great road armed with mind-numbing proverbs! There are others!”
“Does that mean,” I said to her, “that you don’t like me?”
She threw me a bewildered glance.
“You’re sort of conserved,” she said. ‘If you were just a little bit different, then, of course, it would be easy for
any girl to fall in love with you.”
“Even you?” I asked. And to myself I thought: “This is how the conversation should have started, instead of
uselessly philosophising!”
“How shall I put it to you? We love those who are a little bit wild.” She smiled. “You’re not so hopeless a case
that one should give you up as a bad job.”
I really liked this idea. It seemed that I had now got to the hearth of the matter. After such a sweet conversation
it should be possible to give her a kiss. At this, I dare say, I have the knack and more than enough experience.
”How dare you!”
She leapt up and nimbly slapped me one like I’ve never had before. I took a step back and said soothingly:
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“Watch out with your hands, eh? What are you waving them around for without any reason?” In reply she said:
“Clear out of here! Sober up and then I’ll have another talk with you.”
I don't remember how I made it back to the tent. Gani later said:
“You repeated Zhigan’s act point for point: clambered into bed with your filthy boots on.” When I came to
again, I said only one thing to myself:
“What a fine swine you are!”
I wasn’t afraid that she’d make a scandal-that would only be part of the trouble. What if she were really
offended—then everything would be lost! I consoled myself, however, with the thought that after we had finished
building this bus service station at kilometre 183, we were due to work on another one at kilometre 819. There
would still be time for me to explain and justify myself to her.
*
The last day finally came. Tomorrow we are expecting the arrival of the state commission which will take the
bus service station over from us. As usual, we are making good, knocking in the last nails and bringing the place
to a shine. The others are putting a second coat of paint on the roof. Asiya’s washing the floors and I’m fixing
locks and handles on the doors and windows.
Suddenly I hear the bus slowing down and look out of the window to see the familiar Whiskers getting out. I
just don’t understand what’s he pestering us for? Gani’s right: he needs a lesson to make him lose this habit before
it’s too late.
I rushed up to him. Without wasting any words, I took hold of the startled and bewhiskered driver and lifted
him clean into the air. At that moment I felt someone hudging me from behind. I turned round: Asiya. Naturally, I
didn’t want a fight, only to give an unbidden guest a small warning.
“Stop it!”
When I saw her thick eyebrows drawn together in a frown over her beautiful angry eyes, I oh-so-carefully set
the driver on the ground. In the meantime he had managed to push a piece of paper into her hands. She took a
look at it and then how she flung down her wet rag! The whole steppe gave a slight slap in reply.
“I’m leaving!” she exclaimed. And then turning to me, joyful and excited, she added:
“Good-bye!” After that she took three steps back and looked up at the roof:
“Comrade foreman, and you Zhigan, and you Gani, good-bye!”
What does this mean? Where’s she going? Why? The others, naturally, rushed down.
“You’re talking nonsense,” said our foreman. “This team is working for the state, you can’t behave as if it;’s a
fly-by-night affair! We have rules and discipline. If everyone were to come and go as they pleased, then—” Asiya
interrupted him.
“I’m not doing this waywardly,” she said. “I have order papers! In any case I was with you temporarily. You
knew about that!”
She said this over and over again just as if she were afraid that we would begin to dissuade her or try to make
her change her mind. Seeing that we were remaining silent, she quickly brought out her little green suitcase. That
meant it wasn’t just a matter of her orders, after all they could always be countermanded, but a matter of her own
feelings. We had not attracted her and she didn’t know how to escape from us. It was Zhigan who unexpectedly
spoke out for all of us.
“What have you done, queen of diamonds?!”
Asiya grew confused. She wanted to say something but in the end didn’t. Suddenly she started to rush and
stretched out her hand to the foreman, to Gani and to Zhigan. Then still without a word she thrust her hand into
my great paw and dashed into the bus.
In our confusion or from some other feeling we didn’t say a single word. And then right by my ear I heard a
harsh voice:
“Well, that’s enough of it.”
It was the foreman who had spoken. The bus fled into the distance, getting smaller and smaller.
We had spent three weeks building this bus service station, like the one before it. In one way it was as if
nothing had happened: the same duration, the same materials, the same plans and the estimates too. But in these
twenty-one days something changed, something very important came into my life. Suddenly I felt that not the girl
but life itself, beautiful, inspiring, raging, and stormy, was running away from me and I was being left behind.
I looked into the distance: the bus had disappeared over the horizon. Only then did I realise that I was still
standing by the roadside. The others had already managed to clamber back onto the bus service station roof and
were silently and with concentration painting it dark green.
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The colour of the endless distance.
178.140 Stories About The Wily Shimi Derbendi\fn{by Khizgil Avshalumov (1913Republic, Russia (M) 3

)}

Nyugdy, Daghestan

Shimi Derbendi had a donkey. And like all the donkeys in this world to which Allah for his inscrutable reasons
gave a big head and small sense, he was both obstinate and stupid.
At the time of which this story speaks, Shimi lived in the Clay District, the poorest in the town of Derbent. The
clay huts had blind walls and a single hole in the roof to serve as window, and in general were more like animals’
dens than human habitations. In the autumn and winter the crooked, unpaved streets, where the inhabitants flung
out all their rubbish and muck of every kind, were practically impassable. Then one day Shimi Derbendi was
summoned to the town executive committee and ceremonially handed an order for a new apartment in a big house
built by the manufacturing co-operative.
“You’ve lived long enough in that stinking hole,” they said. “The Clay District is a leftover from the accursed
past. We’re going to lay out a park there for people to rest and enjoy themselves, and all those living there are to
be moved into new modern apartments.”
Shimi Derbendi hurried home with the order, happy and excited. He gathered together all his possessions,
loaded them and his children onto the donkey, and set off at once. But before the donkey, may God strike him, had
taken a hundred paces, he got stuck in the thickest of the evil-smelling mud. And Shimi shouted at him,
brandished his stick, pushed him and threatened him till his throat was sore, yet the donkey didn’t turn a hair. You
could move a rock more easily than that stubborn beast. Shimi racked his brains, then an idea came.
What if I try flattery? It can turn the heads even of wise men sometimes, to say nothing of a donkey!
“Oh wonderful donkey, oh most magnificent creation of nature,” Shimi said loudly, crossing his arms on his
breast respectfully and gazing imploringly into the shameless eyes of his donkey. “Do you know from what tribe
you spring? All the great prophets—Moses, and Christ, and Muhammed—all of them journeyed upon donkeys. It
may well be that your great-grandmother was the same blessed she-ass upon which in far-back times the patriarch
Abraham set off on his journey from Haran to Canaan! And if your forbears have been so glorious, surely you can
find a better place for your repose than this stinking pool?’
But Shimi’s flattery was wasted and he felt ashamed of lavishing such praise on a stupid animal, even
mentioning the names of great prophets. Shimi was getting desperate when there emerged from the crowd of
gapers a musician known throughout the region, carrying his zourna.\fn{His flute}
“Uncle Shimi, do not grudge three roubles for such a cause,” he said. “I shall play my zourna. Hearing my
wonderful music your donkey’s spirit will rise and his legs will carry him forward of themselves.”
Without a word Shimi dived into his pocket, got out three roubles and gave them to the musician, who raised
his zourna to his lips and played a lively dance tune, his eyes narrowed in ecstasy. The bystanders clapped
rhythmically, as they do when couples dance at a wedding, to encourage the donkey.
Hearing the lively music, the donkey first twitched his ears lazily, waved his tail, then began lifting his feet in
turn, splashing mud on all who stood around. But to Shimi’s great disappointment, he moved not a step forward.
The musician was followed by a dealer in charms. He promised to get the donkey out of the mud if Shimi gave
him what he had given the musician. Shimi could only agree.
The magician first put something under the donkey's nose for it to smell and to his great delight it sneezed
three times. Then he went round and pulled a number of hairs from the donkey’s tail, burned them, spoke a charm
and—was gone. But the donkey hadn’t moved.
Then came the rabbi, pacing with dignity, stroking his fine long beard. He demanded no more or less than ten
roubles from the unfortunate Shimi to make the donkey leave the pool by means of his holy prayers.
“But can God get this stubborn beast to move?” Shimi asked timidly.
To be quite honest, after the two failures, by the famous musician and the equally famous dealer in charms,
Shimi could hardly believe that even prayers and a miracle might break the donkey’s stubbornness. Besides,
Shimi had a large family to support and certainly didn’t want to part with his only ten-rouble note, which he had
saved for a rainy day and now needed for a housewarming in his new home. The rabbi was outraged by Shimi’s
doubts.
“Have you no shame, to speak such blasphemy?!” he said indignantly, shaking his beard at Shimi. “God, who
created the universe out of nothing, and man out of clay, and woman out of man’s rib—do you think he cannot
deal with your miserable donkey?”
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Shimi, shamed, felt compelled to bring the ten-rouble note out of his pocket. But hardly had the rabbi, his eyes
turned up to heaven, begun to intone his prayers when that accursed donkey opened his mouth wide enough to
swallow everything around and hee-hawed with all the power of his donkey’s throat. Even God himself must have
regretted at this moment having given donkeys not only the greatest possible stubbornness but also the loudest
possible voice. The rabbi pushed the crisp note deeper into his pocket and was quick with justification.
“No blame to me that your stupid donkey drowned out my prayer before it could reach the ear of the AllHighest, who dwells in the seventh heaven.”
So off went the rabbi taking with him Shimi’s last money, and with it his last hope of getting the donkey out of
the mire.
It is hard to say how long poor Shimi would have struggled with that thrice-accursed donkey who seemed to
regret that his master was moving from the gloomy Clay District to a new flat, if a kolkhoz truck hadn’t come to
the rescue. The men in it helped Shimi to transfer his possessions off the donkey and on to the truck and took in
the children too. And in a moment, like a magic carpet, it brought Shimi to the door of his new house.
But he had to have his housewarming later, much later, and you can probably guess why.
*
There was one time when our dear Shimi Derbendi became the padishah. True, his reign lasted only a short
time, one single hour. And who do you think pushed him off the throne?
Who but his own wife! That was the really annoying thing. Ah, it is not for nothing our blessed forbears used
to say: a wife can raise her husband up, a wife can overthrow him.
This is how it happened. One day Shimi Derbendi, who was then a farm labourer and miserably poor, sat
before his empty hearth thinking his gloomy thoughts. It was dull autumn weather with a fine rain, the roof
leaked, the children cried and asked for bread, his wife would soon present him with another, and Shimi hadn’t a
penny to his name. What could any man be thinking about in his place? How to get hold of some money, of
course, so as to feed his hungry children, mend the leaky roof and buy his wife flour and a few pounds of honey
for khashil.
Deep in sombre thought, Shimi Derbendi did not remember how long he sat there at the dead fireplace or how
he eventually found himself out in the street; but there he found a copper five-kopeck piece which somebody had
dropped. He picked it up and pondered how to use it—it wouldn’t buy bread for the whole family, not to speak of
mending the roof and buying flour and honey for his wife to make khashil.
While he was turning the coin over and over, his long-unwashed back itched unbearably beneath his dirty shirt.
What if I go to the bath-house just for once in my life, he thought.
But as the saying goes, if an unlucky man goes to hunt, mist hides the mountains. When Shimi came to the
town bath-house, he saw from a distance a gilded royal carriage standing opposite it. And two big whiskered
guards with bared sabres guarded the entrance.
Shimi Derbendi was disappointed, but he didn’t give up his idea of washing in the bath-house. Seizing a
moment when the guards’ attention was distracted, he slipped in through the doorway like a fox into a hole.
Fortunately for him the shah, languid after the hot bath, had just flung a flowered silk robe over his shoulders and
gone out into the courtyard to breathe the fresh air.
Taking advantage of the shah’s absence Shimi quickly flung off his rags, dropped his dusty shoes and slipped
into the pool of warm scented water. When he emerged, without thinking twice he donned the shah’s clothes, and
instead of his bald sheepskin hat he placed the golden crown on his head. When Shimi left the bath-house the
guards, taking him for the shah, stood to attention and saluted. Then they seated him in the carriage and brought
him to the palace. As soon as the rumbling of the carriage wheels was heard inside, a hundred beautiful women,
slaves and concubines, came out to meet it. They raised their ruler up, carried him along the carpeted marble steps
and carefully lowered him onto the throne. Then they brought the hungry shah-of-shahs fried spring chickens,
juicy mutton shashlyk and the best foreign wines.
When Shimi Derbendi had eaten and drunk all he wanted, the favourite servant of the shah’s wife, a maid
beautiful in face and form, came to him.
“Oh ruler of the earth, our light-shedding shah,” she said, prostrating herself before him. “My mistress awaits
you in her sleeping chamber.”
Before going to the shah’s wife—she could well wait—Shimi sent for the royal treasurer, a man with three
chins and a belly like a full sack.
“Tell me, treasurer, how many bags of gold are there now in my treasury?” he asked.
“Three bags, oh terror of the universe,” said the treasurer respectfully.
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“Then listen to my royal decree,” said Shimi Derbendi sternly. “Two bags of gold you will give to the poor.
They too want to eat, as we do. It is not their fault that to some God gave pilav and to others hunger. It is for us to
correct his error. It is not right that some should eat shashlyk and others swallow only its smell. See to it that not
one poor man or orphan is passed over. Then seek out my—that is to say, the wife of the labourer Shimi Derbendi.
To her give one bag, that she may at last hold her tongue and stop plaguing me—that is, not me, of course, but her
unfortunate husband with her—‘Nothing to eat, the children are hungry, the roof leaks’—and so on and so forth.
Enough of it!”
The treasurer evidently didn’t much like that decree, but fearing the anger of the shah-of- shahs, he shrugged
and made off to obey at a run, despite a figure not made for running.
Meanwhile Shimi Oerbendi, highly pleased with himself, stroked his moustache and beard and in the best of
moods made his way to the chamber of the shah’s wife. He undressed, lay down on a golden bed under a light
camelhair blanket beside the charming princess, slender as a gazelle and beautiful as a houri. But barely had his
lips touched the sweet lips before him when suddenly, like thunder from a clear sky, came the voice of his jading
wife.
“Oh husband! Husband! Rise, take a spade and go to the Fakhle Bazaar, perhaps there may be one who will
hire you for work, otherwise we shall all die of starvation!”
Shimi Oerbendi opened his eyes and looked despondently about him. After all he had seen and heard in his
dream, reality was like Gehenna. For the first time in his life Shimi looked at his wife as his bitter foe. Unable to
restrain his rage and chagrin, he flung himself with a yell at the astonished woman.
“Ah, wife, have you even a drop of pity or sympathy for me, unfortunate as I am? I swear before God, no
enemy would have treated a man so mercilessly as you have just done For five kopecks I bathed in the shah’s
bathing pool, rode in the shah’s carriage, sat on the shah’s throne, lay in the shah’s bed, held the shah’s wife in my
arms—and you had to waken me at that moment. Eh, eh, why can a miserable pauper have no luck even in a
dream!” and he spat.
*
This happened a long time ago, when Shimi Derbendi was still poor and lived in dire need.
One night a thief crept into his house. Fumbling in the darkness, he touched Shimi’s leg and wakened him. The
thief, frightened, shot out of the room like a bullet. Shimi Derbendi ran to the niche, hurriedly took out the last
loaf, took a rusty dagger from the wall and ran out as he was after the thief.
“Stop! Stop!” he shouted as he ran, but it was to no avail. The thief had a good turn of speed, and Shimi was
unable to overtake him. He returned home upset and angry, panting hard. He replaced the bread in the niche, the
dagger on the wall, and went back to bed.
“Oh husband,” said his wife, “what a strange man you are, to run after a thief with bread.”
“Ah, wife, how slow of understanding you are,” said Shimi. “Everyone in town knows I am the poorest of the
poor, that there is nothing in my house, and the thief must have known it too. But nevertheless he came to me at
night—evidently hunger must have driven him. I wanted to stop him and feed him, then give him a buffet and let
him go where he would.”
“Well, let it be so,” said his wife, unsubdued. “But in that case, why did you take the dagger?”
“So that for fear of the dagger, he [would] accept my gift. For there is no greater sin than to let a man go
hungry from your house. But if he did so, as God is my witness, it is no fault of mine,” said Shimi Derbendi with
a deep sigh.
*
Shimi Derbendi once decided to spend his free day hunting. By good fortune one of his neighbours was a
hunter, so Shimi borrowed gun and cartridges from this man and set off on his donkey for the forest outside the
town.
When he came to the first trees, Shimi fastened the donkey to one of them and went farther into the forest. All
day long he wandered, but never once did he come upon the tracks of animals. Tired and despondent, Shimi
returned to the thicket where he had left his donkey.
But all he found was cleaned bones. While its master was in the forest, wolves had attacked the donkey and
torn it to pieces.
Gun on shoulder, Shimi trudges sadly back to town, with no spoils and no donkey—as the saying goes, he
went to get a beard and came back without a moustache. But before going home Shimi went to his neighbour,
returned the gun and every single cartridge and thanked him for the loan. Seeing the cartridges all there, the
neighbour asked with a smile,
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“Well, did you kill anything?” Shimi heard mockery in his voice, but did not show it and answered proudly,
“Of course! You think I spent the whole day hunting all for nothing?”
“Why, what did you kill?” asked the neighbour unbelievingly.
“My own donkey! And I did it without a single shot, without even taking aim,” Shimi Derbendi boasted. “Not
like you feeble hunters, fire and fire at a beast and it runs off without a scratch—hee-hee!”
Pleased with his answer Shimi went out into the street. leaving his neighbour bewildered. But when he
approached his house and saw his wife at the gate waiting for him, Shimi’s spirit fell. If she finds out that the
donkey was lost through my carelessness, there’ll be no living in this house, he thought; he knew what his wife’s
nagging was like.
So Shimi pretended to be hurt. Limping with the left leg, his hands pressed to his right side, the unsuccessful
hunter went along gasping and groaning. Seeing her husband in such a pitiful state the wife ran up to him looking
anxious.
“Oh sorrow, husband,” the frightened woman cried. “This morning you went out healthy and cheerful, what’s
happened to you? Why are you on foot, where is your donkey?”
“Oh wife, I beg you by the memory of your parents, don’t rub salt on my wound, don’t remind me of that
donkey,” said wily Shimi Derbendi in a piteous voice, with a louder groan. “That thrice-accursed beast nearly sent
me to the next world and left you a widow, it kicked me in the side, broke three ribs and crippled my leg.”
Hearing this, the wife poured curses upon the unfortunate donkey.
“May all our care for him turn to gall! May the wolves eat his stupid head! May—” This was just what Shimi
had been waiting for.
“Ah, wife, no need to upset yourself, God heard your prayer before it was uttered: the wolves ate not only his
head, they didn’t even leave the tail.”
29.139 Repairing Our Car\fn{by Natalia Ilina (1914-

)}

St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 6

First let me tell you what happened to me. A red light went on in my Zhiguli and wouldn’t go out. That meant
the battery was not recharging and something was obviously wrong. No way around it, I had to go to the service
station. Every car buff knows what’s in store for him at the service station. I knew, too, and acted accordingly: I
got up early, put some sandwiches in a bag, bade a fond farewell to the family, and headed out. I waited in line
until the station opened and I managed to get inside the gate, but they didn’t let me into the shop. They told me
that it was a new station and wasn’t yet equipped with some of the instruments needed for certain tests.
Calmly I headed for another station. Again a line, and this and that, but finally I made it into the shop. I ran
around for about twenty minutes trying to find out who the electrician was here. Twice I told the whole story of
the light burning on my dashboard, but to the wrong people: first to a motor mechanic and then to a body
repairman. They both heard me out, but said they couldn’t help me.
Finally I managed to establish who the electrician was. A stern, aging man, he was doing something, bent over
the open hood of a Zhiguli, surrounded by a crowd of people in their coats. I joined the group, trying to figure out
what was going on. I got it. The electrician’s name was “Uncle Zhenya” and his every word was met with cries of
approval and fawning smiles. When Uncle Zhenya said to a gray-bearded car buff, “Get out of the way, you’re
blocking the light!” everybody pounced on the gray-bearded man and even started dragging him out of the way. It
seemed that I, too, pulled him back, trying to catch Uncle Zhenya’s eye. I didn’t catch his eye, though. And then
Uncle Zhenya, raising his morose eyes, suddenly said, “Eh, Pavel Pavlovich! Hi!” How this Pavel Pavlovich
beamed, how proud he was that Uncle Zhenya had recognized him, and how we envied Pavel Pavlovich. A few
people implored him in a whisper to put in a word for them with Uncle Zhenya.
Realizing that they’d never get around to me, I left for a third station. There, after various attempts, I managed
to persuade one of the electricians to come over to the car. The electrician, a skinny guy with blond hair and
sideburns, said that the generator was dead and had to be replaced, but apparently they didn’t have any generators.
I ran over to the warehouse, where it was confirmed: no generators. But a shipment of them was supposed to be
delivered that day—it just might come in.
I waited. I met other people waiting for parts. I told them about the light burning on my dashboard and they
told me their stories. We grabbed a bite together and the hours flew by unnoticed. Suddenly I saw the second
electrician walk by. He was a blond with sideburns too, but fat, and several clients ran alongside him, looking into
his face and smiling imploringly. All of them begged him to take a look at their cars, but the electrician stopped by
mine. What a stroke of luck! He asked:
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“What’s wrong with it?”
And since everybody here knew what the problem was, they all answered in unison. The electrician told me to
open the hood and start the engine. He stuck his hand under the hood, turned something, and, presto, the light
went out. Turns out it wasn’t the generator at all, but some simple little adjustment. The first electrician had been
wrong! Everybody had a good laugh. And I laughed louder than anyone. Boy, was I lucky!
I drove home that evening in a blizzard. The light on the dash didn’t come back on and I was happy. The
generators weren’t delivered that day, after all, and, shuddering, I thought about what I had been spared. I would
have spent at least a month hunting around for a new generator, which, as it turned out, I didn’t need at all. I felt
so lighthearted, so good.
At home there was a package waiting for me with a postmark on it and a manuscript inside. A strange
manuscript. No return address and no signature. It started like this:
“A concussion, two broken ribs, a dislocated arm, bruises—these are nothing compared with the torment that
…” What followed was crossed out. Then:
“No, I can’t just sit down and write a final draft. I’ll simply jot down everything that happened and that will be
my rough draft.”
But the author never got around to cleaning up his rough draft. What was going on? Maybe he was no longer
alive and his relatives found this envelope while sorting through the deceased’s papers and mailed it? If the author
is still alive, and I hope he is, he can hardly be in good health …
Having familiarized myself with the manuscript, I decided to offer it to the reader.
I was tormented by a recurring dream. It’s night. I’m driving in my Volga, which is still in one piece, with its former
blue seats (does somebody else have them today?), the windshield wipers are squeaking, cleaning the windshield, when
suddenly a hand reaches out of the darkness and plucks off the windshield wipers. The windshield becomes covered
with snow and I try to stop—the brake pedal gives way; I try to pull over to the side of the road—the steering wheel is
gone. The car tilts to one side and I surmise that one of the wheels is gone—that same hand had unscrewed it while the
car was in motion and would now turn me over and throw me in the ditch. I’m awakened by the sound of my own
screaming …
A snowstorm was in fact raging in the courtyard that day. It was the end of December, evening came early … No. I
have to tell everything in order.
You can repair a person, but a car—never. After getting out of the hospital, I started towing the Volga on a rope to all
the service stations, one by one, pleading with them to replace the wrecked body with a new one. They refused pointblank. And then suddenly I remembered Sasha. He’s a former student of mine who graduated ten years ago and now
holds an important post. I called Sasha. A kind person, he recognized his former professor’s voice right off, and I
brought the Volga up to the gate of the X repair shop two days later …

(NOTE: The shop is named in the manuscript, but I prefer not to name anybody or anything. The manuscript
is, after all, anonymous.)
The director, a middle-aged man with blond hair, was nice and promised to replace the body. Oh, happy day! “I’ll
call you in about a week, you’ll bring the car in, and we’ll have everything ready by then. We’ll take off the old body
and put on a new one. How does that suit you?” I answered with a joyous smile. The director smiled too. Such a nice
guy, blond, with lively gray eyes. Once in a while the left one wanders. It up and rolls to the side …
A week later nobody called. Two weeks later, still no call. I started calling myself. I had been at the shop at the end
of September; I remember the yellow leaves of the linden trees peering in the window. It wasn’t until the middle of
November that they told me to bring the car in. There were a lot of cars crowded in the alley near the gates to the shop
and some people scurrying about. Three of them ran up to me:
“Sell me the seats! Fifty rubles!”
I said that I wasn’t selling anything, but they didn’t listen to me.
“Seventy-five!”
“One hundred!” And they pulled dirty ten-ruble notes out of their breast pockets. Fortunately, the Volga was taken
into the shop, and the excited voices could be heard shouting in its wake:
“Two hundred!”
I was taken aback by what the director had to say: He wouldn’t be able to do the job in one day. He explained why at
length, but I don’t remember his explanation, I remember his wandering eye and the strange words uttered in a whisper:
“Take everything out of the car and take it away with you.”
“Why?”
“Anything can happen!” whispered the director; his left eye returned to its normal position and looked straight at
me.
This conversation took place in the shop. There were cars standing on the tile floor and people milling about, not
buying and selling or talking idly, but working; it’s always pleasing to see people working, and I found it pleasing, too,
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even if my dream of taking my car home today had collapsed …
What was it I wanted to say? Oh, yes. The director’s advice upset me. I opened the trunk. What should I take out?
What should I take away? The pump? The jack? The bag of tools? The spare tire? What was I going to do, roll it all
home in front of me? I grinned and looked askance at the director, but he didn’t look at me. The others, however,
did.look at me. Several pairs of shining eyes stared at my open trunk and silence reigned in the shop. I slammed the
trunk shut. And right away voices could be heard again, engines hummed and tools clanked. A car that had come to a
halt on its way up on a lift resumed its ascent. The queer stupor came to an end, or had I merely imagined it?
Then what happened? I remember. I told the director that I wasn’t going to take anything out of the car, because I
had nothing to put it in and no way to take it home.
“And there’s no need to,” said the director loudly, “everything will be fine. I’ll call you in about a week.”
A week later nobody called. Two weeks later, still no call. And I started ca1ling myself.
“Finally the day came when I heard the words I’d been waiting for:
“Everything’s ready, come and get your car!”
I decided to go the next morning. I slept badly that night and heard the moaning of the December wind. My brotherin-law Petya showed up in the morning:
“I’m going with you!” And I understood the meaning of the words I had accidentally overheard my wife saying into
the phone: ‘Petya, I beg you! Try to understand, he’s still not well!’
We went in Petya’s Zhiguli.
“It was snowing hard. In the alley people were scurrying about and in the shop motors clanked, hummed, and
roared. Smiling, the director said:
“Feast your eyes on your car!”
There were two other men with the director. I don’t remember their names or their positions. One was bright-eyed
and friendly, the other sullen. Both of them pretended to be admiring the car’s new body. But it was old and looked as
though this was not the first time it had undergone rejuvenation.
But Petya and I noticed that later. At the time we saw only the seats—they were gray, dirty, and burnt in two places.
“These aren’t my seats!”
“They’re yours, they’re yours!” said Friendly gently.
“Who else’s could they be?” the director asked sweetly.
Sullen wasn’t listening; at that moment he was looking under the back fender for some reason.
“They’re not his seats!” said Petya.
The director and Friendly didn’t persist for long. The seats could have been switched; it’s an oversight, what can you
do! At this point Sullen emerged from under the fender and, unaware of what had transpired, bellowed:
“What do you mean they’re not yours? They’re you—” He suddenly fell silent—Friendly, it seems had stepped on
his foot …
I asked them to put my seats back and they answered that it would be impossible, where could they find them now?
They promised to install other seats, but for a price …
That’s when I happened to notice the steering wheel and I froze. It was a black, scratched-up relic that looked as
though it had been taken off a truck. God save us! And then I heard Petya’s voice (he had opened the hood):
“Where’s the battery?”
Three voices responded: “There was no battery!”
“What do you mean there was no battery?” I screamed, feeling my heart begin to beat wildly.
“Easy,” Petya said to me, and to them, “How are we supposed to drive it?”
“Run over to Bakunin Street and buy a new battery,” Friendly advised. “Right,” said Sullen, “you’d be better off
with a new one anyway, yours was only so-so, if I remember—” And he suddenly fell silent; apparently, his foot had
been stepped on again. But what had they done with my steering wheel? It had been the color of ivory and smooth.
“You mean this isn’t your steering wheel?” the director asked softly, his left eye rolling to the side. “It really isn’t
yours?” Friendly asked, surprised. And Sullen barked, “There was no steering wheel when he brou—” Again they
didn’t let him finish.
I ran to the door and opened it. The snowstorm was still raging and I took a deep breath, which made me feel a little
better …
Petya went to buy a new battery. Somebody brought me a chair and I sat down. Engines roared and lifts whirred
around me. The backs of the men working on my car blocked it from view; they were removing the steering wheel and
taking the seats out. At the same time I saw that they were taking the seats out of one of the Volgas standing nearby. I
kept looking at the door leading to the warehouse, waiting to see what kind of seats they would bring in. Perhaps they
would even be the original ones. But they didn’t take anything out of the ware-house and when I looked over at my car
again I saw that seats were already being installed. I walked over to the car. These seats were gray, too, but they were
clean and much better than the other ones; still, where had they come from? How could I have missed seeing them
being brought in from the warehouse? Apparently, there were moments when I blanked out.
The store didn’t have any batteries. Friendly appeared and said with a kind smile that they were going to put in a
battery so that we could get as far as the exit.
“And then what?”
“We’ll think of something.” But Sullen, appearing out of nowhere, yelled, “What’s there to think about? We’ll give
’em the one that’s been lyin—” But, as usual, they didn’t let him finish his thought.
I ran to pay the bill. The cashier said that she couldn’t accept such a large sum, that it had to be transferred by mail. I
rushed over to the post office and got in line. They wanted thirty-five roubles for the transfer. It was downright
offensive. I ran back through the wind and blinding snow. The cashier said that she would try to accept the money if
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someone would take her home to get her knit jacket: There was a strong draft from the window. Petya took the cashier
home and I stayed at the shop.
Suddenly the thought hit me: What about the serial number? The car registration had the serial number of the old
body on it; the new one had to be written in! Friendly said that the sales department would take care of that. I waited
until Petya got back, dashed outside, forgot where I was going, and stopped. It was dark. The streetlights shone and the
snow swirled under them. I rushed over to the cashier again. She was wearing her knit jacket and felt warm, so she took
my money. In the sales department, however, I was told that they didn’t have the right to put the serial number of the
new body on the registration, but that they would put the invoice number down instead …
I listened to them blankly, nodded, and then, running back to the shop, grabbed my head in my hands. How can this
be? The invoice number on the registration, but the serial number on the body of the car. Why can’t they put the serial
number on the registration?
Sullen's voice: “The body isn’t registered anywhere, It’s been a long time since—” Again, he wasn’t allowed to
finish, and Friendly appeared next to him saying, “Don’t worry, we’ll hammer in the invoice number on the body and
hammer out the old number.” They brought over a tall young man in a greasy beret and he started hammering—a
wondrous business, the point of which I didn’t understand. Petya dismissed the whole thing, and no one would explain
anything to me. Sullen tried, but they led him away the minute he opened his mouth.
Friendly himself drove the car as far as the exit, went just past it, stepped on the brakes, and yelled: “Vasya!” Sullen
emerged out of the dark, hugging a battery to his chest. They took out the one that had gotten the car as far as the exit
and put in the other one.
“You can keep this one until you buy a new one,” said Friendly.
I gratefully shook his hand, but I was concerned: Why had they changed the battery while the motor was running?
“Ha!” said Sullen, “if we had shut off the—” But Friendly interrupted him, loudly wishing us a pleasant trip.
We stalled after about three hundred meters, just as we turned onto a wide, busy street. It was impossible to get the
car started again or even to get it over to the curb. A policeman and about ten passersby tried to help Petya and me, but
the car wouldn’t budge; the wheels wouldn’t turn. The cries of “One, two, three, go!” the advice being given by the
crowd on the sidewalk, the car horns honking, and the police whistles blowing all merged in a tormenting din in my
head. We managed to get the car over to the curb only with the help of a tow truck that had been summoned by the
police.
We got back home that night in Petya’s Zhiguli and in the morning, while I lay with a cold compress on my
forehead, Petya went to get the Volga that we had left on the street. It was brought home on a truck: The brake shoes
had been stretched so tight that they had jammed. On top of that it turned out that the hand brake was gone (the lever
was there, but the “works” had disappeared), the battery was dead, and the radiator was leaking … Petya tried to tell
me something else, but my wife ran in and said, “Leave him be, can’t you see he's had enough?”

With this the professor’s manuscript came to an end.
This was a man who, by his very nature, should not have owned a car! The professor was as trusting as a child.
“In a week,” they told him, and he believed them. They promised to take care of everything in one day and again
he believed them. He saw somebody else’s seats and was astonished. He saw a steering wheel that wasn’t his and
was stunned. He took the disappearance of the battery as a tragedy, and one day spent in the shop drove the
professor into a catatonic state. Really now, can a person with such weak nerves have anything to do with
automobiles?
What, tell me, was the cashier guilty of? It was snowing hard, there was a draft, the woman had forgotten her
knit jacket, and what did she see? An absent-minded professor running around. The professor had his brother-inlaw with him and the brother-in-law had a car, so why not take advantage of the situation?
Or the story with the serial number. It was right there in plain Russian: The number can’t be entered on the
registration. It can’t, and that’s all there is to it! Any normal car owner would have kept his mouth shut and would
not have asked any questions. But the professor had to know the whys and wherefores. It was plain silly.
A friend of mine had to have his car painted. For three months he tried to get one of the service stations to take
his car. No moaning, no groaning. My friend understood: More and more people have cars, and even if there are
going to be more service stations, there will still be far from enough of them, which means there will be fewer and
fewer of them. Understanding this, my friend did not demand, but pleaded and even begged. His entreaties were
rewarded. They took his car in. They kept it two months, but they did paint it. Then my friend wanted to drive the
car home. He looked—no battery. He took a taxi to get a new one and when he came back he saw that the
taillights were gone. He bought new taillights but when he returned something else was missing. And so on. Did
he get upset? Not a bit. He said with a smile:
“I’m lucky. Others have it worse!”
Indeed they do! A certain Ivan Ivanovich (a friend of a friend) went to pick up his car from the repair shop and
found that two wheels were missing, the front left and the back right. He asked what had happened to them and
was told that they had never been there, that that was the way he had brought the car in. Did Ivan Ivanovich
quarrel or get upset or scream? Nothing of the sort. He managed to find two other wheels, paid for them, and set
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out for home, but halfway there the car stalled: something in the car hadn’t been fully repaired …
Ivan Ivanovich didn’t have nightmares afterward, nor did he lie about with cold compresses on his forehead.
He’s happy and healthy, he laughs and plays cards. I heard that he’s even planning to get married …
It makes sense only for people of such endurance to have anything to do with automobiles.
178.80 Excerpt from The View From White Mountain\fn{by Alim Keshokov (1914Balkariya Republic, Russia (M) 4

)}

Shalushka, Kabardino-

… Life is a never-ending climb up an untrodden path that winds up the mountainside. It begins on a broad flat
plain in the foothills, with a cloudless sky, dawn dew and the twittering of birds in the orchards and gardens. Live
and rejoice!
Then come the first steps, a sense of travelling, the departure of fairy-tale heroes for distant parts, and the
discovery that there is more to the world than merely your own mountain village. For the first time you encounter
dizzy heights, highland lakes and snow-capped summits thrusting upwards into the blue. You are seized with the
spirit of adventure, think life unending, and gulp from its horn, heedless of the morrow.
Still higher up are the alpine meadows that alternate with landslides; time and again the narrow path hugs the
very brink of the precipice; the best in life is as yet beyond the clouds; the height takes your breath away.
Another spurt and you find yourself amidst the silence of bare rock and thick ice, where rivers have their
beginnings and mountain goats their home. From this spot the path takes you to the summit, the heart races, the
step falters.
You began climbing when your whiskers were raven; now your beard is white. My youth lies behind beyond a
distant peak—like a colt that has broken away from the herd. Now and again its plaintive whinny awakens me I
stand on the white mountain and peer into the distant bluish haze of the path covered. Before me a peak in its skyblue hat of snow, thrusts upwards. If I scale it, I shall see still further.
*
When a Kabardian school opened in our village my brother Rashid locked up his smithy and took up a primer.
Shortly afterwards we heard a still more amazing piece of news—that a school was to be opened in Nalchik,
where besides receiving instruction in “all the sciences,” students would also be fed and receive brand new
clothing. Brother quite obviously wanted to go. I understood that I would have to stay with the cow at home. I
didn’t like the idea, but didn’t dare to object.
“Don’t lose heart, you too will go to school one day,” father assured me.
He planned to place me in the boarding school organised in Baksan for the children of Red Partisans. The
regional executive committee had decided to start such schools in every district.
That summer father went to Nalchik to attend a crash course for teachers. Coming back in time for the
beginning of the school year, he brought along with him some visual aids, textbooks, pencils and copybooks. All
the village came out to meet him. Father told them as they admired the school globe that this was what our Earth
was like, but nobody believed him.
“Do you mean to say I could steal it with all its inhabitants?” joked old Balyatso.
“How can you steal it when you live on it yourself?” father retorted.
Balyatso was a good friend of our family, indeed the village favourite. Kabardians say that anyone who can
keep a group of people amused with his wit is worth his weight in gold. Balyatso was such a fellow; always the
life and soul of the party.
*
I was not destined to go to school that year; there was no one at home to do the chores and tend the livestock.
In summer mother often sent me to sell spring onions at the town market. The entire family would spend the
evening gathering in the green merchandise, tying it up into bundles and stowing it away in a wicker basket. At
daybreak mother would wake me to say that I should sell the onions, two bundles for five kopecks. As soon as I
got to the market I took up a place amidst the greengrocers and began to callout loudly: “ Parapet,” which is
pidgin Russian for “five a couple.” This earned me the nickname “Parapet.” I was allowed to deduct five kopecks
from the takings to reward myself with an ice cream or half a pound of white bread.
In winter I had other duties, taking out the cow and goat to graze. The neighbours asked me to look after their
cows too, for the fee of a kopeck a day. I agreed but got nothing for my pains. A neighbour in debt to me to the
tune of twenty kopecks said:
“I’ll save it up to add to your bride money.”
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There was still a long way to go before I got married. I needed the money now as I wanted to buy a piece of
lining for the Circassian tunic mother had made for me. Without the lining the homespun material looked like a
sieve and it flapped in the wind. All that warmed us boys grazing the cattle on the hill slopes were the boisterous
games we played and the bonfires we lit when it rained or snowed.
My brother went to school. Father told him to teach me in the evening everything he had learned at school in
the daytime. In this way I learned to read and write. When I at last entered school, I went straight into the second
form.
I can say that I literally won the right to go to school. It so happened that one day some Young Pioneers from
town came to our village to make friends with us village kids. A whole troop of them came, neatly attired in blue
shorts, white shirts and red neckties, marching to the roll of drums and singing. The moment I heard them singing
and was told by my playmates about these rather unusual visitors, I at once dug out the new pair of trousers
mother was saving for me to go to school in, drew them on without a moment’s hesitation and rushed out of
doors.
A whole flock of mud-bespattered, ragged village urchins were tagging along after the Young Pioneer troop.
We spent the whole day together singing songs, playing games, and bathing in the stream despite the rather chilly
water. Towards evening the Young Pioneer leader gathered us together and said we would sing the Internationale
before they went. We liked the song, though we didn’t understand the Russian.
The first thing I did on getting back home was to cut off the legs of my new pair of trousers. I wanted to
resemble the Young Pioneers from town. Mother burst into tears. But I told her then and there that I had made up
my mind to go to school and father backed me up.
Many of my playmates started school that year. True, some spent the evenings at the medresseh after the day at
school. Attending two schools wasn’t easy, but there was nothing they could do about it; they had to please both
parents who couldn’t seem to come to terms with each other. A father would want his boy to go to school to learn
to read and write in Kabardian and to speak Russian; the mother would want her boy to study the Qur’an
diligently and become a devout Moslem. There was but one school in the village to the four medressehs, one at
each mosque. Nevertheless, the Soviet school system came out on top and more schools were built.
We Kabardians displayed great ingenuity collecting money to build these schools. In one village, for instance,
wedding guests were asked to donate money instead of the customary presents, in order to build a school. The
newlyweds were told that as soon as their children reached school age, they would sit in the place of honour in
front of the class, and that if they didn’t have any children they could choose whom they would like to have sitting
in these seats.
Meanwhile, the school in Nalchik, which was named after Lenin, announced that girls would be taken on, too.
To send one’s daughter to a boarding school was considered then the best proof of one’s high political awareness.
In short, the people of Kabarda had taken up schooling in earnest.
*
In late 1923 father left for Moscow to attend the U.S.S.R. Congress of Soviets. Shortly afterwards came the
news that Lenin had died. Nobody could believe it.
“When Pshemakho comes he’ll tell us the truth.”
And, indeed, on his return the entire village called to hear him describe the Congress, Lenin and the funeral.
The villagers put on mourning except those who hated Soviet power. Hoping that the Bolsheviks were now done
for, they said:
“Who has eaten salt will now have to drink water.”
The mullahs also took heart, believing the medressehs would now prevail over the Soviet school system.
However the dreams cherished by the enemies of Soviet power did not come true. The Communist Party
continued to lead the people along the road that Lenin had mapped out.
I spent two years at village school. Where I lived anyone with “two winters” of schooling was considered an
educated person even able to become a “scribe”—a profession which to the villagers represented the acme of
erudition. For the villagers could see no point in a person continuing studies after he could read what he himself
had written.
Once my learning was put to an acid test. In those years the writing of love letters was all the rage. Girls
demanded a “written” declaration of love. Even though sweethearts could be neighbours and date one another
daily, if the boy loved the girl, he just had to write love letters which the girl could show her friends and carry in
place of a good-luck charm. One day a girl neighbour asked me to read the very first love note she had received as
she couldn’t read it herself. She took me back to the bottom of the garden, produced from somewhere the
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cherished slips of paper and asked me to read it.
I unfolded the note which was written in Russian. The girl eagerly waited for me to interpret the magic words
of love. I could feel her impatient breathing; she apparently thought I was going to read “more quickly than hen
pecks grain,” but—alas!—I read the very first word milaya (darling) with difficulty and stopped short not
knowing what it meant. I did know another word which looked somewhat similar—mylo (soap) and, face aflame,
falteringly said:
“He calls you soap.” She couldn’t believe her ears.
“How can he call me that!” she said. “Read it once again!” When I saw the tears in her eyes I added, thinking
to console her:
“Not ordinary soap, sweet-scented.”
That did it. She never came near me again.
*
In 1926 I went to the regional centre of Baksan to enter the boarding school for the children of the Red
Partisans. Besides myself there were two others who also hailed from villages around Nalchik.
One night I had a curious dream which next morning I told to my mother. She is good at divining dreams,
indeed can even tell one’s fortune from them. In my dream I was standing on a rail track and catching at the end
of a rainbow with my hands. I was racing towards the rising sun faster than horseman or train, the wind in my
face taking my breath away. Mother explained:
“You’ll be going on far journeys, my son. Rail tracks mean distant journeys.”
My dream Inaeea came true. Our last year at school was one of strenuous study. The star pupils made up a
group that was given instruction under a special curriculum. We graduated in 1931 and I was issued a certificate
saying:
“The bearer has successfully completed a special eighth-form crash course.”
We hoped we would go on to Moscow to study further, but out of us graduates five, including myself, were
picked to go to a land-reclamation school that was to open in Malaya Kabarda in connection with the newly
established Terek irrigation network. This network begun in 1924 was, incidentally, the first to be built under
Soviet power.
Many were sceptical; the Terek had to be lifted up the mountainside, and they exclaimed,
“The river is no horseman and will not ride up the mountain.”
The optimists disagreed and said it would if Soviet power wanted it that way. Five years later the Terek indeed
went up the mountain where it plunged into a tunnel and poured its waters on the fields by means of wide network
of irrigation canals. For the first time did the lands in the Terek basin quench their thirst and become fertile.
The irrigation network was opened in grand style on May Day in 1929. It seemed as if everyone in KabardinoBalkaria had flocked to the banks of the Terek to witness the great event. There were also neighbours from North
Ossetia, Chechen-Ingushetia and Daghestan. Andrei Andreyev, the future secretary and Politbureau member of the
Central Committee of the Communist Party, who was then secretary of the territorial Party committee, did the
honours and cut the red ribbon. The waters of the Terek now flowed through channels that man had dug.
Not only the course of the river, the destiny of an entire nation had changed. Collective farm, tractor,
electrification, and now irrigation—these were the links of a single chain. The Kabardians had started a new life.
We five pigheaded boys hadn’t the wits to appreciate that fact, not to look further ahead into the future. We
took a disliking to the school and unanimously resolved to flunk the exams and go back to our own school.
That was most imprudent. We had already finished school and had no further right at all to the care we had
enjoyed there for five years. But that didn’t enter our heads; we were used to looking at our boarding school as
home. Karachai Blayev, the land-reclamation school principal, a very kind person, tried in vain to get us to stay.
He promised to make of us experts who would “hold the Terek itself in check.” He showed us the canals, the
locks, and other installations, but we were unbending and failed to appreciate his advice, though we were vastly
impressed by everything we saw. We decided to go back, not realising that as we were no longer on the school
register we would be outsiders. Only upon our return did we come to realize the mistake we had made.
The headmaster asked the local education office what to do and picked a new school for us, the Department of
Caucasian Peoples at the North-Caucasian Teacher-Training College in Orjonikidze, where teachers were being
trained to serve the different nationalities in the highland autonomous regions. Nobody asked for our consent and
we didn’t dare now to refuse. Moreover we were tempted by the word “student.” Off we went to Orjonikidze.
*
The Department of Caucasian Peoples seemed a veritable Noah’s Ark, for the students included Chechens,
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Ingushes, Ossetians, Kabardians, Lezghins, Karachais, Abkhazians, Avars, Kumyks and representatives of many
other Caucasian nationalities. We had to study hard from morning till night, as our grounding proved to be sadly
deficient. Many fell by the wayside: eventually only fifteen were left in our particular group.
Nearly every student in our department wrote poetry in his native tongue, some even managing to publish their
efforts. Our literature club, which met regularly, was supervised by the college idol, Vsevolod Vassilyev, our
professor of literature, whose lectures attracted students from other departments too. You can well imagine how
proud we were to have such a man as head of our department and as head of our literary club as well. Club
members aped the manner, voice and intonation of the professor when reciting their verse. But since everyone
wrote in his own tongue we couldn’t understand one another, and judgment was based on whether the poetry had
been published or not.
I was sorry that my only published piece, which incidently had been incorporated into a Kabardian language
manual, had been signed with father’s name instead of my own. I must say that father had rebuked me pretty
sternly for passing as he put it “my headache on to another man’s head.” A little later though I “scored a hit” in the
Debutalmanac, the first poetry anthology ever to come out in Kabardian. This earned me the honourable rating of
“Shock-Worker Poet,” and a card entitling me to a slice of jam cake at the college snack counter during the main
break. I can still feel its dizzying taste on my lips.
The club members arranged to produce a written almanac to which everyone could contribute his best piece.
For a week the almanac passed from hand to hand until it came to contain poems in eleven different Caucasian
tongues. Then we organised our first Poetry Evening. It was a tournament of a kind that had never been held
before. Verses were declaimed in the various North Caucasian languages. Even students who did not write poetry
came along. Everyone who got up to recite was greeted with loud cheers, though but few understood him. This
event served to swell the poetry clan at our college. …
87.224 Happiness Is Not Far Away\fn{by Yevgenya Vladimirovna Levakovskaya-Loginova (1914-

)}

Russia (F) 15

1
The scouting platoon was celebrating. Its commander, Ilya Shirayev, had returned from the officers’ training
course with his first star. A mountain of spongy pancakes was piled up in the pan; ration lard and fried potatoes
were spread on German leaflets. The guests were hooking up snacks with their pocket knives.
“So now you’re an officer,” Captain Tshernikhov, the commander of the automatic riflers company said to Ilya.
“To your health, Second Lieutenant. Before you know it this star will be joined by another.”
“Star or no star, our scouts’re known throughout the whole division,” Ilya suddenly felt like boasting. It wasn’t
like him—he never bragged. But nobody seemed to mind.
“Of course we’ve made a name for ourselves,” Tshernikhov seriously acknowledged.
They clinked with the tin mugs. “Have a bite, Comrade Second Lieutenant,” said Sergeant Fedka, passing Ilya
the frying pan. Fedka, an experienced scout, had always liked to humble himself before Ilya who twice had
notices written up about him in Sovinformbureau\fn{ Soviet Information Bureau. This story was written in 1957, when there
was still a Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. “Comrade” was from the first a Communist greeting, intended to replace the more formal
“Sir” or “Mr” with a Revolutionary and brotherly, classless informality .} bulletins. Now he liked to flatter his commander with

his new title.
“What’s this?” Ilya asked, sinking his strong teeth into a hot morsel.
“This? A hare, comrade Second Lieutenant.”
“Are you sure it isn’t a rabbit?”
“No, siree!”
“And what’s this, a hare too?” Ilya pulled out a little wing.
“Oh, this is a pigeon, a wild pigeon, Comrade Second Lieutenant.”
“Uh, uh,” Ilya started menacingly, flashing his green eyes. “I see you’ve been running loose here while I was
away.” But he checked himself. After all, he thought, in as way I’m still new here. Slowly shaking his mug, he
listened to Fedka and the others filling him in on the casualty list (there had been hard battles) and on all the
regimental gossip. The decorations for the Baltic campaign had arrived—there was a medal of the Fatherland War,
First Class, waiting for him. Vera, the medsister\fn{ Medical Nursing Sister; a title hearkening back to the time when female
religious orders customarily cared for the ill, wounded and dying of all countries’ armed forces .} who replaced the recently killed
medic, was apparently quite serious about the commander of the second battalion—they were planning to be
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discharged together.
Vera, Ilya thought, a nice girl, but what was she to him? As far as everybody was concerned this war would be
over soon—everybody would go home, but where would he go? He had come back to the regiment today, well
rested, caught up on his sleep, proud of his commission, his first star. During those four years he had been on the
front he had never dreamed of anything; then at the courses he saw his wife almost nightly. The dreams were so
tantalizing that he had begun to interpret them as an omen—there’d be better waiting for him in the regiment, he
had thought. And today, as he was walking up to the dugout on the fourth post, he smiled. He had almost been
able to see his wife’s firm, tiny handwriting with which her letters were packed.
“Sorry, Comrade Sergeant—sorry again, Comrade Second Lieutenant,” he was told at post number four.
“There’s no reply to your last inquiry. No word from your wife as yet …”
Ilya couldn’t find peace of mind. The party was going on for a while but he hardly smiled. As usual, he was the
first to hear Vera’s steps. A wave of fresh air rippled the veil of smoke inside the hut as she came in. right away a
seat was made free for her at the table—she had been with the regiment since its formation and was liked by
everybody. Over her old, soiled tab on her pullover tunic she had a new, red ribbon.
“Got another scrape?” Ilya asked. “My, my, somebody must be praying hard for you.”
The moment she noticed Ilya’s sullen face, Very knew she had come an at inopportune time. She thanked the
boys for their treat and rose. “Anybody hasn’t been to the bath yet?” she asked.
“You’ve got time for that,” Fedka offered her a lard-covered pancake. “Sit down and have some fun.”
“Come on, have some fun, “Ilya added. “Of course, they aren’t as good as at the batcom’s.”\fn{ Battalion
Commander’s; a sexual allusion.} The moment he said it he knew he had blundered. The scouts became silent and
Captain Tshernikov gave him a strange look. A year or two ago he would have been able to restrain himself.
“If you feel miserable why try to bite everybody’s head off?” Vera raised conciliatory eyes at him. She knew
Ilya hadn’t received any letter yet. The room became so quiet that one could hear the crackle of the pasteboard in
the trophy lampions.\fn{Small lamps, simply pots of oil with a wick, in this case apparently made of pasteboard .}
“That wasn’t necessary,” Captain Tshernikhov said after Vera left. He got up. Everybody was getting ready to
leave, too. Ilya lay down, covered himself with his sheepskin and fell asleep.
He was jostled by Fedka. “Major Prostakov wants to see you, Comrade Second Lieutenant,” the sergeant said.
Vice-politoff Prostakov was the political officer of the regiment.\fn{ The Communist armies from the beginning had political
officers attached to every unit, people responsible for the “correct thinking” of each soldier. Their purpose, of course, was to uncover procapitalist conspiracies against the Revolution.} What does he want, Ilya thought, glancing at his watch. He had been under

the impression it was late—it was only ten.
“You ought to wash, Comrade Second Lieutenant,” Fedka suggested. “Let’s go out and I’ll pour it on for you.”
It was bright moonlight, a little nippy. “On the head,” Ilya challenged, snorting into his cupped hands and
setting his feet wide apart. The dugout felt hot after the cold head shower. “Fedka,” he asked, “you know what
Prostakov wants?”
Fedka shrugged his shoulders. What if some of the festive menu was procured by the sergeant without the
assistance of the regimental caterers, Ilya thought? What if the vice-politoff got wind of it? What a shame! He
wanted to ask, but Fedka had such an innocent look on his face that Ilya decided to ask for the vice-politoff’s
dugout instead. Once again he checked his appearance and left.
Prostakov was alone. He was a stout fellow with a pale, swollen face and red eyelids—the kind of man who
behaves in battle like an irrational fool, rising at the right moment and forcing those super-rational know-it-alls to
follow them. He had come to the regiment way back on the Dnieper in the Ukraine—everybody liked him.
“Sit down, Comrade Shirayev,” Prostakov said after shaking Ilya’s hand and congratulating him on his
promotion. “I want to talk to you about your plan of action on German soil. You see,” he continued after a pause,
“I’ve learned that what you intend to do is drive the Germans knee-deep into the ground or pull their legs out.
How do you matter-of-factly plan to go about it?”
Ilya felt a stone roll off his chest. So that’s what it is, he thought. Fedka hadn’t let him down after all. “And
who took my happiness away, Comrade Major?” he smiled mirthlessly. “Only a man born blind doesn’t know
what happiness is. People feel sorry for him but what does he care! But the man who felt it, cherished it …”
“We all knew happiness and cherished it,” Prostakov interrupted him. “There are, of course, people here and
there on whom it has dawned only now that it ever existed. But you, Comrade Shirayev, think for a moment, do
you believe you can go it all by yourself?”
“When are you going to quite enlightening the likes of me, Comrade Major?” Ilya asked with a sharpness not
permissible even to a master scout.
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“Never!” was Prostakov’s simple reply.
Ilya took another look at the major’s tired, sickly face and felt ashamed. He wasn’t the only one. “I’m sorry,”
he apologized.
“Have you been to the fourth?” the vice-politoff suddenly asked.
Ilya nodded.
“There’s still hope. We’ll make another inquiry. They’ll start coming back from Germany now.”
“She couldn’t have,” Ilya blurted vehemently, then stopped. His words had sounded cruel, even to himself. He
had become callous to humane ideas and peacetime habits a long time ago, yet his mind couldn’t reconcile itself
to the thought that his beloved wife, the gentlest and dearest creature in the world, might have been plunged, too,
into that terrible holocaust of war.
“She’s going to be inquiring about you, too,” Prostakov suggested with an alarming persistence, sensing that
the moment of warm down-to-earth trust was rapidly slipping away. He knew he shouldn’t have said it—in spite
of his endurance powers Shirayev was a man in anguish. He tried to think of something else to say to undo the
damage, but what? “Anything I can do?” he asked.
“I don’t see what you can do, Comrade Major,” Ilya said in a hollow voice, getting up.
“Well, at 23:00 report to the regiment commander,” the vice-politoff said stiffly, checking his time. “We’re
moving back into the first echelon.”
Prostakov was dissatisfied with himself. The conversation turned out to be a fiasco. Having lost all his family
in Minsk,\fn{Minsk was occupied by German forces from 1941-1944 and suffered great damage .} he knew how Shirayev must
feel. The anguish of a whole nation had become an onus, pressing down on his shoulders, and no fine line could
be drawn as to where his personal woe ended and the grief of the blood-stained Motherland\fn{ The Soviet Union lost
more than 20,000,000 people, approximately 13,000,000 in her armed forces, and some 7,000,000 civilians. The United States, by
comparison, lost slightly more than 407,000 of her armed forces (of which only 292,131 were battle deaths), and suffered no significant
civilian casualties whatsoever.} started.

Ilya, too, was disturbed when he left the major. Nothing unusual had been said; it was just hardere and harder
to accept those “No letters” for an answer, especially when the end of the war seemed close at hand and
everybody was readying to go home. Why did Prostakov say, “She’s going to be inquiring?” Why wasn’t she
inquiring now? And why, indeed, hadn’t it occurred to him that she, too, ought to have done some inquiring about
her husband?
Now all suggestions, guesses, and reasons turned around like weather cocks to point in unison that it was
easier to find something if one wanted to find it.
The regiment slept in the quiet forest. Ilya decided to enjoy the fresh air; he lay down on the snow-powdered
ground at the side of his dugout. He inhaled deeply, to air the oppressive intoxication from his lungs. Tomorrow it
would be back to the battles—that might be good. In a fight he could get rid of his anger and there’d be no time to
remember it at all.
Above him, among the black shadows of the tree tops, glowered cold, bright stars. At home in the Far East
they had seemed yellower, closer. At home in Kyakhta—a long, long time ago …
2
Ilya’s father, Anatoly Shirayev, had been a rich fur dealer in the Siberian trans-shipping town of Kyakhta. After
his first wife died he took into his home a beautiful girl of mixed Buryat-Russian parentage.\fn{ The Buryats inhabit
the region around the southern shores of Lake Baikal, in southern Siberia, the deepest lake in the world, estimated to contain about 20% of
all the earth’s fresh surface water. Buryatia (as their homeland is now called) is one of the Russian Federation’s 21 autonomous republics,
spreading slightly more than 350,000 square miles. Approximately 70% of the 1,052,800 (1994 est.) are Russians; only about 25% are
Buryats, who are descendents of Huns, Mongols, Uygurs and Evenkis, who occupied the region between the 2 nd and the 11th centuries AD.}

His fellow merchants who had esteemed only fair haired, buxom women never approved of Anatoly Shirayev’s
choice. Anatoly never married her—even after she bore him Ilya, his third son.
Ilya remembered his mother as a wrinkled old woman. She must have been pretty when she was young, he
thought, contrasting the Asian crescent of brows, the long, bright-green eyes of Mongolian gods with the gentle
background of an oval Russian face. He took after her, whereas his two older brothers were tall and red-haired
like their father. They used to tease him with cat calls because of his malachite-colored eyes. Ilya thought of
himself as homely.
There was Anisa, the daughter of a Trans-Baykal Cossack. She was fair and aoften wore pink dresses. Ilya
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liked her. Fair and pink, that was all he thought of her.
But Anisa, echoing grown-ups, told him once that he was a “slant-eyed bastard” and should stop looking at her.
He had been avoiding her for quite some time after that, until one day he handed her a squirrel skin which he had
tanned himself.
The skin must have felt good to her hands. “You’ve cat eyes,” she said. “You must stop looking at me.” Ilya
watched here fair, little fingers caress the soft fur. Then Anisa threw the skin to the chain dog; the dog tore it to
shreds.
Then the Revolution came. His mother died and his life with his brothers and father became unbearable. He
was in everybody’s way—a stocky, black-haired boy who wasn’t allowed to sit at the table when his father had
company. Ilya would go off wandering into the steppe, accompanied only by his silent, nine-year-old shadow, and
stay there until the early hours of the morning. The far hills on the steppe horizon reminded him of a huge,
sleeping beast. The farther from town he’d wander, the fewer were the thoughts of his father’s business to follow
him—as if they had been afraid of the wide spaces, of the free air and sun which were hard to catalog. The sun
wold be immense, dark-red and settle heavily into the steppe like into water. Night would fall fast without dusk.
Succulent stars would appear low in the sky and soon they’d be consorted by a youthful moon sailing like a boat
with raised prow and stern. Ilya would love to hum in the dusk, then boom wistful Buryat songs which he might
have heard from his grandfather years back. At times like these, songs would come up onto the surface of his
memory like stars from an empty sky.
Coming home one night, long after midnight, Ilya as usual whistled from behind the fence to the two chained
wolfhounds, which were let out after dark to run around the house on wires. They were very friendly to him, these
shaggy, bear-like dogs. One of the, Hayda, he had cured of the mange all by himself. His brother had been set ot
destroy the animal, but he had pleaded with them and his father. They had scoffed when he had patiently
medicated Hayda with sheep liniment bartered from the veterinarian for skins. But how happy he had been to see
the big dog coming to greet him.
Now, as he clambered over the fence, Ilya heard no clanking of chains nor any friendly canine panting. The
house was dark. A faltering strip of light broke through the closed shutters and stretched into the yard, onto a pair
of horses hitched onto a carriage. Gthe wheel-horse restlessly stamped the ground with his left foreleg. It snorted
noisily, leering into the corner of the yard, toward a dark, formless pile.
Ilya, too, gave a feral snort: a sharp odor of wheel pitch and the familiar, saline odor of blood was in the dark
night air. He dashed to the corner of the yard and picked up the heavy, dear head by its short earse. As he let go of
it, the head fell back with a limp thud; the dogs were still warm, the blood hadn’t coagulated yet.
He was frantic. Up the porch he sprinted, into the house, and into the hall. “Hayda,” he howled, “Hayda’s been
axed to death … And Murat too. Both of them axed to death!”
Overwhelmed by his grief, bubbling incoherently, Ilya had not noticed that his father and brothers were all
dressed and ready to travel. He stared at them in stupor.
“You fool,” his father said somberly but without anger, “get dressed. We’re leaving. You wouldn’t expect us to
leave good dogs.”
“Hayda!” the older brother sneered. “The world’s in flames and all he thinks of are his dogs. At least you could
go and wash your hands.”
Only now, leaning against the doorpost, did Ilya notice that his hands were bloodstained. He slowly began to
rub his sticky palms.
“No understand, huh?” the other brother noted with malignant gaiety, apparently amused at Ilya’s
bewilderment. A moment later neither of them seemed to notice him any more. His father took an axe from the
table and tested its edge with is finger. There was a moment’s hesitation, as the dim light of the kerosene lamp
threw his dull reflection on the clean metal.
“Where is it?” the older brother asked, clearing his throat and raising the lamp in an impatient gesture.
Shadows of people and potted fig plants darted silently on the walls. An unseen storm raged in the room.
“In the corner, under the second board,” the old man rasped, handing the axe reluctantly to the younger son.
“Step aside,” said the younger son, toying with the axe. The older didn’t immediately move out of the way.
First he pulled up and loosened the floor board, then, freeing both his hands, he put the amp on the table in one
quick, cautious move. For a split second both brothers faced each other, as if ready to jump. In the light shining
down on them their powerful jowls stood out clearly. As if on command they both bent down simultaneously; the
board groaned and squeaked. A compact little bag, smelling raw and musty, was clutched by two pairs of hands
and laid reluctantly on the table. The father nimbly loosened its neck—there was a heavy, lifeless murmur. A
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thick, short snake seemed to have slithered out; it stared at the people with hundreds of lusterless, yellow eyes of
the gold coins it had disgorged.
Ilya’s father and brothers hastily divided the coins; each hid his share on his person. There were only a few
coins left when his father called without turning around, “Ilya, take some.”
His brothers bristled; they glared resentfully at the old man. But old Shirayev rebuked them. “He’s your
brother,” he said in a calm voice which Ilya didn’t recognize.
It seemed as if all of his terrible influence had melted together with the gold in their pockets.” I’m not coming
with you,” he said proudly.
His father turned around and walked back to him. “Ilyusha, come with us, boy,” he said gently, peering into the
flushed face of his youngest, the illegitimate one. Perhaps he suddenly recognized in it the features of the woman
he had loved or of his own youth. Perhaps he realized that he had loved poorly and hadn’t known how to
appreciate love—that he had always been too careful of what people might say about him, or too afraid of their
envy. He became aware, perhaps, that he had lived for others, not to himself, and was wondering now who and
where those others were?
Ilya recoiled. He wasn’t used to the pleading affection on the part of his father. And as he hesitated, waving his
arms, the old man suddenly shuddered, as if he had just noticed the blood on the boy’s hands. He cast a ponderous
glance at the mutilated floor, at the despoiled table, and gave a deep sigh.
“Why’re you pleading with this waif?” the older brother sternly admonished. “It’s almost dawn, we haven’t
got too much time left.” His voice carried no respect for his father.
The old man made no response.
According to custom they sat down for a few seconds. The brothers were the first to go outside. Ilya stared at
his father’s stooping back but could find no pity in his heart. The horses, tired of waiting, took off eagerly. And in
the morning, trying not to look at the dead Hayda and Murat, not to listen to the worried crows overhead, Ilya
locked the house and took the keys to the new authorities—a former Shirayev laborer.
The house was taken for the headquarters of the local Soviet and Ilya was sent to school—to do what he
wanted most, breed expensive animals and grow rare trees.
Ilya would have probably never returned to Kyakhta had it not been for the black-memory of 1937, the year of
turmoil and purges, when he, a young man of twenty-six, had to tear himself away from his beloved wilderness of
the forest reserve to rove that he had never had any part of his father’s riches.
Even the, he woul dhave left equpped with life-saving certificates had it not been for the little girl whom he
had given years back his first tanned pelt for its destruction. He met her in Kyakhta.
Of course, Anisa was no little girl any more. She was a young woman in the fullest bloom of her beauty, a
beauty for which in times past Kyakhtan magnates used to pay big money. In Anisa’s alabaster face, in her
fabulously dreamy eyes, Ilya was pained to detect the unmasked terror of a baited animal. The despair in her eyes
had determined his destiny. Her dowry, now limited to the name of her father who had perished with the armies of
Baron Ungern,\fn{After the Chinese revolution of 1911, which overthrew the Manchu dynasty, Mongolia declared its independence
from China. In 1920, a military force that was supplied and financed by Japan and led by Baron Roman Niklolaus von Ungern-Sternberg, a
Russian anti-Bolshevik general, took the Mongolian capital; but the following year, the Mongolian People’s Revolutionary Party, formed
by Russian-trained Mongols, established an independent Provisional People’s Government and, with aid from Russian Communists,
defeated Ungern-Sternberg and his supporters .} had attracted no suitors. Ilya married her and was joyously received into

her home.
They lived with her mother. For a year or so he enjoyed the affectionate, solicitous treatment of a family head.
He was madly in love with is wife and believed wholeheartedly that she was in love with him too.
It was June 1938. Anisa went to visit her sister in Dauria. Without her, the house felt empty, the nights were
long. She came back, wearing a new dress, looking lovelier yet different. In the evening Ilya was first to retire to
the bedroom; he waited and waited for her. He undressed, tried to read, but nothing came out of it. Another
minute, she’d clean up the dishes, have another word with her mother and come upstairs, he told himself.
Finally Anisa came into the bedroom. His embrace was tender; fantasy is no substitute for reality, he thought,
watching his dark-skinned hand caress her fair shoulder.
“All right, make it faster,” she snapped. “Turn the lights off.”
“Why?” he asked trustfully, still smiling, though her voice was strangely harsh.
She stared at him with a weird expression in her wide-open eyes, as if inviting him to delve into a place where
he had had no admittance before. “Why?” she shouted out in revulsion, pushing him roughly aside. “Lord, what
slanting eyes you have! Like a cat!”
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Ilya sat quietly on the very edge of the bed. Slowly an icy chill began enveloping him from the back of his
head to his bare feet. Anisa cried inconsolably—like a baby. He felt pity for her, helpless anger, but above all
shame, unbearable shame. His fingers trembled as he tried hastily to button up his nightshirt.
Ilya’s happiness had come to an end that night. He signed up for a long trip.
Anisa and her mother made an effort to sweeten the last few days in their house for him. “Patience’s
important,” the old woman tried to comfort him. “Wait for your grain to be ground and flour will come.” When it
was time to leave Anisa went with him to the station.
The express train came in the evening. A penetrating Trans-Baykal wind blew up whirls of sand; it crunched on
the teeth. Somewhere in the dark somebody was knocking on the wheels. The station signals were twinkling. Ilya
spoke gently to his wife, patting her beautiful, plump hand. “Wait for me,” he said. Though she responded
affectionately, he had a strong suspicion that she was anxious to catch her bus home. Perhaps she was chilly too;
there wasn’t really much to their parting.
From the trip he had sent Anisa a great deal of money. He had hopefully sent her a squirrel coat, and now, on
his way home, among other things he was bringing her a blue polar fox.
The boat was streaming into the upper reaches of the Yenissey River. The passengers were gay, full of money,
glad to get home after long work and months of loneliness. From Igarka many women were returning home after
working on contract jobs. The voyage had been long; a few managed to marry, a few even remarried.
Ilya took pride in showing off his fox. The women gingerly caressed it with calloused hands, taking turns in
trying it on in front of a broken mirror. “For your wife?” asked a tall, slender woman, nudging his shoulder. “You
better put it away. You’re so deep in thoughts that you don’t hear anything. Put it away, they’re all kinds of people
on this boat.” Then, watching him as he carefully tucked away the fox, she suddenly thrust her hands into the
sleeves of her quilted jacket. “I’m chilly,” she said.
Overcome by a desire for frankness, which occasionally happens with traveling people, Ilya told her a few
things about himself and about Anisa. The he became reticent, as he realized that she guessed even facts he’d
rather not reveal. “Eh,” he replied tersely to some of her questions, though he felt like telling her everything. He
liked this woman—Tatyana; her language was devoid of the vulgarity other women passengers displayed. She
must have seen better times, he conjectured, noticing that her tiny ears had been pierced but carried no earrings
now.
One evening, after the other occupants of their quarters had wandered off, Ilya was left alone with Tatyana. In
the dim light of a little lamp tremulous shadows made her face appear cold,. Her gray eyes dark and motionless.
Only her platinum blond hair, gently crowding her high forehead, appeared as soft as ever. Having nothing else to
do, he began to draw her out.
She was reluctant to talk at first. “I’m Russian,” she said, playing with her fingers coupled on her knees. “I
lived on the Ukraine, worked as a nurse then went along with my husband to Siberia.” Tatyana crossed her legs
and began to rock lightly to the tune of a cheerless waltz somebody was playing softly on an accordion behind the
partition. There was silence for a moment before she resumed speaking. “Our relations went from bad to worse
and then I made up my mind to go to the Far North and work in construction. I worked off my time and now I’m
going to Ulan-Udé … to work as a nurse again. That’s all,” she paused, shrugging her shoulders.
“How about him? What happened to your husband?” Ilya inquired.
“They took him away,” she hitched her shoulders again.
“Why, without any charge?”
“Why without charge?” Tatyana smiled. “Forgery. Dissipation … you know,” she suddenly began to talk fast,
with fervor, leaning up to him. Her face, out of the shadows, looked youthfully excited. “You know, it seems I
would have understood much better if he had debauched all that money. ‘You mustn’t open a window, heat’s
escaping, wood costs money,’ he insisted. Couldn’t understand that fresh air came in through that same open
window. Of course, it was my fault that I couldn’t figure him out. Yet, believe me, I couldn’t bear to find out how
far his stinginess was going to go. I’d try to convince him. ‘I’m concerned,’ he’d say, ‘about tomorrow. You got to
look ahead.’ The trouble was that he looked ahead from the wrong end. There are such people. They look ahead
only because ‘yesterday’ is gone and ‘today’ isn’t what they’d like it to be. … They smother you.”
Withdrawing into the shadows again, Tatyana unbuttoned her jacket and gave a deep sigh.
“Then why did you come with him?”
“I thought he’d change, he’d understand. Later … well, I should have been doing the leaving earlier, before he
got into all that mess.”
Ilya became very curious.
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“So, now why do you go to Ulan-Udé and not back West?”\fn{I.e., to European Russia.}
“I’m ashamed to go back to my relatives,” she whispered. “They told me ‘why go,’ but I kept telling myself:
I’ll change him, I’ll make him over, we’ll be like other people. But no good. Therefore, as long as I’m not myself
again, I don’t want them to see me. I have to do it now all by myself. It was my vice, it’ll be my virtue.”
As her face moved out of the quivering shadows again, Ilya thought that neither its gentleness nor her low
voice were consonant with the firmness of her words.
He studied Tatyana with an increasing sense of participating interest. He admired her fine fingers peeking out
from the thick jacket sleeves. “Poor Dovie Girl,” he told himself.
“All right, enough of your questioning,” Tatayana told him half-jokingly, half-angrily. She was first to get up,
climb the ladder and go out on deck. The air was cool; the dark, heavy water growled overboard, rushing to get
behind the stern.
“It’s hard for a woman alone,” Ilya said, standing beside her at the thin, thin railing. He didn’t know how to
express his sympathy. But, by the way she abruptly straightened up, he knew his remark had been inappropriate.
She doesn’t like to be pitied, he thought approvingly.
“Please, don’t pity me,” she said, staring into the water. “The troubles are mine and I’ll manage,” she added
softly, though stubbornly.
The wind coming from the prow danced in her uncovered hair until it unfastened a long strand and tossed it
playfully into Ilya’s face.
“It’s chilly,” for some reason he felt like whispering.
He went over to the weather side to shelter her from the wind and gently covered her with the flap of his
sheepskin. She didn’t try to move away. Clasping the cold railing firmly, as if she had been afraid of falling
overboard, she stood there, her head bowed. Ilya was overcome by a sudden wave of tenderness toward her.
The boat steamed slowly up the river. Ilya was in no hurry now. He felt calm and happy in her presence. Her
belief that one can fully repay a mistake, cast off its burden and recover to breathe again—freely and fully—made
him feel strong.
“Poor Dovie Girl,” he mused. “After suffering and suffering she voyages all by herself into a strange town, yet
believes that everything will turn out fine. As if happiness was not behind but ahead of her.”
He thought it was his duty to watch over her and show her as good a time as one could on this wretched
steamer. At the same time, he also sensed that Tatyana in many ways was seriously interested in helping him out.
A feeling of complete trust and indebtedness, which he had never experienced toward any woman before, rose in
him toward her.
However, when the steamer was pulling up to the pier, when home and Anisa appeared tangibly close, his
thoughts veered away from Tatyana. “Thank you,” he told her as she indecisively reached him a piece of paper:
her address in Ulan-Udé. “I’ll write you,” he solemnly assured her, pocketing the paper into his sheepskin. He had
no intention of doing so however; all his thought lived for Anisa now.
Later, when he saw his wife, when he heard her voice, he simply forgot all about Tatyana. He forgot, as if not
he but another man had been voyaging with her up the Yenissey.
Anisa looked more beautiful than ever—simply ravishing in the blue fox over here full shoulders. Beautiful,
but aloof. Ilya tried not to pay attention to the neighbors’ innuendos.
Anisa used to keep his things in order—now she had to be reminded. His mitt got torn; he asked her to mend it,
he asked her again; one morning, he got out the darning box and began to mend it himself. Anisa and his motherin-law pretended not to see. He finished, went out and put the mitt into his pocket; he thought everybody was
making fun of his unwomanly, clumsy stitches.
But that was a minor point which could have been overlooked if the main issue had still been alive—it wasn’t.
Love can be feigned, indifference can’t. Ilya hurtfully complained to his wife one day. She was honestly surprised.
“What do you want?” she asked. “I’m alive. What else do you want?” she repeated, arrogantly curious.
He was overcome by a painful anger toward this well-fed woman. “You’re no wife, you’re a whore,” he
insulted her for the first time in his life.
“You’re right,” she faced him boldly, her arms akimbo. “Do you think a decent woman would have agreed to
live with you? If my father were alive, and things were different, how much do you think you would have seen of
me, you Buryat bastard?”
She screamed, burst out in tears, and became red in the face. If it hadn’t come from Anisa, Ilya would have
found it amusing to listen to all that vituperative monologue hurled for no reason. But it came from his wife; the
whole outburst was so savage that it had left him speechless. He wouldn’t have been surprised if he had suddenly
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seen himself in the mirror, not as he knew himself now: robust, firm on his feet, a little pale perhaps on top of the
solid northern sunburn—but once again as the little, black-haired boy who wasn’t allowed to sit at the table when
his father had company.
He dressed in silence and left.
A wind coming from Mongolia drove little sand waves along the ground.
Ilya knew that if he didn’t make his decision now he would never be able to look at himself again. He walked
fast. He frowned in order not to have to look at the trees or houses, because the trees, houses, even the ground
itself—everything was running back to her. Only the wind was on his side, it pushed him from behind in gusts:
“Go on, go on.”
“Where to?” He didn’t know.
He was already outside of the town limits when a driver he knew called out to him. Wouldn’t he like a lift to
Ulan-Udé? Ilya jumped into the cab; he told the driver that he had a new assignment—as a matter of fact he did.
He felt like smoking. While fumbling for a cigarette, he pulled out from his pocket the crumpled piece of paper
with the address on it. There were no cigarettes, though. He returned the paper to its place and accepted a thin
Chinese cigarette from the driver.
*
When Tatyana saw him enter the door, she blushed and rushed to meet him. Then one look into his unhappy
eyes and she knew that he didn’t come to her but had run away from his wife.
She didn’t try to pry anything out of him, as if there was nothing unusual about his coming to her. She put the
teakettle on the kerosene heater and began to cover the table. How poor her place looked after home! Ilya fumbled
in his pockets but had to apologize for leaving his last ruble at home.
“I have some,” she advised him simply as she saw hium search for his money. She put on her beret and went
out.
A dreary thought came to his mind: he would have liked to get drunk. But Tatyana didn’t buy any vodka,
though she had spent plenty on food. She was happy to treat him, without any fuss; she had even thought of
cigarettes. He took a smoke and took his jacket off.
She made the bed and asked him if he wanted to lie down. “I have some work left to do,” she said, putting out
the top lights. The light of a shaded night lamp fell on the little table in a yellow, warm circle. She gotout some
books, but, of course, did not studying. He knew that she wanted to let him fall asleep.
When she came by the bed on tip-toes, he grasped her hand.
“Sit down please …”
She sat down on the very edge.
“I’m beat, Tanya,” he muttered, “don’t be angry with me.”
“Don’t think of it, go to sleep.” She gingerly patted his fingers as if he were sick. He fell asleep.
When the generous Trans-Baykal sun came streaming through the dazzlingly transparent windowpanes and
woke him up, he wondered where she had slept.
“I should have covered it,” she observed, “but I’ve got no blinds or curtains. I love to see the sky, night and
day. Don’t you?”
The sun rays passed through her hair: it seemed now not platinum but golden blond, and she herself taller and
handsomer than on the boat. It occurred to him that never before had he seen her in high heels.
Breakfast was ready; she was in a hurry to get to her job. She showed him where to leave the keys if he felt
like going out. “If you feel like it,” she had said as if there were no question about his staying with her.
The sun and the brilliant, blue sky beamed into the hospitable window. Blunt and distraught, incapable of
thinking or deciding for himself, he curiously examined his haven. No, this little room wasn’t that poor; it was
rather spacious without all the inert mantles, embroideries, napkins and endless china figurines which he hated as
much as he loved life.
And the little rug at his bedside wasn’t cheap, either! How wonderful it felt lying on the floor instead of
looking down untouchably from the wall. Ilya also noticed expensive crystal flower vases. She feels secure
already, Dovie Girl, he thought; people who live from hand to mouth don’t buy vases.
Her clothes were not gaudy but tasteful; they resembled their owner in a way. He was amazed to realize that
even this morning, the morning which might turn out to be the most difficult in his life, the nearness of this dear,
stubborn woman gave him great comfort. He could be so candid with her! Perhaps because her past was so hard.
He opened the door for her, helped her take off her coat, hung it up, too, then turning around, gave her a weak
smile.
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Seeing his guilty smile, noticing his tired face, drawn in the last twenty-four hours, she shivered. She looked a
trifle disheveled and her face was pink from the fresh air.
“Stop tormenting yourself,” she told him firmly, as she dropped her down-soft scarf on the chair. “Please get
this into your head: I don’t want anything from you. There’s nothing I expect from you, and there’s nothing I want
of you. Can’t you see that?”
She had walked up to him and while talking held her arms o his shoulders, almost hugging him. There was no
doubt in his mind, however, that she meant what she said; that the only thing she wished, like a mother, was that
he stop suffering.
“Please don’t,” she suddenly blushed and reeled away as he tried to pull her to him. Then without saying
anything else she pressed her cheek to his quilted jacket.
“Let’s go away from here, Tanyusha,” he suggested bluntly, tightly clenching his jowls. He caressed her hair
and thought, no matter what, he had to get away from here, away from Kyakhta. Hew couldn’t allow himself to
cavil; he ought to forget everything.
As soon as Ilya went through the necessary formalities, Tatyana was also allowed to leave. They set out as
husband and wife for Pripyatin in the Ukraine, where her relatives lived.
After the severe grip of the Trans-Baykal weather he was amazed at the slothful mildness of the Ukraine. As
compared with the reserved Siberians, the people here seemed easygoing and friendly. Very soon he became
chummy with his new relatives. Her uncle visited them on holidays for dinner. He liked to slap Ilya on his broad
back and tell him, “That woman got herself a heck of a husband. Quite independent!”
But he’d invariably end the discussion like this: “By the way, she ain’t bad either. It was her first husband that
almost finished her off. But, in good hands …”
“What are good hands, rough ones?” Ilya wondered with a smile.
That was the autumn before the war. They were sitting in the orchard. The two men sat behind a wooden table
covered with a flowered oilskin cloth; Tatyana made herself comfortable on the bench, her legs pulled up and her
back resting against her husband’s. the sun had set; dusk was falling; the sky was cloudless and grand, turning
thicker and growing into an emerald dark.
“Are your hands good?” Ilya asked again, gingerly turning his head—his back felt too warm and cozy to
disturb it.
Tatyana’s eyes lit up; her teeth simply sparkled as she laughed out. She stretched quietly, and briefly her cheek
touched Ilya’s. But then their backs pulled apart, and she began to feel chilly.
“Tanyusha, please pick me a sour apple from the tree,” Unc asked with a robust yawn.
Laughing, she pranced down from the bench and gracefully ran to the apple tree. Ilya was right behind her. She
decided to pick a few apples from the higher branches. Upwards flashed her tanned legs and here dainty slippers.
“Don’t jump, I’ll take you down.”
Ilya reached out and nimbly pulled her down. For a moment he held her up—he couldn’t have held Anisa that
way; Anisa was a little taller than he, full and weighty. Tatyana felt like a feather.
“Dovie Girl,” he said, letting her down. “Just amazing how much spunk there is in this little you. Drop by drop
and you get what you want.”
A beetle got into her hair; her fair skin glistened under the slipped shoulder strap of her bodice. He freed the
beetle. She turned her dark face up at him, admiring him in silence with huge, strangely transparent eyes. He saw
in them something he had never been able to see in Anisa’s eyes.
He kissed her on the lips—timidly, as if she weren’t his wife. Again, he peered into her eyes.
“Again,” she asked him softly. So softly that he could only guess what she had said.
That evening brought nothing out of the ordinary, however. After they had taken Unc home Tatyana seemed
rather edgy. She complained of being cold and sleepy. Ilya didn’t mind. He felt so light and good that night, so
peacefully attuned with the full, quiet country, that had it not been for this dear load on his left arm he might have
simply soared like a bird.
*
When war came, when he was called, she cried but didn’t let him see her tears. When time came to part sehe
cuddled up to him. She looked so defenseless, had grown years older in a few days. “Please, as much as you can,
watch yourself,” she implored. “If something, please … come back. No arms, no legs, anything … please come
back. I’ll be waiting for you. …”
Being a go0od shot,k hunter and pathfinder, Ilya was assigned to scouting. The new trade, the trade of war, he
learned calmly, as conscientiously as ever. But he so longed for home; he had enjoyed so little of it!
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Now, as they stood on the threshold of Germany, when his conviction grew stronger with each day that he
would survive this war, a new obsession began to torment him: what if he, alive and unscathed, found out that
there was nothing to come back to, nothing ahead of him? He’d curse destiny that had made him happy and for
such a short time. He’d find himself struggling with a helpless kind of jealousy, seeing Tatyana so irresistible that
she couldn’t help having men drawn to her, adore her. Then doubts would give rise to fury, which was good in
battle, but in those infrequent periods of quietude in between patrols, he’d feel like striking out against himself
and against those around him.
3
The little frost was trying to firm up as the evening deepened. However, compared with the vigorous, Siberian
cold, this winter was just a baby. Shaking himself like a big dog, Ilya got up from the ground and went to see the
regiment commander.
The commander, a young major with nine decorations, presented him with the plan of operation, reading off
with slow deliberation the names of German-populated points.
“There’s the second echelon for you,” Captain Tshernikhov whispered to Ilya.
“Of course, in the first echelon are the Germans, in the second are we.”
The regiment commander didn’t keep them long. For the first time, at least on the map, they were on German
soil. The feeling of keen pride, just retribution, which was common to all of them, was so strong that it had
supplanted all other feelings. Elated the same way as the others by the palpably close victory, Ilya was annoyed at
the vice-politoff who suddenly switched him back to the agonizing fruitless thoughts: “We’ll send another inquiry
about your wife, Second Lieutenant,” Prostatkov had said, walking up to him. “Also, you still remember our talk;
take god care of your men.”
Prostakov walked back to the regiment commander who apparently knew what it was all about.
“Well, what are you writing in your reports,” the commander winked. “Is the political-moral condition in good
shape?”
“You think of it as a joke, Ivan Semenitch,” Prostakov sighed gravely, “but you should see how people become
brutalized in four years. There are some whose souls are so bleeding that you can’t touch ’em.
“You’re the educated one, so go on heal those sick souls,” the commander suggested, as he was leaviong to
inspect the sub-units. There wasn’t much time left.
The enemy engaged them in a heavy battle on this side of the border.
Fedka was wounded. Getting down to his knees, Silya unbuckled him and pulled down his wide trousers. The
bowels were pushing out of his sinewy belly in a blue foam. “A swig of vodka, Sarge,” Fedka moaned, crumpling
some withered leaves between his fingers and jerking his head.
Ilya poured him some vodka from the canteen and kissed him on his bloodless lips. Two scouts took Fedka to
the rear.
The Germans withdrew in a hurry …
The morning was overcast and gray as the regiment had fought its way across the border. Then,. Everything
became silent—so silent that Ilya began to wonder: “Have they capitulated?” The scouts followed fresh caterpillar
tracks of Russian tanks. They came to a steep bank overhanging a narrow, clear river; they passed a line of
abandoned barges bearing long, unRussian names; they crossed the bridge to the other side. “There she is, the
damn Nazi Germany.” A freshly tar-painted legend screamed at them in sprawling black letters from the wall of
the first two-storied building.
Slate houses capped with sharp red tile stretched out in two long files. Carts, bundles lay around in the street.
Quilt down danced freely in the wind. Like snow it hugged the soil, the walls, and fences, but unlike snow it
refused to melt, staying white as would snow on the face of a corpse.
A youthful scout, Fimotchka, reported to Ilya as Fedka’s replacement.
“Not a soul, Comrade Second Lieutenant. The Gerries\fn{ Wartime slang for Germans; spelt also Jerries.} are gone.”
They walked up a street, clinking their forged heels against the cobblestone. A corpse of a German officer was
doubled over a low palisade, his hands and long hair sweeping the soil. It seemed the Nazi was bowing to his belt
to welcome the entering Russian armies.
They caught up with the Germans toward evening. For a while the enemy was returning the fire, but soon he
pulled back again. The regiment occupied a large village. The settlement, miraculously intact, almost untouched
by artillery fire, looked peaceful and turned out to be almost empty. Its residents had fled in panic, leaving behind
all their valuables. In some cottages lamps were still burning and dishes with remnants of food were left on the
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tables.
“Eich-vier,” Captain Tshernikhov spelled out its name for Vera. “Stopover. Let’s feed the men; maybe they’ll
let us spend the night here. They’ve already picked a house for your medicos.”
They walked together toward a single-storied, little house with the customary abandon of soldiers who’d
occupy any enemy trench or any enemy-held building. Assisted by a corpsman, Vera hastily unfolded her
uncomplicated household, looking forward to working for a change in daylight, under a roof, with her hands
washed—instead of in an underground helter-skelter.
The windowpanes vibrated finely under the black masking paper when a battery of 120mm\fn{ One hundred
twenty millimeter guns.} pulled by. Soon excitable voices outside slowly died away together with the unceasing
stamping of feet.
Vera took real pleasure in leisurely washing her hands under the faucet and in wiping them bone-dry with a
towel she got from the cupboard. Distraught and curious at the same time, she examined the German home. It was
the first time in her life she had seen one. She was amused by the funny embroider over a wide, wooden bed,
bearing the sentence in tiny gothic: “God, remain with us.” Yet she was on the alert, and Tshernikhov knew why;
Vera was waiting for somebody from the second battalion to come in and tell her that everything was O.K. there,
that the batcom was alive.
“I heard they are digging in on the western fringe,” Tsherenikhov remarked. Then he remembered Prostatkov’s
request. “Vera, Prostakov wanted you to talk to Shirayev—when you got a chance. Of course, only when you got
a chance. You know, he can’t find his family, makes all kinds of mad threats. Everybody’s mad,” he stopped,
shaking his head about the disquieting thought that occurred to him. Indeed, the soldiers had a reason to be mad,
especially now when they were walking on the German soil.
When Vera had heard him mention “western fringe,” which was manned by the second battalion, she joyously
turned around—all the fatigue gone from her face. However, the rest of what Tshernikhov had to say had no cheer
for her.
“What’s the matter with your Shirayev? Is he a baby? Go take care of him,” she pouted. “Why does everybody
come to me? I’m as tired as hell, too.”
“Oh, you are a woman,” Tshernikhov explained apologetically. “You women know how to talk.”
Tshernikhov and Vera had been serving in the regiment since its formation; they were used to and knew each
other. In battle, in the trenches, or in march one doesn’t particularly care who his neighbors are—old or young.
Now, however, amid the ordinary human utensils, he could even picture Vera as a woman—in a dress. When
Tshernikhov gave her a non-military once-over, so to speak, and remembered all the five years they had been
together, she shuddered: how could she not be tired.
“There’s sense for you,” Vera spouted off, “Walk like a man, fight like a man, and should the need be—you’re
a woman.”
In her raucous, husky voice there was a ring of tears. Tshernikhov was utterly shaken.
“We must end this war,” he stated flatly, as if Vera’s hurt and momentary weakness had just convinced him that
this had to be done, that the only thing he had to do to end the war was to return to his company.
“Bring in the wounded!” He was already behind the door when he heard Vera’s normal voice ring out the
“commanding,” as they used to joke in the regiment when she sent out the corpsman.
As he ambled to join his riflers, Tshernikhov was glad to see the little Bashkir\fn{ I.e., a man from what is now called
Bashkortostan, one of the 21 autonomous “republics” within the Russian Federation. Four-fifths of the Bashkir homeland lie in the basin of
the Kama river system; the Ural River forms its eastern border. The population (1994 est.) was 4,052,300, with Ufa as its administrative
center. About 25% of the people are Bashkirs, 40% are Russians, and some 30% are Tatars. The people are predominately Sunni Moslems;
the first reference to them occurs in the 10 th century.} liaison man of the second battalion, the flaps of his overcoat tucked
up high, running up to the sanpoint\fn{Unable to find this word.} house. Batcom two, apparently, was relaying his

usual, terse message.
The scouts had entered the village with the second battalion. The first minutes or even hours after a victory the
brew of success goes to one’s head and displaces all fatigue. Ilya felt hot; he felt no desire to eat or drink. Unsure
of the enemy’s panicky retreat; distrustful of the quiet, dark windows; believing in nothing on this foreign soil—
he was the first to rap with is rifle butt against the closed door of a solid-looking, squat house. It looked like a
store. In the thickening dusk he could still make out mouth-watering, tightly-packed sausages and some alien,
angular letters on the signboard.
The door didn’t give, but from the house Ilya could hear sounds—somebody was inside.
“Shall I let go\fn{Fire at; the English phrase is: let fly at.} at the windows,” Fimotchka eagerly suggested.
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“No sense letting go,” Ilya drawled through clenched teeth. “You won’t hear a peep from them anyway.”
The door, though, was giving. Under force it creaked and fell off its hinges. Homey warmth and the odor of
cooked meat burst forth to embrace them. “Get out,” Ilya shouted in the jargon he often used in interrogating
identification prisoners, or “pigeons.” There was nobody to be seen in the semidarkness, but noises came from the
next room. Beginning to lose his temper, Ilya cocked his automatic and headed toward the noise. Fimotchka
swung at the second door from under which a dim light was slitting through—surprisingly, it gave easily.
The darkened room was large and cluttered, glowing with dying embers and dancing with locked-in shadows
from the flickering light of a lamp which apparently had just been put on the table. Two of the trembling shadows,
a man and a woman, seemed to have petrified in an erect pose the moment the scouts had broken in the door.
A black hole yawned in the buff floor, just below the table covered with a plush cloth. On it rings, bracelets
sparkled and cried with brilliant tears next to a lusterless bundle of knives and forks feebly blinking in the poor
lamp light.
The woman had been taking off an earring. She had frozen stiff in her motion—clutching her ear with both
hands. She was rosy-skinned and fair-haired, dressed in a light housecoat which barely covered her shapely body.
A moment later, coming of her stupor, she darted forward and barred the table with herself, spreading her shapely
arms. Her coat opened, exposing more of her semi-naked body to the scouts’ eyes. However, she didn’t care about
herself, she was intent on defending her possessions.
Unquestionably, Ilya looked to them as the devil incarnated: a broad-jawed, green-eyed, squinting monster in a
camouflage coat. He tore his eyes away from the woman and glanced at the man. What struck him was the
German’s red hair and heavy, square jaw.
Suddenly, in a flash, this redhead, the hole in the floor, the scared shadows brought back to his memory the
picture of his brothers and that frightful night of his childhood. He remembered again the dull glimmer of gold
and the smell of blood. Slowly his automatic dropped.
Suddenly, in a flash, this redhead, the hole in the floor, the scared shadows brought back to his memory the
picture of his brothers and that frightful night of his childhood. He remembered again the dull glimmer of gold
and the smell of blood. Slowly his automatic dropped.
Interpreting the indecision reflected on the face of the Russian soldier as favorable to her, the woman daringly
made a step toward Ilya and at the same time said something briefly to her husband. Not making any attempt to
cover herself, she smiled. The meaning of her smile would have been obvious even to an inhabitant of another
planet. Ilya received the message: just stamp your foot, yell out, and the redhead will tiptoe out of the room and
close the door behind him.
But Ilya felt no desire for their bracelets nor for their wives. He suddenly felt a wave of physical nausea. He
whirled around and walked out of the sausage-smelling house. The detachment reluctantly followed.
This encounter had disturbed him so much that he couldn’t fall asleep after he set up his men for the night. The
trauma of his past appeared to have survived here, on this foreign soil, lurking for its opportunity to poison him.
He felt suffocating and tight inside. Dragging himself out, he strolled in the middle of the street, meticulously
staying out of the shadows of the neat little houses carefully dressed in ivy. He felt he had to escape the putridity
of his unhappy childhood which seemed to have burst forth this very evening, threatening to inundate him,
smother him—as big and strong as he was.
Ilya’s hearty informed on itself in a kind of disquieting palpitation. There was a group of lightly-wounded men,
their fresh bands looming white in the darkness; he asked them for the direction of the Sandet. He hadn’t thought
of the “pancake” slur until he came into the room and sat down on a free chair. Vera looked very busy; her iodinestained fingers appeared to be moving with sure quickness, as if they had a mind of their own. It occurred to him
that he shouldn’t expect any favors from her; perhaps he shouldn’t have come here at all …
“Pour in half a glass,” Vera ordered the corpsman who had a bottle of Popov’s medicinal spirits in his hand.
She took a glimpse at the pale, perspired face of the sergeant who lay on a stretcher, his legs splintered and
bandaged up to his pelvis. The sergeant avidly drank down the liquid—she always had it on hand, unlike other
medical officers who kept running out of it. She rightly believed that it was good to soothe pain and give extra
strength to the badly wounded. The sergeant quieted down, too, by the time she was finishing the bandages on the
next man’s shoulder.
The regiment’s job was done for a while but in this little house work was going on at full speed. Vera’s natural
efficiency, her gentle voice—the voice she always used with the wounded men—and the imperturbable serenity of
the silent corpsman, all that had a tranquilizing effect on Ilya. He was beginning to feel good, and then … he took
a look in the room and discovered two soldiers sitting to the right of him—not of his own kind but Germans. Two
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unarmed, impossibly filthy Germans sitting there—as calmly as they pleased. Only an act of witchcraft, he
thought, could have put Germans in this room. Vera’s so busy that she doesn’t even see them, he said to himself.
Another second and he would have kicked them out the door when Vera beckoned to the older one, the one who
had a rag bandaged around his head. “Davaii,” she said, pointing to the chair in front of her. She said no more
than that word, a word which every German knew by now.
“Vera!” Ilya reproachfully reminded her.
“POW’s,”\fn{Prisoners of war.} she replied without lifting her eyes. She began to change the bandages o the
man’s head. The German was very patient although he must have been in pain. However, the moment he heard
her clank the glass ampoule and saw her fill a syringe, he reeled back in such overt terror that even the phlegmatic
corpsman raised his eyebrows in amazement.
“Todt,”\fn{Death.} the German rasped, pointing at the hypodermic. His unshaven, dirty face became earth-gray.
“Go to hell,” Vera told him in a tired voice, not caring whether he understood or not. “Why would I have
wasted bandages on you? Davaii, for God’s sakes.”
However, when she peered into his face she realized that he was ready to collapse. For a second she lost her
confidence—his reaction had been quite unexpected—then she recovered.
“Look stupid, it’s only a tetanus vaccine,” she assured him, slightly pricking her left arm below the elbow,
barely squeezing the plunger.
The German watched in fascination as the needle disappeared under the skin of his arm. Raising apologetically
at Vera the whites of his deep-sunk eyes, he made an attempt at a smile—but couldn’t quite make it. When it was
all over, he got up, rattled off softly a remark to his younger companion in German, and dropped heavily to his
own chair. Under the clean bandage his wet cap looked even dirtier.
Ilya rolled up a smoke for himself and waited resentfully for the prisoners to be taken away.
But nobody came for them. He noticed that the older prisoner hungrily stared at the smoking tobacco, not
having the courage to look up at his face. Mad at himself, without even glancing at the German, Ilya silently
reached him his shag-packed tin and a newspaper strip. The German carefully picked a pinch, just enough for a
thin, thin smoke and abruptly blurted in Russian, “Thank you.”
His Russian words sounded so weird that even Vera tore her mind away for a moment from the last soldier she
was attending.
The German was quick to explain, “I was in Russia—the last war; in prison.”
He spoke with an accent, but quite fluently.
“You were, yet you wanted more,” Ilya chuckled malevolently.
For the first time the German looked straight at him. He was at least forty, maybe older. The ordinary, middleaged man with large, coarse hands, horny fingernails, and a tired face covered with weeks-old stubble. He
obviously had felt keenly that the reticence of the Russian was an expression of hostility toward him.
“No, I didn’t want more,” he replied softly. His tone of voice had a touch of dignity to it. Perhaps he
remembered himself as he once was: unbegrimed, unmilitarized, a self-respecting, industrious man who, indeed,
hadn’t wanted this war.
“Why are you hanging around here?” Ilya asked in an angry drawl.
“They’ll come for us. They promised they would,” the German apologized, glanced from Vera to Ilya and back
again. “They’ll take us, they will.”
Ilya realized that the prisoners were afraid to go out into the street by themselves; they were afraid to be met
by Russian soldiers.
Ilya’s feeling of hateful revulsion of the enemy was for some strange reason replaced by a curious
involvement. It couldn’t have been friendliness—there was no room for warm feelings in this house where a
Russian soldier was dying on a stretcher. Yet, it was a completely new feeling—something like the absence of
enmity—a feeling hard to grasp. Making half a turn toward him, the German glanced at Ilya again, and Ilya was
positive that both of them had the same thought on their mind. He even forgot about his quarrel with Vera and
wasn’t at all surprised when she requested him amicably, “Ilya, boy, will you please take a look in the chest;
maybe you can dig out a pair of men’s underwear. It’s cold outside; they are all wet and filthy like pigs.”
Ilya walked up to the chest and began to dig in it haphazardly, tossing out onto the floor every unsuitable thing.
He stopped to admire a well-worn, neat chemise bearing signs of multiple mendings. As a matter of fact, he
thought at first that this was a kind of embroidery. He marveled at the precise neatness of the mendings. Then, he
found that every single piece of apparel was speckled up with such meticulously done squares. “Took off …” he
smirked, collecting the whole pile from the floor; and he put it back into the chest.
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“Where did they go, these idiots?”
Eventually, men’s underwear was found. The prisoners changed hastily, ashamed of their thin, neglected
bodies, and a short time later a carefree, little soldier from headquarters came for them.
Vera was so tired that she could hardly stand on her feet. Ilya thought it wiser not to bother her and left.
Immense fatigue began to take hold of him too; he couldn’t wait to get to the pile of straw procured by the nimble
Fimotchka.
It’s such a long, long time before you’re allowed to rest on the front lines, he thought, that when it comes, it’s
so, so short. At least now, the progress was much faster, and before he knew it, he’d be in the rear again.
Toward dawn, from God knows where, German civilians made their entry into the village. They looked glum
and confused. A window opened and from it a white sheet was hoisted. Ilya thought they wouldn’t have the guts
to keep it. But the sheet remained there hanging. Later, an old face appeared behind it, timidly peeking at the
Russians and hopefully watching the other windows. And then, many shutters began to open and white sheets
began to crawl out.
“They’re giving up, the lice,” a soldier gleefully shouted.
From behind sheets and pillowcases of all the windows, German men and women, mostly old people, began to
look out, trying to smile, wave, behave as if they had just been waiting for this joyous opportunity, the entry of
Russian soldiers into their village.
The scouts left the village behind, plunging into an accurately planted, but monotonously alien forest. They
followed their leader at a fast pace. Each scout was engulfed in his own thoughts, about his homeland, and paid no
attention to the lovely, loveless scenery all around.
Vera moved with the battalion. She responded to Ilya’s greeting with a nod of her head. The brisk, energetic
pace of his platoon coming by made her think that this uneventful march was not going to last too long, that it
wouldn’t be a bad idea to pick up another sanitary kit. She decided on the spur of the moment to get out and wait
for the sancom,\fn{Sanitary Committee?} to fill up so to say, on the march. She got out of the column and sat down
on the roadside ferns.
Soon the sancom lorries came along. Vera recognized the old, lazy good-for-nothing gelding, “The Ally,” as
they called him, who’d never quicken his pace no matter how heavy the artillery fire.
The corpsman walked up to the lorry and pulled up the tarpaulin. While he was filling up his spare kit with all
kinds of bandaging materials, “The Ally” kept his pace. Vera walked with Luisa, the pretty medsister from the
sancom, a gay flapper who in comparison with her dressed like a doll (Lusia never had to crawl on her belly nor
lie on the ground). Her quaint, box-calf boots had a sparkle; her military coat tailored in an officer’s fashion was
spic and span.
Babbling like a brook and carried away with happiness, Lusia boasted of the long letter she had written home
last evening; how proud her mother would be to learn that her daughter was writing from the enemy’s lair.
Having filled in Vera on all the details of her letter, Lusia also remembered that the liaison had been from in
the division\fn{So the text: from where the liaison had been in the division is meant.} and brought a letter for Scout Shirayev.
An open letter it was, and all the girls in the company had read it and cried—it was so touching. At the next halt it
should be handed over to him.
“His wife,” Lusia chirped excitedly. “Apparently, she had no time to evacuate She joined the guerillas, and all
the time she’s been looking for him. She too was awarded the medal of the Fatherland War, second class. She
even sent a newspaper clipping from the place where her family is. She wants everybody who knows to tell her
and help her find him. So touching, so touching …”
“Lord,” Very breathed deeply, “gimme that letter, will you?”
The letter closed with:
And if he is not with you, please write me, Comrades. Also, please return the clipping—I have no other and I want
to send it and write everywhere until I find him.

Carefully nestling the letter amid the bandages, Vera got up onto the road. She began to run as fast as she
could, trying to hold the pouches from flapping against her sides. She ran ahead to catch up with the advancing
regiment.
She caught up with the third battalion; then her strength failed her. She knew she couldn’t do it by herself—
together, with the others, she would. The letter was rushed ahead, from hand to hand, from company to company
until it reached the scouting platoon, somewhere in front of everybody.
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As soon as Ilya saw the familiar, fine letters packed into tight lines, he felt the blood rushing away from his
face and his cheeks turning ice-cold. He even forgot that instead of reading while marching, reading and
stumbling, he might have been allowed to break out of the column. Next, from cold he turned hot, so hot that he
had to loosen his collar; he was so foolishly careful about it as though the most important thing of all was not to
lose the button. He read and re-read the letters; he re-read the newspaper clipping in which her name and his were
underlined in red.
The regiment kept moving on. His platoon moved silently ahead, guessing everything, not asking anything.
That’s how it was. While he had had his anxieties, moments of despair and doubts, the other heart had striven
toward him with even greater force, perhaps. He sensed her timorous doubts in between her modest lines:
He must be looking for me , too.

“Must be? Silly Dovie Girl,” Ilya mused, choking up from tenderness and forgetting his own doubts of not so
long ago, and his unusually hurtful jealously that seemed now so absurd he would be ashamed to tell anybody
about it or even admit it to himself.
He also felt a little remorseful; why did he search for his beloved in places where things were peaceful? Why
had he indulged in all kinds of conjectures and never thought of perusing the honor rosters? Perhaps, had he
believed in his spouse without reservations, he would have started from the rosters.
Time, however, did not wait. An order reached the head of the column … the same way the letter had, from
company to company …
“The commander of the scouting platoon to the regiment commander!”
“Well, there goes our rest,” Fimotchka quipped, adjusting the automatic slung across his neck—it had needed
no adjusting. “They want a ‘pigeon’ no doubt.”
Unable to hide his happiness now, Ilya flashed his white teeth in a grin. “Cut out the gab,” he pretended
sternness. With a smile on his face he walked back, along the roadside, against the current of the marching
columns.
The war wasn’t a matter of years any longer; these would be the last battles that stood between him and pece.
Ilya was confident in the future. As he went to receive his new assignment he was happy.
275.158 1. The Monkey-bridge 2. The Guilty Dogs 3. Banyan 4. The Tortoise And The Geese 5. The Fairy And
The Hare 6. The Golden Feathers 7. TheYoung Parrot 8. The Empty Lake 9. The Swan Kingdom 10. The Master’s
Test 11. The Two Pigs 12. The Patient Buffalo 13. The Sarabha 14. The Goblin Town 15. The Great Elephant 16.
The Quarrelsome Quails 17. The Forest Fire 18. The End Of The World 19. The Golden Goose 20. The Noble
Horse: Twenty Jakata Tales\fn{by Noor-un-Nisa Inayat Khan (1914-1944)} Moscow, Russia (F) 18
1
A giant-like monkey once ruled over eighty thousand monkeys in the Himalaya mountains. And through the
rocks where they lived streamed the river Ganges before reaching the valley where cities were built. And there
where the bubbling water fell from rock to rock stood a magnificent tree. In the spring it bore tender white blossoms;
and later it was laden with fruit so wonderful that none could be compared to them, and the sweet winds of the
mountain gave them the sweetness of honey.
How happy the monkeys were! They ate the fruit and lived in the shade of the wonderful tree. From one side of
the tree the branches spread over the water. Therefore, when the blossom appeared the monkeys ate or destroyed
the flowers on those branches that the fruit might not grow on them, and if a fruit did grow they plucked it, were it
no larger than the heart of a blossom, for the chief, seeing the danger, had warned them, saying:
“Beware, let not a fruit fall into the water lest the river carry it to the city, where men seeing the beautiful fruit
might search for the tree; following the river up into the hills, and, finding the tree, they would take all the fruit and
we should have to flee from here.”
Thus the monkeys obeyed and for a long time never a fruit fell into the river.
But the day came when one ripe fruit hidden by an ant’s nest, unseen between the leaves, fell into the water
and was taken by the flow of the river down, down the rocky hills, into the valley where the large city of Benares
stands at the bank of the Ganges. And that day, while the fruit passed by Benares, pushed along by the little waves
of the river, the King Brahmadatta was bathing in the water between two nets which some fishermen held while
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he plunged and swam and played with the little sunrays caught in the water. And the fruit floated into one of the
nets.
“Wonderful!” exclaimed the fisherman who saw it first. “Where on this earth grows such a fruit as this?”
And, seizing it, with sparkling eyes he showed it to the king. Brahmadatta gazed at the fruit and marvelled at its
beauty.
“Where is the tree which bears this fruit to be found?” he wondered. Then, calling some woodcutters from near
the river-bank, he asked if they knew of the fruit and where it could be found.
“Sire,” they said, “it is a mango, a wonderful mango. Such a fruit as this grows not in our valley, but up in the
hills of the Himalaya, where the air is pure and the sunrays undisturbed. No doubt the tree stands on the river-side
and a fruit having fallen in the water has been carried here.”
The king then asked the men to taste of it, and when they had done so, he also tasted it, and gave of it to
his ministers and attendants.
“Indeed,” they said, “such a fruit is divine; never can another be compared to this.”
The days and the nights went slowly by and Brahmadatta grew more and more restless. The longing to taste of
the fruit once again became stronger as each day passed. In the night he saw in his dreams the enchanted tree
carying on each branch a hundred golden cups of honey and nectar.
“Indeed it must be found,” said the king one day, and he gave orders that a boat be prepared to sail up the river
Ganges, up to the Himalaya rocks where perhaps the tree might be found. And Brahmadatta went him self with the
men.
Long indeed was the journey passing the fields of flowers and rice, but at last the king and his followers
reached the Himalaya hills one evening, and gazing in the distance what did they see? There, beneath the
moonlight, stood the longed-for tree, its golden fruit glittering through the leaves.
But what was moving on each branch? What strange little shadows were sliding through the leaves?
“See,” said one of the men, “it is a troop of monkeys.”
“Monkeys!” exclaimed the king; “eating the fruit! Surround the tree that they may not escape. At dawn we will
shoot them and eat of their meat and of the mangoes.”
These words came to the ears of the monkeys and, trembling, they said to their leader:
“Alas! you warned us, beloved chief, but some fruit may have fallen in the stream, for men have come here; they
surround our tree, and we cannot escape, for the distance between this tree and the next is too far for us to leap. We
heard words coming from the mouth of one of the men saying:
“‘At dawn we will shoot them and eat of their meat and of the mangoes.’
“I will save you, my little ones,” said the chief, “fear not, but do as I say.”
Thus consoling them, the mighty chief climbed to the highest branch of the tree. And as swift as wind passing
through the rocks, he jumped a hundred bow lengths through space and landed on a tree near the opposite bank. There,
at the edge of the water, he took a long reed from its very root and he thought:
“I will bind one end of the reed to this tree and the other end to my foot. Then I will spring again to the mango
tree; thus a bridge will be made over which my subjects may flee. A hundred bow lengths I have jumped. The reed
is so much longer than a hundred bow lengths that I can bind one end to this tree.” And his heart filled with joy he
sprang back to the mango tree.
But, alas! the reed was too short and he was only just able to seize the end of a branch. It had not occurred to
him that the reed should have been long enough to allow of the fastening to his foot. With a mighty effort he clung
to the branch and called to his eighty thousand followers:
“Run over my back on to the reed, and you will be saved.”
One by one the monkeys ran over him on to the reed. But one among them called Devadatta jumped heavily
upon his back. Alas! a piercing pain seized him; his back was broken. And the heartless Devadatta went on his
way leaving his chief to suffer alone.
Brahmadatta had seen all that had happened and tears streamed from his eyes as he gazed upon the stricken
monkey chief. He ordered that he be brought down from the tree to which he still clung, that he be bathed in
the sweetest perfumes and clothed in a yellow garment, and that sweet water be given him to drink. And
when the chief was bathed and clad, he lay beneath the tree and the king sat at his side and spoke to him.
He said:
“You made of your body a bridge for others to cross. Did you not know that your life would come to an
end in so doing? You have given your life to save your followers. Who are you, blessed one, and who are
they?”
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“O king,” replied the monkey, “I am their chief and their guide. They lived with me in this tree, and I was
their father and I loved them. I do not suffer in leaving this world for I have gained my subjects’ free dom.
And if my death may be a lesson to you, then I am more than happy. It is not your sword which makes you a
king; it is love alone. Forget not that your life is but little to give if in giving you secure the happiness of
your people. Rule them not through power because they are your subjects; nay, rule them through love
because they are your children. In this way only you shall be king. When I am no longer here forget not my
words, O Brahmadatta!”
The Blessed One then closed his eyes and died.
But the king and his people mourned for him and the king built for him a temple pure and white that his words
might never be forgotten.
And Brahmadatta ruled with love over his people and they were happy ever after.
2
One day, a king drove through the city in his magnificent chariot drawn by six white horses. And at the fall of
night, when he returned, the horses were taken to the stable, but the chariot was left in the courtyard with the
harnesses.
And when everyone was asleep in the palace, it started to rain.
“This is our time to have some fun,” said the palace dogs, when they saw the leather harnesses wet and
softened by the shower. Down they went, on tip-toe, into the courtyard, and bit and gnawed at the beautiful straps.
And after thus playing the whole night, they slipped away before the dawn.
“The straps of the royal chariot, eaten! … destroyed!” exclaimed with horror the stablemen as they entered
the courtyard next morning. And with trembling hearts they went to tell the king.
“Gracious lord,” they said, “the trappings of the royal chariot have been destroyed during the night. It is
certainly the work of dogs, who have been gnawing the beautiful straps.”
The king rose up in fury.
“Kill them all,” he commanded. “Slay every dog you see in the city!”
The king’s order soon became known to the seven hundred dogs of the city and they all cried bitterly. But there
was one dog who was their chief, for he loved them and protected them, and in a long procession they set out to find
him.
“Why are you gathered together today?” asked the chief, as he saw them come, “and what makes you all so
sad?”
“Danger is upon us,” replied the dogs; “the leather of the royal chariot, which stood during the night in the
palace courtyard, has been destroyed, and we are blamed for the damage. The King is furious and has ordered us
all to be killed.”
“It is impossible for any dog of the city to enter the palace gates,” thought the chief. “Who therefore could
have destroyed the harnesses if not the dogs of the palace? Thus the guilty ones are spared and the innocent ones are
to be destroyed. Nay, I will show the guilty ones to the King, and the city dogs shall be saved.”
Such were the thoughts of the brave chief, and after consoling his seven hundred followers, he went alone
through the city. At every step men were standing ready to kill him, but his eyes were so full of love that they did
not dare touch him. And he walked into the palace, and the royal guards, spellbound at his appearance, let him
pass through the gates.
Thus he entered into the hall of justice where the King sat on his throne and the courtiers stood around; and at
sight of his fiery eyes, all remained silent. After some time the chief spoke.
“Great king,” he said, “Is it your command that all the dogs of the city be killed?”
“Yes,” replied the king, “it is my command.”
“What harm have they done, O king?” he asked.
“They have destroyed the leather harnesses of the royal chariot,” the king replied.
“Which dogs have done the harm?” asked the chief.
“I know not,” replied the king; “therefore have I ordered them all to be killed.”
“Is every dog of your city to be killed,” asked the chief, “or are some dogs to be allowed to live?”
“The royal dogs only are to be allowed to live,” the king replied.
“O king,” said the chief in a gentle voice, “is your command just? Why should the dogs of the palace be
innocent and the dogs of the city be judged guilty? The ones you favour are saved and the ones you know not are
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to be killed. O just king, where is your justice?” The king thought for a while and then said:
“Wise chief, tell me, then, who are the guilty ones?”
“The royal dogs,” replied the chief.
“Show me that your words are true,” said the king.
“I will show you,” answered the chief. “Order that the palace dogs be brought here to the hall of justice and be
given kusa grass and buttermilk to eat.”
The king did as the chief asked, and the royal dogs were brought before him and given kusa grass and
buttermilk to eat. Soon after they had eaten, shreds of leather came out of their mouths and fell on the ground. The
guilty ones were found. The king rose gently from his throne.
“Your words are true,” he said to the wise chief, “true and pure, as the raindrops which fall from the sky. I shall
never forget you as long as I live.”
He then ordered that all the dogs of the city be given rich food and royal care every day of their lives, and they
all lived happy ever after.
3
Whose are those jewel eyes, piercing the shadows of the forest? Those horns bright as silver crescents? Watch,
my children, how swiftly those pearl hoofs pass through the bushes! Have you not heard about the golden deer,
my little ones?
Banyan, the king of the deer, he is called.
But Banyan was not the only monarch in the forest of Benares. He reigned over five hundred deer and another
king, Branch, ruled another five hundred.
It was the habit of the King of Benares to hunt the deer each day. Before reaching the forest there were
numberless fields to cross, and the rice, the corn, and the tender plants which the peasants cultivated were
trampled by the horses of the king and his noblemen.
“Mercy,” cried the peasants, but the trumpets blew and their poor voices were lost in the fields.
“How can we change this?” thought the peasants. “Let us chase all the deer into the king’s own gardens, then
he will no more pass through our fields to hunt.”
Thus the peasants, after sowing grass and digging ponds in the palace woods, called the men of the city, and with sticks
and spears they went to the forest to chase the deer. The men first surrounded the forest, that from no side the deer might
escape, and then clashing their spears and weapons they drove the deer into the woods of the palace and closed
the gates behind them. Then they went to the king and said:
“Sire, we could no longer work. Alas! when you and your noblemen went hunting our fields were trampled
by the horses; therefore have we driven the deer into the palace woods; we have sown grass and dug ponds that
they may eat and drink. Thus you need no longer cross our fields.”
From that time the king went no farther than his woods to hunt. Each day he watched the beautiful herd,
and he saw that among them were two golden ones.
“The golden deer must not be killed,” he said to his men; thus Banyan Deer and Branch Deer were never
touched by the piercing arrows. But of the others one was killed each day for the feast of the king, after
having been wounded over and over again. And some deer were wounded a thousand times before at last they
fell to the arrow of the hunters. Branch, therefore, went one day to Banyan, and said:
“Friend of the woods, take heed of my words. Our subjects are not only being killed but wounded uselessly.
Alas! one must be killed each day, such is the wish of the king, but why should so many be wounded before one
alone is caught? Would it not be wiser if each day one of our subjects went to the palace to be killed?”
Banyan agreed, and so it was ordered. Each day in turn a deer went to the palace and placed its pure white
forehead on the stone before the door. One day one of Banyan’s herd, and the next day one of Branch’s.
Now one day a young doe of the herd of Branch, mother of a small baby-deer, was told that her turn had come.
Upon hearing the news she ran to Branch and said:
“Lord, this day my turn has come to go to the palace, but my little one is weak and still needs a mother’s care.
May I not go later when he is older?”
“Go,” said Branch; “another cannot take your turn; go to the palace as it has been ordered you to do.” Her little
heart trembling with sorrow, the doe ran to Banyan and said:
“O King Banyan, my turn has come to go to the palace, but I have a little one who needs me still. Can I not go
a little later when he is older?”
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“Return to your little one,” said Banyan; “I will see that another takes your turn.” And as lightning pierces the
clouds, he ran through the trees and the bushes and bent his forehead to the stone before the palace door.
“O golden one! Here on this stone to be killed! Oh, what does it mean?” exclaimed the man who each day
killed a deer for the feast of the king. His knife fell to the ground, and, spellbound, he ran to the king to tell him
what he had seen. Just as you, my little one, would run to the brother who is dear to you, thus the king ran to
Banyan.
“O beautiful one,” he exclaimed, “what has brought you to this stone of pain? Did you not know I ordered that
you must never be killed? Golden deer, tell me what has brought you here?”
“Lord,” replied Banyan, “today was the turn of a white doe, mother of a small deer; I came in her place, for her
little one is yet too young to be alone.”
Tears streamed down the cheeks of the king and fell on the golden head of Banyan, which he held between his
hands. And bending over Banyan, he said:
“Your life, O divine one, and the life of the doe shall be spared. Arise, and run into the woods again.”
Answered Banyan,
“Our lives are to be spared, but what of our kindred who run within the woods?”
“Their lives shall also be spared,” replied the king.
“Thus the deer in the woods of the palace are saved, but what of all the other deer in your kingdom, Lord?”
“They, too, shall all be spared,” answered the king.
“O king,” said Banyan, “you will spare the deer, but what of the lives of all other four-footed creatures?”
“O merciful one,” said the king, “they shall all be free.”
“Lord, they shall all be free, but what of the birds that fly through space?”
“They shall be spared also,” said the king.
“Lord,” said Banyan,”you will spare the lives of the four-footed creatures and of the birds, but what of the fish
that live in the water?”
“They shall be spared also,” said the king.
Love had entered into the heart of the king. And he reigned with love over his people, and all the living
creatures in his realm were happy ever after.
4
Come with us, friend tortoise,” said one day two wild geese to a kind old tortoise who lived in a pond in the
Himalayas. “We have a fine home in a golden cave on the mount Cittakutta.”
“I have no wings,” replied the tortoise. “How can I reach your home?”
“Can you keep your mouth closed?” asked the geese.
“Yes, certainly,” he replied.
“Hold then this stick between your teeth,” said the geese, “and we will take each end within our beaks and
carry you through the air.” And off they flew over the mountain-tops, and the whole world lay beneath them. But
after some time they flew over the roofs of Benares.
“How strange!” laughed some children who saw them pass. “A tortoise is being carried by geese through the
air!”
Master Tortoise, hearing these words, became very restless and a tiny anger-fire began to blaze in his small
heart.
“Why should you care if I am carried through the sky?” he cried aloud.
Of course he could not speak without opening his mouth; his teeth lost their hold of the stick, and down fell
poor Master Tortoise into the courtyard of the palace of the king.
In a moment, the Court was aroused. Ministers, noblemen, and royal guards stood at every window and every
door. News was brought to the king, who rose from his throne and went to the scene together with his counsellor,
a wise man of the Court.
“Poor tortoise!” exclaimed the king. “What caused him to fall in this courtyard, and break his beautiful green
shell? Tell me,” he said to his counsellor, “from where has he fallen and why did he fall?”
Now, my children, it so happened that the king’s habit was to talk very much. He was kind and goodhearted,
but in his presence it was difficult for others to get in a word. Thus the counsellor, knowing the reason of the
tortoise's fall, thought:
“Here is my chance to give our talkative king a lesson.”
717

“Lord,” he said, “some birds were carrying a tortoise through the air by holding between them in their beaks a
stick, to which he clung with his teeth. The tortoise heard the children in the city laughing at him. This no doubt
made him angry and he could not forbear speaking to them, wherefore he lost hold of the stick and fell. Such is
the fate that comes to those who cannot hold their tongues.”
These words pierced the king’s heart; he knew that the lesson was meant for him, and from that day his words
were few and wise; he talked only when it was time to speak, and he lived happy ever after.
5
A young hare once lived in a small forest between a mountain, a village, and a river. My children, many hares
run through the heather and the moss, but none as sweet as he. Three friends he had, a jackal, a water-weasel, and
a monkey.
After the long day’s toil, searching for food, they came together at evening, all four, to talk and think. The handsome
hare spoke to his three companions and taught them many things. And they listened to him and learned to love all the
creatures of the woods, and they were very happy.
“My friends,” said the hare one day, “let us not eat tomorrow, but the food we find in the day we will give to
any poor creature we meet.”
This they all agreed to. And the next day, as every day, they started out at dawn in search of food. The jackal
found in a hut in the village a piece of meat and a jar of curdled milk with a rope tied to each handle. Three times he
cried aloud:
“Whose is this meat? Whose is this curdled milk?”
But the hut was empty, and hearing no answer, he put the piece of meat in his mouth, and the rope of the jar
around his neck, and away he fled to the forest. And laying them at his side he thought:
“What a good jackal I am! Tomorrow I shall eat what I have found if no one comes this way.”
And what did little water-weasel find on his rounds? A fisherman had caught some sparkling golden fish, and
after hiding them under the sand he returned to the river to catch more! But the water-weasel found the hidingplace, and after taking the fish out of the sand, he called three times:
“Whose are these golden fish?”
But the fisherman heard only the rippling of the river and none answered his call! So he took the fish into the
forest to his little home, and thought:
“What a good water-weasel I am! These fish I shall not eat today, but perhaps another day.”
Meanwhile monkey-friend had climbed the mountain, and finding some ripe mangoes, he carried them down
into the woods and put them under a tree, and he thought:
“What a good monkey I am!”
But the hare lay in the grass in the woods, and his beautiful eyes were moist with sadness.
“What can I offer if any poor creature should pass by the way?” he thought. “I cannot offer grass, and I have
neither rice nor nuts to give.”
But suddenly he leaped with joy.
“If someone comes this way,” he thought, “I shall give him myself to eat.”
Now, in the sweet little wood lived a fairy with butterfly-wings, and long hair of moonlight-rays. Her name was
Sakka. She knew everything that took place in the wood. She knew if a small ant had stolen from another ant. She
knew the thoughts of all the little creatures, even of the poor little flowers, trampled over in the grass. And she knew
that day that the four friends in the wood were not eating, and that any food that they might find was to be given to any
poor creature they might meet.
And so Sakka changed herself into an old beggar man, bent over, walking with a stick. She went first to the
jackal and said:
“I have walked for days and weeks, and have had nothing to eat. I have no strength to search for food! Pray
give me something, O jackal!”
“Take this piece of meat, and this jar of curdled milk,” said the jackal. “I stole it from a hut in the village, but it
is all I have to give.”
“I will see about it later,” said the beggar, and she went on through the shady trees. Then Sakka met the waterweasel and asked:
“What have you to give to me, little one?”
“Take these fish, O beggar, and rest awhile beneath this tree,” answered the water-weasel.
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“Another time,” the beggar replied, and passed on through the woods. A little farther Sakka met the monkey
and said:
“Give me of your fruits, I pray. I am poor and starved and weary.”
“Take all these mangoes,” said the monkey. “I plucked them all for you.”
“Some other time,” replied the beggar, and did not stay. Then Sakka met the hare and said:
“Sweet one of the mossy woods, tell me, where can I find food? I am lost within the forest and far away from
home.”
“I will give you myself to eat,” replied the hare. “Gather some wood and make a fire; I will jump into the
flames and you shall then have the flesh of a little hare.”
Sakka caused magic flames to rise from some logs of wood, and full of joy the hare jumped into the glowing
fire. But the flames were cool as water, and did not burn his skin.
“Why is it,” said he to Sakka, “I do not feel the flames? The sparks are as fresh as the dew of the dawn.” Sakka then
changed herself into her fairy form again, and spoke to the hare in a voice sweeter than any voice he had ever
heard.
“Dear one,” she said, “I am the fairy Sakka. This fire is not real, it is only a test. The kindness of your heart, O
blessed one, shall be known throughout the world for ages to come.” So saying Sakka struck the mountain with
her wand, and with the essence which gushed forth she drew the picture of the hare on the orb of the moon.
Next day the hare met his friends again, and all the creatures of the woods gathered round them. And the hare
told them of all that had happened to him, and they rejoiced. And all lived happy ever after.
6
A father and mother and their three daughters once lived in a small hut in the forest, for they were very
poor. And one day the father said to his wife and daughters:
“Good wife, and good little daughters, I must leave you for some time. But I shall return with many
riches and beautiful things. My little daughters shall have many jewels to put in their hair; and you will
all be happy.”
After saying these words, the man set out on his long journey. On his way he walked through the forest in the
night, and a fairy met him.
“Where are you going, O traveller, at this time of night?” she asked.
“I am going to seek fortune,” he replied.
Without more words the fairy raised her wand and touched his shoulder, and he was changed into a goose with
golden feathers. The poor father, now changed into a goose, flew on to the branch of a tree and he thought:
“What can I now do for my family? I am but a goose, I cannot seek for riches, and my wife and daughters are
very poor.”
Such were his thoughts as he perched on the branch of the tree, and he was very, very sad. But suddenly he
looked down and saw himself reflected in a pool of water beneath.
“My feathers are gold!” he cried, shaking his wings with glee. And away he flew, to the little hut where his
wife and daughters were waiting.
“Mother, a golden goose is coming to us!” exclaimed the daughters. Alighting at the door the goose spoke to
them.
“Good people,” he said, “I know you are poor, but, see, my feathers are of gold.” And taking a feather from his
back he gave it to them, saying:
“Take then this one and sell it. I will return again by and by.” And with that he flew back to the forest.
The wife sold the feather and received much money for it. And each time this was spent the goose returned and
gave them another feather. But one day the mother said to her daughters:
“My children, this goose may one day fly away and never return. Next time he comes we must pluck off all his
feathers.”
The daughters wept bitterly at the thought of this ingratitude. But nevertheless when the goose returned their
mother seized him and plucked all his feathers. Robbed of his plumage the goose was unable to fly, and his selfish
wife threw him in a barrel and gave him but little food to eat. But the feathers she plucked became white as the
feathers of every other goose, for the fairy had given them a charm, a charm that would turn them white if ever
they were taken from him.
After he had lived some time thus miserably in the barrel white feathers grew on the goose’s wings again.
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He then flew away, far away to a forest where every bird was happy, and he lived happy with them ever after.
7
At the top of a hill there was a wood of silk cotton trees, and in that wood lived a flock of parrots with their
king and queen. And the king and queen had a beautiful child-parrot, more beautiful than any parrot in the world!
Time passed and King and Queen Parrot grew old, and little child-parrot grew up to be all glorious and larger
than any parrot in the world. And he said one day to his parents:
“Dear ones, now that I am grown and strong I will go to bring food from the fields for you.”
And each day he flew with the flock to the rice-fields. And after eating with the rest he took away in his beak a
large share to give to his mother and father. But one day the parrots found a beautiful field, more fertile than any
other. And after that they went there to eat.
“I must tell my master that parrots are eating his rice,” thought the farmer’s man. And he went to the farmer
and said:
“Master, our field is fertile and truly the rice is more beautiful than in any other field. But a flock of parrots
come each day to feed of the grains, and one among them, more beautiful than the others, after eating a large
share, leaves with a beak full of rice to store away.”
The owner of the field thereupon was seized with longing to see this bird that took the rice away.
“Make a trap of horse-hair and catch that parrot,” he said to his man, “but bring him to me alive.”
The next day, the labourer set a trap, and, while landing, the young parrot felt his tiny foot caught. He did not
cry or call for help, for he thought:
“If my comrades know I am caught, they will be frightened and will not eat. I must wait till they have eaten,
and then I will call.”
And when they had eaten he called, but none came to help him; all, in fear, flew away. He was left alone, and
he cried bitterly.
“What have I done?” he thought. “Why do they leave me?” Before long the labourer came to the trap, and, joyfully seizing the bird, he exclaimed:
“Why, you are the very one I wished to catch.”
And he brought him to his master. The field-owner took the parrot gently between his hands.
“My bird,” he said, “have you a little farm somewhere? Is it there you hide away the rice? When you have
eaten from my field, away you fly, your beak filled with grain, you naughty little bird!”
The parrot replied in a sweet human voice:
A duty I fulfil each day,
A treasure do I store away.

“Tell me,” said the field-owner, “what is the duty you fulfil, and the treasure which you store away?”
“My duty,” said the parrot, “is to bring food to my parents who are old and cannot fly; and my treasure is a forest of
love. In that forest, those who are weak are helped by stronger ones, and those who hunger are given food.” On hearing
this the old man smiled.
“The field belongs to you all,” he said. “Fly back to your parents who are awaiting you. But return to my field
each day.”
The beautiful bird quickly flew back to the woods where his parents were calling for him. And all the other
parrots gathered round and listened to the young parrot’s story. All the parrots of the woods were united, and they
lived happy ever after.
8
In a beautiful lake, a lake covered with waterlilies, many fish had met together; they had gathered to hear a
story told by one of them.
“Once upon a time,” the story ran, “in this lake of ours was a king, a great king. He was a fish as we, with a
golden back, but so much more golden still. Yes, those who live on earth have many stars in their sky at night, but
he was the star of our sky, and when all was dark he lighted the way through the waters.
“Now it happened that Queen Rain forgot to send showers on earth before the time of heat. Day after day Mother
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Earth and the thirsty sunrays drank the water of our lake. And King Wind, blowing fire from east to west, took all but
the last drops away. Alas! our lake became a pool, and each day crows came and devoured our companions.
“But our king, our dear king, spoke in a soft whisper, and his words reached far above the earth. Queen Rain,
hearing his call, looked down from above, the fairies who carry the water vessels and those who lead the clouds
through the sky awoke from their sleep, and King Thunder, hearing the prayer, stood up and called to his army:
“‘I command you all: fire!’
“Immediately the whole world shook. The cloud-leaders marched through the sky; the cannons of King
Thunder shot flashes of lightning from east to west; the great sky opened, showing the light within, and water
poured forth. The raindrops fell heavily, but the sound was sweet to our ears, telling us what the fairies were
saying in the sky. And as we listened, our little drooping heads were lifted again.
“But our king feared that the water vessels would be taken away before the lake was full, and he spoke louder:
King of Thunder, Queen of Rain,
Show your power once again,
Pour the water more and more,
Till our lake is as before.

“At these words the water rushed from the sky as from a mountain torrent. Thunder crashed and the whole
world shook. The burning sunrays at last were covered and the crows chased far away. And descending slowly
from the sky, King Thunder and Queen Rain flew from their abode, and came down on earth.
“‘It is your love, O sweet one,” they said ‘to our king, which has caused the world to shake and streams of
water to pour forth. Do not fear, dear one; never shall this lake be empty again, for your voice shall never be
forgotten.’
“And the lake was filled, and the water lilies grew again, and we have all lived happy ever after.”
9
Many lakes there are in the world—blue lakes, green lakes, some with white lotuses, some with white
swans sailing through, but none beautiful as the lake Manasa, for its water shone with all the colours of the
sky. Miraculous flowers with large red cups of honey grew around its margins, and each day they dropped a
little of their beauty in the lake.
In this kingdom lived sixty thousand swans, governed by King Dhritarashtra and Sumukha, the commander of
his army.
The swans were beautiful as mermaids, and their army chief majestic and strong, but none could be compared
to the king, for his feathers were of shining silver, and as he floated along in the night it was as if the moon were
on the lake. The courtiers in every palace spoke to their lords of this kingdom of swans. Many monarchs praised
the wonderful nation and marvelled at their governors Dhritarashtra and Sumukha. But above all Brahmadatta, the
King of Benares, thirsted to see them. So it was that one day he gathered his courtiers and said:
“Wise and faithful ones, your king will never be happy until a certain wish is accomplished.”
“Lord, may we know thy wish?” they asked.
“I long to meet the king and the commander of the lake Manasa; tell me, therefore, how may this wish be
gratified?” replied the king.
“O king,” said one of the courtiers, “if I may advise, there is only one way! At your order, a lake could be
made near the gates of Benares even more splendid than the lake Manasa. And each day these words should be
cried aloud: ‘The King of Benares gives this lake to all the birds in the world, and they are protected by him.’ The
news would soon spread till the swans of lake Manasa, hearing that a more beautiful lake than theirs existed in the
world, would hasten to see it.”
This counsel was pleasing to the King and he gave orders that the work should begin. Trees with endless blossom
and flowers from distant lands were brought. The lake was filled with water so clear that the fish could be seen
swimming within. When the lake was finished it was grander by far than Manasa. And the birds, and the bees, and the
butterflies came by thousands to sing and dance about. Each day the call was heard, inviting the birds of other
lands, and, coming from each quarter of the earth, they made the lake a meeting-place.
One day two young swans of the lake Manasa left their kingdom to travel through the world. Passing over Benares
they saw the enchanting lake and, hearing the call of invitation, they descended and gazed around them. A vision of
721

beauty met their eyes. Such trees and flowers they had not even dreamed of; even garlands of flowers were floating
gently upon the bosom of the lake.
“If only this was our kingdom!” they exclaimed.
They sailed from one end of the lake to the other and then they lifted their wings and flew back to their home.
Day after day they spoke of the wonderful lake at the gates of Benares, and the sixty thousands swans became
restless.
“Take us there, O King!” they asked Dhritarashtra each day, till at last he decided to leave. But Sumukha, the
thoughtful one, did not rejoice.
“My king,” he said to Dhritarashtra, “are you quite sure that it is wise to please your subjects in this matter?
Beware of the words of men; sweet indeed is the call of invitation, but we know little of what lies behind it. 1f
however, you have decided that we shall go, let us not stay longer than a day.” To this Dhritarashtra agreed, and at
the fall of night the host of swans raised their wings and flew away to Benares.
They reached the lake at dawn, and in a moment Manasa was forgotten and they swam through the flowers as
if in a dream. They floated majestically upon the placid water, shining as sixty thousand stars from the sky, and
word was brought to Brahmadatta, who cried aloud with joy:
“Catch Dhritarashtra and Sumukha, and bring them to my palace.”
The king’s servants were not slow in setting a trap amid the flowers, and soon Dhritarashtra’s silver foot was
caught in it. Deeply alarmed, the sixty thousand swans arose with loud cries of pain and grief and flew wildly
into the air, frantic as though their chief had been killed in battle. Sumukha alone remained with his lord.
“Return to Manasa,” said Dhritarashtra to Sumukha; “my subjects cannot be happy alone. Go for their sake, O
Sumukha! They need their chief to protect them on the lake.”
But Sumukha would not hearken, and he stayed at his king’s side. When Brahmadatta’s servant saw that one
swan was caught, and that another stood waiting at his side, he gazed at them amazed.
“Your companion is caught,” he said to Sumukha, “but you, O handsome one, are free. Why then do you stay?
Do you not know that the guards can seize you? Your wings are white and fair; fly then away, brave one, and do
not linger here.” But Sumukha answered in a human voice:
“This bird you have caught is our king. How then can I flee from here and be happy far away from him? If
you wish to please me, O guard, take me with you and set him free.”
“Do not fear,” replied the guard gently, “no harm will come to your king. True, his silver foot is caught, but
only because our king Brahmadatta desires to see him. Come therefore on my shoulder to the palace. Our king
will honour you both.”
It was as the man had said, and when he had brought the swans unbound to the palace of the king, and had
told Brahmadatta his story, the king stood speechless with awe and amazement. But Dhritarashtra spoke to him
in a sweet voice and the heart of the king was drawn to him. They discoursed happily together, and after every
royal favour had been shown to them the two swans departed from the Court and returned to Manasa.
It was a joyful homecoming for all the sixtgy thousand swans and they lived together happy ever after.
10
“I am poor and weak,” said one day a master to his pupils, “but you are young, and I teach you: it is therefore
your duty to find the money which your old teacher needs to live.”
“How can we do so?” asked the pupils. “The people of this town are so little generous that it would be vain to
ask them for help.”
“My sons,” replied the teacher, “there is a way to gain money, not by asking, but by taking. It would be no sin
for us to steal, for we deserve money more than others. But alas! I am too old and weak to do it.”
“We are young,” replied the pupils; “we can do it. There is nothing we would not do for you, dear master. Tell
us only how to act and we will obey.”
“Young men you are,” said the master; “it would be nothing to you to seize a rich man’s purse. This is the way to do
it: choose a quiet spot where no one watches, then catch hold of a passer-by and take his money, but do not do him
harm.”
“Straightway we go,” said all the pupils except one, who had been silent, his eyes cast downward. The teacher
looked at this youth and said:
“My other pupils are courageous and eager to help, but little do you mind your teacher’s suffering.”
“Forgive me, master,” he replied, “the plan you have explained seems to me impossible; that is the reason of
722

my silence.”
“Why is it impossible?” asked the master.
“Because there is no place wherein no one is watching,” replied the pupil; “even when I am quite alone, my
self is watching. I would rather take a bowl and beg, than allow my self to see me stealing.”
At these words the master's face lighted up with joy. He took the young pupil in his arms and embraced him.
“Happy am I,” he said, “if among my pupils one has understood my words.”
His other pupils, seeing that their master had meant to test them, bent their heads in shame. And after that day,
whenever an unworthy thought came to their minds, they remembered their companion’s words:
“My self is watching.”
Thus they became great men, and they all lived happy ever after.\fn{ And Buddhism is content with this answer, its first
Enlightened One, having discovered the beginnings of surrender to God, becoming satisfied with calmness and the beginnings of internal
peace, which is its end result. But to transform this internal, pulsing glow into service to others—to reach out and to say by doing, not by
instructing—this is beyond he who is satisfied only with his own internal order. There is much more to do before the doing of things stops.
It is the purpose of Death to stop the doing of things. But it is the purpose of Life to continue to do—and it is the purpose of Enlightenment
to translate itself into doing—to transcend itself in those who practice it, letting them become those who does good actively in the world—
thus fulfilling the teachings of the Master, the son of God, Jesus the Christ:H }

11
“Tic-a-tac, who is passing by the way?” thought two little pigs at the edge of the village road. It was a little old
woman, as round as the willow which bends into the lake.
Tic-.a-tac, crack, crack creaked her stick as she walked along, and four small, frightened eyes peeped through
the grass.
“Who are you, little ones?” cried the old woman. “Has your mother left you all alone? Come into my
basket; I will take you to my little home near the gates of Benares and be your mother.”
And she took the two little pigs and put them in her basket, which was filled with cotton she had brought from
the cottonfields. Then along she went, tic-a-sac, crack, crack, until she reached her little home, where she took the
pigs out of the basket and put them on her knees, and she laughed and she smiled and was as happy as could be.
She called the elder one Mahatundila and the younger one Cullatundila.
And days and years passed by, and the little old woman fed the two pigs and loved them as her own children.
But one day a big feast was held in the village near by. And the men of the village drank the whole day till they
became very drunk, and having eaten all the meat that was in the village, and being still unsatisfied, they wanted
more. They went therefore to the little old woman and said:
“Mother, here is money; give us your pigs in return.”
“Nay,” she replied, “I shall not give them to you. Does one give away one’s children for money?”
“They are not children, Mother, they are pigs,” said the men. “What will you do with them later? Give them to
us now, Mother, and all these golden coins shall be yours.”
But the little old woman only shook her cunning little head. Then the men made her drink, and when she was
drunk they said to her again:
“Mother, take this money and give us the pigs.”
“I cannot give you Mahatundila, but take Cullatundila,” she said, and putting rice in the little bowl at the door
she called:
“Cullatundila, Cullatundila!” And Mahatundila, hearing the call, thought:
“Mother has never called Cullatundila first; she always calls me first. What danger is upon us today?”
Meanwhile Cullatundila went to the old woman, but seeing the bowl at the door and so many men standing
around with ropes in hand he turned back and went to Mahatundila, his heart trembling with fear.
“Brother," said Mahatundila, why are you trembling so?”
“Mother has put our bowl at the door and men are standing there with ropes. I fear, brother, some danger is
upon us.” Mahatundila’s soft eyes rested tenderly upon his brother, and in a low, sweet voice he said:
“Your head is drooping, brother. Grieve not. Know that for this day we have been reared and fed. Alas! it is our
flesh that men want. Go, Tundila; answer Mother’s call.” Then, moved by the tears in his brother’s eyes, he spoke
these words:
Bathe in the pool of water as on a bright feast-day,
And you shall find a perfume that never fades away.
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And as he spoke all the world changed. The little flowers in the grass opened their hearts to listen, the
trees bent over, the wind became silent, and the birds tarried in their flight.
The men and the old woman were no longer drunk and the ropes fell from their hands. The sweet voice
penetrated into the city of Benares and was heard by thousands of citizens, rich and poor. All were moved to
tears and with one mind they hastened in the direction from which the voice came till they reached the little house
where, breaking down the fence, they crowded around.
But Cullatundila was perplexed.
“Why does my brother speak these words? We never bathe in a pool of water, neither do we find perfume.
Brother, tell me,” he said, “what is the pool of water and what is the perfume that never fades away?”
Mahatundila answered, and the great crowd stood silent as he spoke:
“The pool of water is love, and love is the fragrance that never fades away. Be not sad, brother, be not sad to
leave this world. Many stay and are unhappy; many leave and joy is theirs.”
The sweet voice reached even through the marble dome of the Palace and the King of Benares was moved to
tears. As for the crowd, the thousands of citizens waved their hands and uttered loud and joyful cries.
They then brought Mahatundila and Cullatundila to the palace, where the king gave orders that the brothers
should be bathed in the sweetest perfume and clad in silken garments. They were given jewels to hang around
their necks and thenceforward, while the king lived, they dwelt with him in the palace, and all disputes were
brought to Mahatundila, the blessed one, and settled by him.
At last, in fullness of years, the king died and Mahatundila and his brother left the city to dwell in the forest, to
the great grief of the people of Benares, who wept as they departed. But the reign of justice did not end in the
land. The people continued to dwell together in amity, and all lived happy ever after.
12
A giant-like buffalo with mighty horns lay under a tree asleep. Two mischievous eyes peeped through
the branches, and a little monkey said:
I know a good old buffalo,
Who’s sleeping ’neath the tree,
But I am not afraid of him,
nor is he afraid of me.

And he leaped from the branch on to the buffalo's back.
The buffalo opened his eyes, and seeing the monkey dancing on his hip, he closed them again, as if only a
butterfly were on his back.
Then rascal monkey tried another trick. Jumping on the buffalo’s head between his two large horns, he held
the ends and swung, as on a tree. But Buffalo did not even wink.
“What can I do to make my good friend angry?” he thought.
And while buffalo was eating in the field, he trampled on the grass wherever he wished to graze. And the
buffalo merely walked away.
Another day the mischievous monkey took a stick and knocked the buffalo’s ears with it, then while he was taking
a walk he sat on his back like a hero, holding the stick in his hand. And to all of this the buffalo made never a
murmur, though his horns were strong and mighty.
But one day, while the monkey sat on his back, a fairy appeared.
“A great being you are, O buffalo,” she said; “but little do you know your strength. Your horns can break down
trees, and your feet could crush rocks. Lions and tigers fear to approach you. Your strength and beauty are known
to the whole world, and yet you walk about with a foolish monkey on your back. One blow of your horns would
pierce him, and a stroke of your foot would crush him. Why do you not throw him to the ground and finish with
this play?”
“This monkey is small,” replied the buffalo, “and Nature has not given him much brain. Why then should I punish him?
Moreover, why should I make him suffer in order that I may be happy?”
At this the fairy smiled, and with her magic wand she drove the monkey away. And she gave the great buffalo
a charm by which no one could cause him to suffer again, and he then lived happy ever after.
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13
There is a deer who lives so deep in a certain forest that no one ever sees him. Men call him the Sarabha. My
little one, if you listen when all the world is quiet, and the sun is far away, you may hear his voice coming faintly
from the woods.
One day a king was hunting in this forest, and he penetrated so far, so far, that one of these fair Sarabhas
passed within his view.
“Who are you, beautiful creature?” he cried. But the Sarabha ran on and disappeared through the trees.
“I will catch him,” exclaimed the king furiously; “he cannot escape me!”
And darting forward upon his horse he shot arrows at the beautiful one. The arrows flew around the deer, but
he feared them not, and ran over the grass as a bird flies through the air. The king’s horse raced faster and faster,
and the forest, the hills, the valleys passed by unseen. His hunting-men, his army, his elephant-troops were left
behind in the forest, searching in vain for their king. All were forgotten; nothing more on earth existed for the
king; only the beautiful one he was pursuing.
“Run, run … faster … faster!” cried the King in fury.
The hoofs of his horse hardly touched the ground as he galloped through space. But suddenly they reached a
deep chasm, which the Sarabha had leaped easily across. The King did not see the chasm; his eyes were set only
on the quarry he was pursuing, but the horse perceived it and, not daring to jump, stopped suddenly at the edge,
and the King was flung over his head deep into the chasm.
“Why do I no more hear the clatter of the horse’s hoofs?” thought the Sarabha. “Has the king turned away, or
has he perhaps fallen in the chasm?”
The Sarabha looked behind him and saw the horse running here and there riderless, and his heart was filled
with sorrow.
“The king has fallen in the chasm! He is all alone! His army is far away! Surely he is suffering more than
another would suffer in such a plight, for he has an army, glittering with gold, a hundred elephants, and men to
guard him and await his call. But now he is alone, poor king! I will save him, if he be still alive.”
Such were the thoughts of the Sarabha as he turned and went back to the chasm. On reaching the brink he
looked down and saw his enemy lying in the dust, moaning. And, bending over, he spoke to him in a gentle
voice:
“King of men,” he said, “do not fear me. I am not a goblin who does harm to those who are lost and far from
home. I drink the water that you drink and eat the grass that grows on earth. I am able to help you, O king, and
bring you out of this chasm. Trust me, I will come.”
“Do my eyes see truly?” thought the King. “Is this not my enemy, who has come to help me?” The king
looked up at the Sarabha and his heart was full of shame.
“Fair one,” he said, “I am not hurt over much, for the armour which covers me is strong. But the thought that I
have been your enemy hurts me more than my wounds. Forgive me, blessed one.”
Hearing these words, the Sarabha knew that the king trusted him and loved him. He descended into the chasm,
and taking the king on his back, he climbed the high walls with a strength greater than that of the mightiest elephant,
and brought him into the forest. Then the king threw his arms around the Sarabha.
“How can I thank you?” he said. “My palace, my country is yours. Come, dear one, return with me to the city.
I cannot leave you here in the forest to be killed by hunters and wild animals.”
“Great king,” said the Sarabha, “do not ask me to go to your palace. Here is my country, in this forest; the
trees are my palaces. But if you wish to make me happy, grant then this favour, I pray. Hunt no more in the forest,
that those who live beneath the trees may be happy and free.”
The king gave his promise gladly and returned to the palace, to the great joy of his people, who welcomed him with
cheers. Then without more ado he published a decree that henceforth none should hunt in the forest again, wherefore
the king and his people and the animals in the forest all lived happy ever after.
14
A great ship had been flung by the angry waves on the rocky shore of an island. Happily the crew and
passengers, five hundred men in all, were not drowned. Their plight was wretched, however, but as they looked
around they were cheered by their beautiful surroundings.
“Our ship has sunk, alas!” they said, “but doubtless there are endless treasures in this island.”
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After a while the sound of voices came to their ears and they saw a crowd of women approaching. Soon the
women came to the place where the men were gathered and they spoke to them.
“Wherefrom do you come, O travellers?” they asked. “Has your ship been broken on the rocks? The men of
this island left long ago in a ship, and have never returned. Come, then, with us to our homes, O travellers! We
will care for you and make you happy.”
Such were the alluring words of the women, but even as they spoke they bound the men with magic chains, and, not
knowing they were drawn by these chains, the men followed the women to their homes. And so they lived some time in
the city and ate the rice which the women prepared for them on golden dishes.
But one night, when all the men were asleep, one of the five hundred awoke and heard strange voices.
“Whose are those voices?” he thought. “Are they not the voices of goblins?”
He silently arose from his bed and hid behind a large stone to watch. He was soon rewarded, for he saw that
the women, changed into goblins, were walking through the town.
“It is a goblin-town!” the man exclaimed in horror. “I must tell my companions. We must flee from here.”
No sooner were his eyes thus opened than he saw that he was bound with chains. When morning came he told
his companions what he had seen. Some did not believe him, but the others asked, with trembling voices:
“How can we escape?”
“We cannot,” the man replied. “With magic chains we are bound.”
As he said these words, there was a flash of light, and a white horse descended from the sky and landed before
them. And they heard a gentle voice from the sea which said:
A flying horse, with silver wings, has answered to your call,
Mount on his back, your chains will break, and he will save you all.

And those who did not believe the story of their companion stayed with the women in the goblin-town, but the
others flew away to their homes on the back of the silver horse and they all lived happy ever after.
15
Far, far in the sandy desert was a small oasis of palm-trees and flowers. And in that oasis, as a lonely hermit, lived
an elephant, a beautiful elephant.
He ate the fruit of the trees, and drank from a little stream of water that ran through the rocks. Happy he was,
dancing through the banana-trees, watching day and night come over the desert. But one day, as he was dancing
along, in the distance some strange voices came to his ears.
“Whose are those voices?” he said to himself. “Are they not voices of men, of unhappy men? Who are those
men, and why do they cross the desert? Surely they are lost, or maybe they suffer some terrible pain.”
Such were the thoughts of the handsome elephant as he walked in the direction of the voices. He walked some
distance over the burning sand when he came upon a great crowd of men all huddled together at death’s door, and
at the piteous sight his eyes, for the first time in his happy life, filled with tears.
“O travelleres,” he said to them in a tender voice, “wherefrom do you come, and where are you going? Have
you lost your way in the desert? Tell me, O men, that I may help you in some way.”
So happy were the men to hear these friendly words that they fell on their knees before him.
“Beautiful ones,” they said, “We have been driven from our country by our king, and have roamed through
the desert for many days. Not a drop of water have we found to drink, nor food to give us strength.”
“Help us, O dear one,” they cried; “help us.”
“How many are you?” asked the elephant.
“We were one thousand,” they replied, “but many have perished on the way.”
The elephant gazed at them. One was crying for water, another aking for food.
“You are weak, O men,” he said, “and the next city is too far for you to reach without food and drink. Therefore walk towards the hill which stands before you. At its foot you will find the body of a large elephant which
will provide you with food, and near by runs a stream of sweet water.” When he had thus spoken he ran over the
burning sand and disappeared as he had come.
“Where did the great elephant go? And why did he run at such a pace?”
Straight to the hill he went, to the same hill he had pointed out to the men; but he took another way, that the
men might not see him going. He climbed to the top of the hill and then from its highest point, in a mighty jump,
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his beautiful body crashed to the ground below. When the men reached the spot they gazed at the giant-like form
and a great fear seized them.
“Is this not our dear elephant?” exclaimed one among them.
“This face is the same face, the eyes, though closed, are the same eyes,” said another.
And they all sat in the sand and wept bitterly. After some time one among them spoke.
“Companions,” he said, “we cannot eat this elephant who has given his life for us.”
“Nay, friends,” said another, “if we do not eat this elephant, his sacrifice will have been useless, and we shall die
before reaching another city. Thus we shall not be helped, nor shall the wish of our elephant be fulfilled.”
The men spoke no more but bent their heads in the burning sand and ate the meat with tears in their eyes. And
it made them strong, very strong, so that they were able to cross the desert and reach a town where their troubles
came to an end. They never forgot the great elephant, and they lived happy ever after.
16
Hark to those painful cries which pierce each day the silent forest! Alas! they are the cries of six thousand
quails.
Poor little birds! Each day a man comes from the village and casts a net over them as they land on the ground.
After throwing the net, he pulls it together, catching hundreds of quails which he takes to the village to sell. Now
one day King Quail said:
“Cry no more, my little ones. If you heed your king’s words you will never be caught. When the net is thrown
over you, put your heads through the holes, and all together fly up, lifting the net through the air. If then you land
on the top of a thorny hill the prickles will hold the net above the ground and you can escape from under it
before the villager reaches the hill. Do as I say, and you will all be saved. But if one day quarrels arise, and you
should begin to fight one with another, alas! that day you will be caught and you will never see the woods
again.”
The quails did as their king advised, and when the net was thrown over them they flew up to a hill with it and
escaped. And the villager returned each day without a penny, and his wife was very, very angry.
“Do not worry,” said he one evening to his wife. “Those naughty quails will light together one of these days
and then they will be easily caught.”
And it happened one day that a quail stepped on the head of another.
“I will give you what you deserve!” cried the injured quail in anger, jumping at the other, and knocking his
wing. “Away with you, away with you,” he cried. King Quail, seeing the quarrel, said to the others:
“Let us not stay here. These two unhappy birds will surely come to a bad end.” And he flew off with those who
heeded his warning.
And while the two quarrelsome quails went on fighting, a strange dark cloud came over their heads. It was the
net!
Many others were caught with them and taken to the village to be killed. But the wise King Quail, and those
who heeded his counsel, were never caught. And in the silent little forest they all lived happy ever after.
17
“Be good, my little ones,” said Mother Quail to seven little quails, chirping in the nest. “Mother and Father
will soon bring you little worms, and insects, and grass_seeds.”
But each time Mother and Father Quail returned to the nest six little quails caught the worms and insects, but
the seventh only ate the grass-seeds. And so while the wings of his brothers grew strong and firm, the little one’s
wings did not grow at all.
One night when the little family were tucked up cosily they were awakened by sad cries from the heart of the
forest. Mother and Father Quail and the seven little quails peeped out of the nest.
What were those fiery red clouds hovering over the distant trees? The little quails began to cry, and Mother
and Father held them tight within their wings.
Crackle … crackle … bzzzz … bzzzz roared the large red clouds.
“See, Father,” exclaimed the seventh little one, “it is a fire in the woods.”
The glowing flames advanced with the speed of wind through the forest, burning every bush and tree in their
path. The roar came nearer and nearer, and soon the fire approached the nest. There was no time to lose and,
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dashing forth, Mother and Father Quail and the six little quails flew away. But the seventh little one re mained
alone, he had no wings to fly with.
Bzzzz … bzzzz … roared the large red clouds as they danced around the nest.
But the little one was not afraid; he gazed steadily at the flames with his two small twinkling eyes, and in his
soft chirping voice he spoke to them.
“ I am small,” he said, and have no wings. Why do you come to this wee nest where I am left alone? Go your
way, mighty flames; there is nothing here for you.”
As he spoke the raging fire slunk away and disappeared through the trees, and the forest became silent as after
a storm.
By and by little voices arose from the moss, and the frogs signalled that all was clear. One by one little heads
peeped out of their hiding-places. The smoke clouds had blown far away and Queen Moon smiled once more
through the trees.
Little Quail also smiled in his nest as he saw the forest waking up again, and he lived there happy ever after.
18
One day a little hare sat under a fruit tree and thought … and thought … and thought. What, my children, did
the little hare think about under the tree?
“What will happen to me when the earth comes to an end?” he thought.
And at that very moment a fruit fell from the tree.
Out ran little hare as fast as his legs could carry him, so sure he was that the noise of the fruit falling to the
ground was that of the earth breaking to pieces. And he ran and ran, not daring to look behind him.
“Brother, brother,” called another little hare who saw him running, “pray tell me what has happened!”
But the little hare ran on and did not even turn to answer. But the other hare ran after him, calling louder and
louder:
“What has happened, little brother, what has happened?” At last little hare stopped a moment and said:
“The earth is breaking to pieces!”
At this the other hare started running still faster and a third hare joined them, and a fourth, and a fifth, till a
hundred thousand hares were racing through the fields. And they raced through the forest and the deep jungles, and
the deer, the boars, the elks, the buffaloes, the oxen, the rhinoceros, the tigers, the lions, and the elephants, hearing
that the earth was coming to an end, all ran wildly with them.
But among those living in the jungle was a lion, a wise lion, who knew everything that took place in the
world. And when it became known to him that so many hundreds and thousands of animals were running away
because they believed that the earth was breaking to pieces, he thought:
“This earth of ours is far from coming to an end, but my poor creatures will die if I do not save them, for in
their fright they will run into the sea.”
And he ran at such a pace that he reached a certain mountain which lay in their path before they came to it.
And as they passed by the mountain he roared three times with such a mighty roar that they stopped in their
mad flight and stood still close to each other, trembling. The great lion descended from the mountain and
approached them.
“Why are you running at such a pace?” he asked.
“The earth is breaking to pieces,” they replied.
“Who saw it breaking to pieces?” he asked.
“The elephants,” they replied.
“Did you see it breaking?” he asked the elephants.
“No, we did not see it; the lions saw it,” they replied.
“Did you see it?” he asked the lions.
“No, the tigers saw it,” they replied.
“Did you see it?” he asked the tigers.
“The rhinoceros saw it,” they replied. But the rhinoceros said:
“The oxen saw it.” The oxen said:
“The buffaloes saw it.” The buffaloes said:
“The elks saw it.” The elks said:
“The boars saw it.” The boars said:
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“The deer saw it.” The deer said:
“The hares saw it.” And the hares said:
“That little one told us that the earth was breaking.”
“Did you see the earth breaking?” he asked little hare.
“Yes, lord,” replied the hare, “I saw it breaking.”
“Where were you when you saw it breaking?” he asked. With a trembling voice little hare replied:
“I was sitting beneath a fruit tree and I thought: ‘What will happen to me when the earth comes to an end?’
And at the very moment I heard the noise of the earth breaking, and I ran.” The great lion thought:
“He was sitting beneath a fruit tree; certainly the noise he heard was that of a fruit falling to the ground.”
“Ride on my back, little one,” he said, “and show me where you saw the earth break.”
Little hare jumped on his back and the great lion flew to the place, but as they approached the fruit tree little
hare jumped off, so frightened he was to return to the spot. And he pointed out the tree to the lion, saying:
“Lord, there is the tree.”
The great one went to the tree and saw the spot where little hare had been sitting and the fruit which had fallen from
the tree.
“Come here, little one,” he called. “Now where do you see the earth broken?”
Little hare, after looking around, and seeing the fruit on the ground, knew that there had been no occasion for
his fright; he jumped once again on the lion’s back and away they went to the hundreds and thousands of creatures
who were awaiting their return. The lion then told the great multitude that the noise little hare had heard was of a
fruit falling to the ground.
And so all turned back, the elephants to the jungle, the lions to the caves, the deer to the river banks, and little
hare to the fruit tree, and they all lived happy ever after.
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“Golden clouds are passing over our city!” one day shouted the people of Benares, for the sky was covered
with gold.
It was neither a cloud nor the gold that a star may leave on its way; the gold was flowing from the wings of a
goose, a beautiful goose, flying slowly and majestically through the air. The king looked up from the tower of his
palace.
“Great bird,” he exclaimed in amazement, “of those who fly through space you are certainly the king.” And he
called his courtiers; music was played, garlands of flowers and perfumes were brought, and thus the king
honoured the beautiful visitor.
The goose looked down, and seeing the king and his courtiers, and the garlands of flowers, and hearing the
sweet music, he turned to the flock of geese that followed him:
“Why does the king honour me in this way?” he asked.
“Lord, surely he wishes to be your friend,” replied the geese.
At this the golden bird descended to the earth and greeted the king; he then returned to his companions in the
sky.
On the following day the king was walking through the gardens near the lake of Anokkatta when the great bird
came again to him, carrying water on one wing, and powder of sandalwood on the other. His visit was no longer
than before, for after sprinkling the water upon the king, and dusting the powder over him, he immedi ately
rejoined his companions and flew away to his kingdom at Cittakutta.
As time passed the King of Benares longed more and more to see the golden bird again. Every day he walked
near the lake Anokkatta, and every day, looking into the far horizon, he sighed:
“Will my friend return once again?”
But the golden one was far away, in the mountains at Cittakutta, with his flock of ninety thousand geese. All
loved their king and were very, very happy. But one day the two youngest of the flock went to the king, and after
bowing very low, they said:
“We come to take leave of you, O king! We are going to run a race with the sun.”
“My little ones,” the King replied, “your small wings are too weak to fly with the sun; you would perish on the
way; therefore be wise and do not go.”
But the young geese persisted. They asked a second time, and a third time, when, hearing none but the same
answer from their king, they decided to leave without his permission. So before sunrise they stole away to Mount
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Yughandara and waited till the sun appeared.
But the king knew that the foolish little geese had left, and that they stood waiting on Yughandara. He flew
swiftly to the mountain and when the great red sun appeared in the sky, and the two small geese spread their wings, he followed them.
When the smallest one had flown for a few hours his. wings beat feebly and they could carry him no farther.
But the king was flying at his side, and when he saw that the young one was about to fall to the ground he went up
to him, and soothed him, and bore him on his wings to Cittakutta. Then the golden one flew back to the other little
goose, and, flying faster than the sun, he reached him and flew at his side.
“Lord,” cried the young goose, “I can fly no longer.”
The great bird took him gently on his wing and him, too, he bore to Cittakutta.
“What if I should outrace the sun, which stands just now at its zenith?” thought the great bird.
And piercing the clouds, piercing the space, he overran the sun a thousand times. But after a while he thought:
“What is the sun to me? Why should I race with him? A far greater mission awaits me. I will go to my friend
the King of Benares and speak wisely to him, and he and his people will be happy.”
He then flew over the whole world, from one end to the other, till at last he reached Benares. Once again the
city was illumined with a golden haze. And descending slowly, the golden one alighted before a window of the
palace.
“My friend has come!” cried the king joyfully.
And cheers resounded through the palace. The king himself brought a golden throne for the bird, and bade
him:
“Come in and sit with me.” And after refreshing his wings with perfume and giving him sweet water to drink,
the king sat at his side that they might converse together.
“Wherefrom do you come, O beautiful bird? Ever since you flew over Benares, I have longed to see you
again,” said the king.
“I come from Cittakutta, from the silent mountains,” the great goose replied.
He then told the King the story of his race with the sun. The eyes of the king glistened as he listened.
“Is it possible that I may see you race with the sun?” he humbly asked the bird.
“Nay,” replied the goose, “that can never be seen. But it is possible that I may show you in another way, O
King, the speed of my flight.”
“In what way, beautiful bird?” asked the king.
“Call forth four archers,” said the bird, “and order them to shoot their arrows into a wall, all at once, and
before they touch the wall I will catch them in my beak.”
The king did as the bird asked, and as the four archers shot their arrows, the great one caught them. Not one
arrow touched the wall.
“Marvellous!” exclaimed the king. “Can any speed be compared to yours, O miraculous one?”
“Yes,” replied the bird, “there is a speed greater than mine. A hundred times faster, a thousand times, a hundred
thousand times faster is the speed of Time. Pleasures, riches, palaces! Time takes them away faster than my fastest
flight.”
The king hearing these words trembled with fright. But the bird consoled him and spoke to him gently:
“O king,” he said, “fear not. If you love your people and try to make them happy, what matters it if time
goes on?” Tears filled the eyes of the king.
“Great one,” he said, “leave me not alone to rule. Stay always at my side in the palace and speak to me, that I
may be happy, and make my people happy.”
“Nay,” said the golden one, “I will not remain. One day, after drinking wine, you might say: ‘Kill that bird, that
we may feast on him.’”
“Never would I taste of wine while you are here!” exclaimed the King.
“The cries of lions and birds are clear and true,” said the goose, “but the words of men are not as true as these.
Nay, I will return to my kingdom and if you love me we shall be friends, though far away.”
“Shall I never see you again?” exclaimed the king.
“One day perhaps I shall return,” said the goose, “and then we shall see each other again.”
With these words he unfolded his wings and soared into the air; the sky became golden again and the kingdom
was happy ever after.
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My little ones, how you would have loved to stroke the silky neck of so fair a creature as the beloved horse of
Brahmadatta, King of Benares.
More beautiful, more handsome than any other horse in the world he was, swift as a deer and graceful as a
swan. There was a tender light in his eyes and his steps were so majestic that he could not have been other than a
king.
His stable was a palace. A lamp with perfumed oil burned in it day and night, and soft rose curtains with stars
of gold hung above his head.
At that time Benares was the happiest kingdom in India. It was rich and flourishing, and far grander
than any other state. Therefore many other kings were envious and some of them resolved to fight against
it, fearing that it would become more powerful than they.
Seven of these kings gathered their armies and marched towards the mighty state, and Brahmadatta called one
of his knights.
“Our enemies,” he said, “are approaching the gates of the city; your king and your country are in danger. Can
you, my brave warrior, fight against seven kings?”
“Not only against seven kings,” the knight replied, “but against a hundred kings, lord, if I may ride your horse,
your noble one.”
“Take my horse,” replied Brahmadatta, “and fly to the battle. Return to us victorious; your king and your
country trust you.”
Thus the knight, mounted on the gallant horse, dashed to the battle, and as a storm passing over a field of
wheat he laid the first enemy low, captured the king, and brought him prisoner to Benares. Again he rushed to the
battlefield, defeated the second army, and took the second king prisoner. A similar fate befell the third, fourth, and
fifth kings, but in capturing the sixth the knight’s horse was wounded. On returning to the palace the noble
creature sank to the ground and the knight tenderly removed its harness.
But he might not stay, and so another horse was brought. As the knight was about to mount his new steed the
wounded horse opened his eyes, and he thought:
“My brave rider will be killed; on another horse he could never prevail against the seventh army. Benares will
be taken by the enemy.” And, calling the knight, he spoke to him in a deep voice.
“Brave knight,” he said, “be wise. Do not take another horse, for I alone can enable you to defeat the seventh
army. Put my armour on my back once more, and together we will gain the victory.”
The knight bound up the noble creature’s wounds, mounted on his back, and rode away to the battlefield. The
foe were many and the fight was hard, but at last the seventh army was defeated, and the seventh king captured.
But when the battle was over the noble horse fell bleeding to the ground. The king knelt at his side and
caressed him, and a soft whisper came from his lips.
“Be not sad, my king,” he said; “my wounds do not pain me, for the victory is won. But do not slay
those who are now your prisoners. Let them return to their homes promising never to attack Benares
again.”
Then, having spoken these words, the great one closed his eyes and died.
But his memory lived long in the land and Brahmadatta heeded his counsel. The seven kings were released,
and war never again broke out. The people of all the kingdoms loved each other, and they all lived happy ever
after.
178.127 Airan\fn{by Khalimat Bairamukova (1917-

)}

Khurzuk, Karachai-Cherkessia Autonomous Oblast, Russia
(F) 4

I have been in Moscow six months already. I like Moscow theatres and buildings and streets. One can find
anything one desires in Moscow except—airan.\fn{A local preparation of sour milk} The sort of airan we make in my
native village of Hurzuk, lying in the foothills of Mt. Elbrus. Perhaps it is the very best sort because, as they say,
the most wonder-working milk ferment is found in the district of Karachai, which is the district to which Hurzuk
belongs. At least that is what I have read in books.
They say the people of Karachai are handsome. That, of course, is because they drink airan every day of their
lives. They are also a long-lived people. That too is because of airan.
Here in Moscow I keep longing for airan. In every letter my parents ask me what I should like them to send
me, and I jokingly reply: airan. And what do you think? When I returned to the hostel after lectures today the
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woman on duty handed me an envelope with my name on it. Could it be a letter from anyone but my parents? I
opened it and took out the photograph of a young man I had never seen before, and on the other side was written
in a flowing hand:
“Don’t think, my girl, that I brought this little pail of airan all the way from the Caucasus because I am in love
with you. No indeed! I am enclosing this photo to remind you of something, once you are so fond of airan. In
order to love one must know the object of one’s love.”
Very odd. Who could he be? And what a strange thing to write. As if I didn’t know the object of my love! But
wait—to what object is he referring?. Of course it must be arian. As if I didn’t know what airan was!
But there’s something else I know as well. Know it only too well. What’s the point in knowing it, if it’s only I
who knows—only one side of the story, so to speak. Ah, well, I have no grounds for complaint, I am a plain girl.
That, too, I know only too well. I’ve been living twenty years in this world and not once in all that time has
anyone ever called me pretty. They always say:
“Sophiat?—such a sweet quiet girl.”
That’s all. Don’t they realise how pleasant it would be to hear them say if only once that I was pretty? Never
anything but “sweet” and “quiet.” Evidently airan has no effect on me. Could I have drunk too little of it? I have
studied myself in the glass hundreds of times. Alas, there are no grounds for calling me pretty: two little pigtails
sticking out instead of the long thick braids down to the ground that most of our mountain girls can boast; a
freckled face, a forehead no higher than the width of two fingers. My nose, thank goodness, is short and straight.
But ever since I saw the film Girls I have known exactly what I am like.
There’s a girl in the film—not the one who marries the actor Rybnikov in the end—another one, whom nobody
invites to dance at the party in the club house, and who in the end dances with Rybnikov’s future wife. I don’t
suppose anybody else in the audience noticed her, she doesn’t say a single word in the film, but I noticed her
instantly and have never forgotten her because she is just like me, except that I am dark, like all the girls in the
Caucasus, and she is a blond.
Well, I picked up the little pail of airan and went upstairs. I walked on and on until I came to our room at the
end of the long corridor. No. 92. My roommates were in. I stepped inside and said softly, “ airan” and put the pail
on the table. Then I sat down without even taking off my things. The girls jumped for it—I had told them about
airan. I nodded, as much as to say:
“Drink as much as you like.”
They poured out glassfuls for me and themselves and lifted them eagerly to their lips, but on seeing that I did
not so much as reach for my glass they stopped and asked:
“What’s the matter, Sophiat?” Katya put an arm round my neck.
“Has anything happened, Sophiat?” asked Bibigul, staring at me intently.
I pulled off my blue woollen mittens patterned with white flowers, took the photograph of the unknown young
man out of my pocket and flung it on the table next to the pail. Both the girls reached for it at once. Bibigul read
the inscription out loud, then tossed the picture back on the table and the two of them stood gazing at this stranger
who had come a thousand miles to bring us airan. He, however, seemed to be looking at me alone, and there was
something severe, even cross, in the expression of his eyes.
Oh, yes; one could only look at me crossly, never admiringly, as at a pretty girl. How sad to know you are not
pretty! There he was with his tie knotted fashionably, staring and staring at me. The suit he was wearing appeared
to be black and single-breasted and his curly hair was like a cap. Katya was incensed:
“Who ever heard of presenting a photograph with a nasty inscription on it! What cheek! ‘Don’t think I’m in
love with you.’ Who’d want the love of such a cad? Don’t you worry, it’s not the likes of you Sophiat will fall in
love with! If I had you in my clutches I’d scratch your eyes out!”
I got up and took off my coat. By this time my friends were trying to guess who he could be, where he had
gone, why he had left no address, whether he himself had supplied the airan or had brought it from my parents.
Ah, airan—in their excitement they had forgotten all about it, and there it stood on the table, fizzing and fuzzing,
struggling to rise out of the narrow confines of the pail, giving off a tantalizing fragrance that brought back
memories of our mountains, the Biichesyn Mountains with their famous pastures.
“Come on, girls, let’s drink up the airan before it leaps out of the pail and runs away,” I said, picking up my
glass.
The sparkling liquid whispered to me as I drank, it crept into my nose, it teased and tickled me, and at the same
time refreshed me in its own inimitable way. I suppose it was trying to tell me how things were back home in
Karachai, and who had made it, and how it had been made. Nobody knew better than I how hard it is to make
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good airan. I listened to it—drank and listened. And watched the bubbles in the glass, which were like birds’ eyes
blinking at me. Perhaps it was the birds of our mountains sending greetings to me and my friends. I drank on and
on and my friends drank and kept refilling their glasses until I stopped them:
“Wait, girls,” I said. “The pail doesn’t hold more than three litres and we’ve easily drunk one already.”
“What of it? What do you care, Sophiat? Surely you’re not thinking of saving some for that cad?”
“Oh, no,” I replied. “If I knew where to find him I’d give the whole thing back to him, and I’d say: ‘Here, you
yourself must know the object of your love.’ But since we’ve already begun drinking it, I’d like everybody in our
hostel to have some—well, if not everybody, then as many as possible.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean airan brings long life and I’d like to prolong the life of our students if only the least little bit, if only
one tiny drop, if only one extra day,” I said, inspired by the age-old beliefs of our people.
“What a dear you are!” exclaimed Katya. “And how pretty!” She knew this was the word I longed to hear. But
it ought to have been said by the boys, or in front of the boys; what good was it here, heard by only us three girls?
They loved me anyway, I knew that well enough.
I glanced into the pail. The airan was as if made of air and it kept rising up and up, trying to get free. What if I
should sit on some busy Moscow streetcorner and offer airan—if only a little coffee-cupful—to every passer-by.
“Here, drink it if you please, it will lengthen your days, lengthen them beyond the allotted number.”
Some of them, no doubt, would offer me money for it. Foolish people! They wouldn’t know that in Karachai
anyone who asks for a drink is freely offered a jug of airan. And airan is not easy to make.
We three girls treated our fellow-students to tiny little cupfuls. They drank it with pleasure and thanked us for
it.
“Long life to you!” I said to them. “People where I come from live longer than others. That’s because of airan.
It’s not for nothing they treat patients with airan at the health resort of Teberda.” When we returned to our own
room Katya said:
“Let’s save what’s left for tomorrow.”
“Let’s,” said Bibigul. “Just one little sip more and save the rest “
So we had one little sip more—we divided a glassful among the three of us. What a drink! And what an
appetite it gives! Unfortunately. For us, at least.
At last each of us sat down to her own task. Mine was to work on French. One has to know a foreign language
even to be an engineer, it seems. While I memorise French words, Bibigul irons our frocks for the theatre
tomorrow—Saturday. We are going to see our favourite actress Bystritskaya again—she and her partner Tsaryov
are starring in Lermontov’s Masquerade. Meanwhile Katya has spread her blueprints out on the table and
thumbtacked them down. And the young man who brought the airan is on the table.
But wait—what is that written on the left side on his chest? In Katya’s hand-writing.
“Boor! No decent girl would so much as look at you!”
“That’s right, Katya. Good for you. He deserves it. ‘Delicatement—delicately.’ ‘Decembre—December.’ ‘Belle
—pretty.’ So I don;’t know the object of my love, don’t I? Perhaps you think it’s only airan I love? And even if it
were? As if I didn’t know the value of airan. To make airan you must first have milk, and as for getting milk—
who knows better than me what that means. ‘Mon chef—my darling.’ ‘Camarade—comrade.’ ‘Conservatoire—
conservatoire.’ I have good reason to know. Take that night in the Biichesyn Mountains That rainy night ‘Mon
chef,’ ‘mon ami,’ ‘bonjour.’ Turn the radio on louder, Bibigul. It’s Robertino Loretti singing.”
*
Now it is evening. I can see the many-coloured lights of Moscow when I look out the window. How pretty they
are! I do love them. Love them? Hardly the word. I’m proud of them. They give rise to “lofty” thoughts, as they
say. Make you want to do something big and important. Not for the sake of acclaim. For your own sake, for your
own satisfaction. “Mon ami,” “mon cher,” “belle.” I can’t seem to get that rude fellow and his airan out of my
mind.
I remember what a drink of airan meant to me at the end of that rainy night. It was soon after I had first come
to the Biichesyn Mountains. Their beauty nearly drove me mad. I had then just finished school and hardly knew
how to milk a cow. I had, of course, milked cows at home, but that was quite different from milking at a dairy
farm. I had to milk so many—sixteen, I believe. And all by hand. We hadn’t received milking machines yet—that
was later. Three of my cows—Alakez, Sarykulak and Kekbash—were nasty at first, wouldn’t let me come near
them. We waged a firm battle for some time. It hurt my feelings that they wouldn’t accept me when I loved them
so. It’s like that with people, too—you love them and they don’t love you. But in time they got so used to me they
733

would sense that I was coming when I was miles away and run to meet me and ask me to stroke them. One day
our vet told me animals could always tell when a person loved them truly, and those cows came to love me
because they knew I truly loved them. But the vet himself didn’t feel this true love. I told the newspaper reporter
who came to interview me what a time I had had with those three cows at first.
“How do you account for your getting such a high daily average in your milking?” he asked me.
I told him you had to treat animals just as you would humans—that was the whole secret. Goodness, it’s seven
o'clock already and I’ve got to memorise a hundred words. “Le camarade, mon ami.”
“We ought to find out the whereabouts of that fellow by applying to the militia and bring him here and ask him
what he meant by writing such a thing! ‘Be good enough to explain,’—that’s what we’ll face him with,” said
Katya all of a sudden, lifting her eyes from her blueprints. It took something pretty serious to detract Katya from
her blueprints!
“Right you are. We’ve got to stand up for each other and not let the first chap who comes along think he can
insult us as he pleases,” responded Bibigul.
I wanted to forget the whole affair. The devil with him! If he'd been an acquaintance I might have minded it,
but a chap I’d never seen before—let him go, and good riddance. As for my roommates, they’re darlings. I adore
them and they know it. Why on earth should he have thought I didn’t know the object of my love? Even if, as he
appears to think, the object is merely airan?
Till my dying day I’ll remember that rainy night. Oh, wasn’t I scared! The morning dawned bright and sunny
with a little wind blowing. The mountains were ravishing—towering up out of sight. God must have created them
so high for his own convenience, so as not to have to bend down to breathe in their fragrance. That day our
cowherd went to town to send off his application to enter an agricultural institute, and his job was taken over by
our old watchman, who was quite deaf. He drove back the herd for the evening milking and my Alakez turned out
to be missing. I was worried. I hurried to get through my task, then told the girls I would go and look for Alakez,
greedy old thing! She was probably still munching grass somewhere nearby. The old man was ashamed he had not
noticed her absence, but he could hardly be expected to go out and search for her.
I went alone. On the run. It was getting dark already.
“Alake-ez!” I called. No answer. I almost cried as I went; what if the poor dear had been attacked by wolves?
On I ran, crying and calling, quite unaware that I was getting farther and farther away from the farm. Suddenly
my calls were answered by a mooing. Alakez! I knew her voice among a hundred. I ran faster. My eyes were
attracted by something white on a hill. I called again. Again a mooing. I headed for the whiteness, which presently
detached itself from the background and came toward me, then went back again—came and went, no matter how
insistently I called.
Suddenly I caught sight of a calf lying on the ground. Good gracious! We hadn’t expected the event so soon!
Such mistakes don’t often happen—it was the vet’s fault, and mine too. What was to be done?
“Come on, get up, lazybones,” I said to the calf. “We’ve got to go home.”
He really was a lazybones; for the life of me I couldn’t make him get up and follow me. And there was poor
Alakez torn between the two of us, sorry for me and sorry for her child.
When I picked the calf up in my arms I noticed a dark shadow creeping towards us. Alakez, too, was instantly
aware of danger. I dropped the calf in fright; fortunately the grass was thick and soft so the poor dear wasn’t hurt.
I was too frightened to let out a cry, but I picked up the calf again and walked ahead. Alakez dropped behind. I
heard her panting; she was fighting the wolf. Presently she caught us up, then she dropped behind again, again
caught us up, again dropped behind.
“Don’t let the wolf get us, Alakez!” I kept whispering over and over. My arms went numb but I found the
strength somehow to press on, even to run.
Suddenly the calf began to cry pitifully—I must have dug my nails into its flesh. The next time Alakez caught
us up the wolf must have been very close for I could hear its hoarse breathing. To my horror I caught the shine of
two eyes very close at hand and heard the gnashing of teeth.
“A second one!” was the thought that flashed through my mind. This time, I let out a terrible scream. Alakez
once more began fighting the wolf. I held on to the calf, afraid for Alakez’s life, and indeed for the lives of all
three of us. We would certainly have perished if at that moment people hadn’t appeared with torches, running and
calling my name. They surrounded us. The calf was locked so tightly in my arms, I could neither put it down nor
hand it over to the rescuers. Poor Alakez stumbled up to us, almost too exhausted to stand on her feet. There were
tufts of the wolf’s hair on her horns and a gaping wound in one of her legs. What a bad time she had!
Later that same calf grew into a lovely cow. See what things go into the making of airan! And that lad who
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brought it to me might well have had no idea of that.
*
Naturally we were late in putting the ferment into the milk that rainy night and it was not ready by morning.
And didn’t a party of geologists have to pass our farm that very morning and ask us for a drink! I gave them the
unready airan.
“What? Call this airan?” exclaimed one of their number insolently. “You’d better learn how to make it,
honey,” he said to me. And that as a reward for our hospitality! The fellow was … was … why, goodness me! He
was the very one who brought me the little pail of airan. I suddenly let out a gasp that made my roommates
glance up in surprise.
“Now i remember him, that boor!” I said. “I once treated him to airan in the mountains, and even then he was
rude to me.”
There was a knock at the door. All three of us called out “come in” at once. The airan was still fizzing on the
table.
“Hullo, girls. My name’s Aitek. I’m a student of the Geological Institute. Did you get the airan I brought
Sophiat from her mother?”
I was just about to slip the photograph off the table so that he would not see the inscription, when Katya
pinched my arm and I left it where it was.
“Take a seat,” murmured Bibigul coolly as she drew up a chair. We were at a loss what to say or do. Feeling
the need of letting him have it for his cheeky inscription, we exchanged glances and were just about to explode
when we were stopped by the sight of Aitek’s eyes.
What eyes! Never had we seen anything like them. They were glowing like two suns. All three of us read in
them the same message—at least the other two told me so later. Those eyes saw nobody but me and they fairly
cried out:
“Sophiat, my beautiful one! I love you and I’ve been loving you for a long time. I don’t know how to be
gentle, I hide my feelings by being rough and rude, but know that I love you and you alone, my beautiful
Sophiat!”
I was overwhelmed. I stole a glance at myself in the looking-glass on the wall. Could it be me?—that pretty
girl—could it be Sophiat?
My cheeks were burning, my eyes were sparkling like the jewels in Bibigul’s ears. My teeth were, oh, so white
and even!—had they always been like that?
The airan in the pail had stopped fizzing and struggling to get out, only a few bubbles went on winking and
blinking at me.
87.250 Darkness And Little Light\fn{by Johannes Bobrowski (1917-1965)} Tilsit (now Sovetsk?}, Kaliningrad Oblast,
Russia (M) 4
“Moon still remains moon,” I say.
“As you say,” says my wife.
“No, not like that,” I say.
“Then put the light out, too,” says my wife, straightening the cushion on the window-sill.
Then we look down at the street, which is all in darkness. Thee is something wrong with the gas supply, with
the gas mains or something, the street lamps aren’t burning. We have public gas lighting here. The well-known
lamp-stealer is just passing our house, four red lanterns in each hand.
“Is he allowed to do that?” says my wife doubtfully, and I, who detest doubt, answer simply: “Moon remains
moon.”
“And that’s enough for today.”
“I was just going to say,” says my wife.
Then we go to bed. But this business of the darkness gives me food for thought.
You lie there and let your thoughts wander. The street is quiet after the descent of darkness. A quiet parallel
street. The traffic passes along the main street, a hundred yards away; the overhead railway and the tramline run
along there too. And busses. There used to be a lot of shops here, more than in the main street, which used to be
gentle. Now there are a few furniture stores, junk shops that describe themselves as second-hand dealers, and four
or seven taverns. A street that has become quiet. What a lot used to go on here! You let your thoughts wander. And
what is there now?
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People won’t part from this street now. But a few flats in the house are already empty. And will anyone move
in here—perhaps you wouldn’t do so yourself. And I’m not even talking about the shops and cellars—vegetables
or coal. Nowadays they are always occupied for a few weeks at a time by some artists or others whom you never
see during the day, at most in the evenings and in Arne’s Huntsmen’s Lodge. Such sensitive people who don’t
sing, and are friendly with the lamp-stealer.
They’ll be famous one day, that’s for sure, may be we’ll live to see it. Him, why I know him, you’ll say in front
of a picture in the City Gallery, he used to live in my basement.
All this doesn’t let you rest. My wife wakes up sometimes. I must have accidentally groaned.
She is always wide awake the moment she wakes up. As though with a start, eyes open and immediately wide
awake. “Well, you know,” says my wife. But that does not mean she wants to talk. So I tell her what’s on my mind
at the moment.
“Life’s jolly in Finland, my friend P told me the other day, when the late Sillanpää,\fn{ Frans Eemil Sillanpää (18881964), Finnish writer.} if you know him—Well, I’ve read one of his books, I put in, it was very good—when the late
Sillanpää went off to his summer house, P told me the other day, he used to take three coaches; in the first his
large family, in the second utensils, linen and everything, furniture, that sort of thing, and the third was full of
beer.”
“Your friend P,” says my wife, “is sitting in the Huntsmen’s Lodge now.” And then my wife went to sleep
again.
You lie in bed, you’re at home, P is certainly sitting in front of his beer, the lamp-stealer will be in by now.
Where does one dump stolen lanterns like that?
Of course, nothing happens, no one travels around here. When drunks fall over a pile of stones or into these
holes where they’ve dug up the mains—well, they have guardian angels with wings on their backs who help them
up and out.
Underpants, shirt, trousers, socks, shoes, jacket, everything in its place, tie over the back of the chair. Just shut
the door quietly. As though you were going to the lavatory on the half-landing.
It is really dark in the street. No light in any of the tall buildings, the entrances closed. In the building opposite
there’s a window open on the fourth floor and in the drying-loft at the top of the house too. Everything dark. In
the sky, I see now, there are a few stars, Cassiopeia, something like that, or the Great Bear.
They don’t make it any lighter. And the moon’s gone.
The doors in these Huntsmen’s Lodges open outward, as everyone knows. And friend P is sitting there, the
lamp-man too, artists, and various gentlemen, quite a lot of them.
“Morning, Herr Fensko,” says Arno, now at about eleven. I point to the darkness outside, and P shifts his chair
a bit to one side. All right the, two schnapps. And a lot of talk here at the tables. Conversations.
When people talk—perhaps tramwaymen,\fn{ People who work on streetcars, usually called “trams” outside the United
States.} musicians, I won’t speak of hairdressers—what insights into history and what outlooks into eternity. If
only they would always talk away like that, whatever comes into their heads; without bothering about other
people any how. There wouldn’t be any listeners, they should talk too, everyone should talk. It would be a bit
noisy, I think to myself, but why not, it’s like that here already.
Pull out a hair and say what you felt as you did it. and then talk about something that wasn’t so quickly done
and not so quickly over.
“Professor Spieroch lives in my street,” says one of the gentlemen at the big round table. “I don’t know,
perhaps one of you knows him. An old man with twenty-five thousand books. Open collar, a mane like this. He
has twenty-five thousand books. Once before he had twenty-five thousand. They were burnt in the war. He was
still Latin master at the grammar school. Knew simply everything about Latin. Every single syllable in the
classical authors. Elongavi, occurs three times in St. Anthony, things like that.”
So I listen to what these gentlemen are saying.
“As I said, the exact place and in each of the various editions. Of course, you had to ask him outright, he didn’t
like giving anything away, not even his knowledge. And he didn’t write anything, only poems, Latin poems he
composed himself using all the forms and all the words used by Horace,\fn{ Quintus Horatius Falccus (65-8BC) Roman
poet.} only the words were put together differently. He didn’t use the books either, that was my impression. I went
to see him on his seventy-fifty birthday. When I was in his class I was one of the worst pupils, only kept me on
out of consideration for my parents, but now he thinks I am the best of his lot, because I’m the only one in the
vicinity. Well, there were several guests at his birthday, there was talk about the Imperial Navy\fn{ I.e., the German
navy in the time of the German Empire (1871-1919) .}—Spieroch’s brother-in-law was a Commander—and then the
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gentlemen recited to one another indecent Latin verses which they all knew. Meanwhile, I was looking at a book
describing the sufferings of the Protestants during the Reformation, not those of the Catholics. An old book. It was
lying around and was very sad to read and very infuriating. And Spieroch stood up, took it away and said: ‘That’s
not worth reading, Volume One is missing, it should be left on one side until I can complete it.’ He didn’t even
look at the book. And I had seen handwritten entries in it, by the grandchildren of a pastor mentioned in it, which
described even worse things than were printed in the book. And an elegy was written on the inside of the cover,
more painted than written. He shut the book as he took it from me.”
“You were talking abut the war and the great losses.”
“You mean those books?”
“Twenty-five thousand books, listen, that’s quite a lot.”
The gentlemen who talked about it said, as I remember it, that the books weren’t used. But now the other
gentleman is talking. He says: “As a matter of fact I suffered a similar loss myself, in forty-four my stamp
collection was burnt. I had very little time in which to enjoy it, only on leave. I got hold of the album during the
French campaign, but perhaps I’d better tell you about that in detail. As we were advancing we came on a group
of civilians, refugees, mostly old people they were sitting by the roadside. We were in a hurry, but I spotted a man
among them who was sitting with his back against a tree and a thick album on his knees. I didn’t know much
about stamps at that time, but I could see that it was a valuable collection. Later I had it valued; my assumption
was confirmed. The man wouldn’t have been able to save the album anyhow. I tried to explain that to him; I
suppose he didn’t understand me.”
“Sure. But you speak French. I took part in the invasion to. It was strange.”
“Tell us about it.”
“I’d really like to write it down, I could speak the test on to a tape recorder, it’s all so vivid to me still. I picture
the individual scenes. For a start. Later one would have to group things, landscape, historical things …”
“Very good, I’d do it like this: first the situation …”
“But why? First a point that appears quite by chance, a visual impression. The way you discover in a peepshow,\fn{The peep-show was an adaptation of the motion picture device for use by a single person. For a nickel or a dime, one stood in
front of a plinth-like metal box or cylinder and “peeped” through a headpiece designed to fit all around the eyes and shut out all light, at a
moving picture of only a few minutes duration .} first a detail, then a few more, till suddenly the whole panorama opens

up.”
“The Kaiser Panorama.”
“That’s right. They were really called that. So you remember them too?”
“But I thought it was Hermann who wanted to write the book Let him tell us about it himself.”
“As I said: individual scenes, this sort of thing, a tarmac road without trees. Beside it a canal, fifty feet wide, a
motionless stretch of water in flat country, into which the lorry drives. In front of a slow cloud of dust that now
envelopes the inn on the other side of the road, so that only the tips of the garden trees still stick up into the white
sky. Immediately afterwards a few houses, built a bit back from the road. The lorry stops, there’s a jerk, the cloud
of dust first contracts and then settles on the road with a few catlike movements. Under the cover of the lorry
voices are raised, one would have to write that down exactly, of course, for example, one man asks: ‘Have you got
the lid of my mess tin?’ Another answers: ‘No, but you can get one in the kisser, if you like.’ So there are people
inside.”
The gentleman who is telling that story, I think to myself, is an East Prussian, if I’ve heard right. There are lots
of them in Berlin.
“So they get out, the gentleman goes on, “and they are in France in 1940, standing in the road in the middle of
the day, in a village a few miles from Calais. Sergeant Barth holds up the map in front of his glasses and says with
a bitter look at the murky canal: ‘That’s supposed to be the Channel. So fat on the map—here: English Channel—
and really such a trickle of piss.’ Every newspaper describes in full how someone swam it. That’s what the French
are like.”
Well, that’s a laugh. The people talk a lot about the war. They were young, in the prime of life, who thought
about hemorrhoids. Incidentally, for a longish time I’ve been watching a fly. It has crawled half way up P’s glass,
slowly and steadily, as though it belonged there. Now it has been standing for quite a while in the same spot.
Before this it kept crawling all the time, but calmly and unhurriedly, round a pool of beer by the mat. But the story
isn’t over yet.
“Private Scheiff from Cologne,” says the gentleman, “is sitting on the footboard.” Heavens above, it won’t
worry the canal, go on talking—not this one, it’s all right, it has its secrets, mud and dead dogs and bicycle
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frames, and the other won’t give a damn for you, it shows you the coast over there, chalk-white and pretty high,
and then takes it away again.
“‘Scheiff, says Sergeant Barth, ‘Come with me, We’ll find billets, entry of the German troops into what’s this
place called?’
“‘Cologne,’ replies Barth standing up. ‘There’s a ruined house over there, a bit of front with an empty window
in which a scrap of curtain is fluttering.’
“‘Ohdecologne,” says Sergeant Barth. ‘Makes you feel quite French. What’s that in French, Scheiff?’
“You really should write that down, Hermann, it would be very nice, I can just see it.”
“I’ve got a title already: God in France.”
“But that’s been used already, hasn’t it?”
“Exactly.”
You can’t listen to these written for ever, I think to myself. I’ll try artists for a change. Or the gentlemen over
there. Another East Prussian; there are lots of them in Berlin, as I said.
“While we were still in the cold homeland.”
“No, not that. Where are you now?”
“Why, here. I began in forty-seven in Wesel, in the shoe-trade. At the reunion …”
“No, not that.”
“One must be able to speak one’s mind. At the reunion,” I say, “my wife broke her leg, in the middle of the
jolly part. It still hasn’t healed, so I say to her: ‘Well go out to the Luneburg Heath, there’s a shepherd out there.
But the shepherd doesn’t even look at the leg, he just keeps looking at the orthopedic shoe. I had it made for her.
He talks and talks about this shoemaker, when he doesn’t even know him. What shall I tell you, we came back, I
started up a shop with the shoemaker, countrymen buy from your countrymen, did you ever hear anything like
that before?”
It’s a bit firm, the way people talk. But it can’t all be such rubbish.
“Skip it,” says the lamp-stealer.
Then they told him that the drama lecturer, the one with the hair, cycles to the university every morning, and
the students come in cars.
The lamp-man says: “Skip it.”
So they don’t all talk rubbish. The lamp-man doesn’t, nor does this man here.
“I’ve just come from the cemetery. They’re shut.”
“From the cemetery now? It just have been quite a while ago. But let him tell his story.”
“The hearse comes along, the men bring the coffin across into the hall, but there’s not a soul there, closed, a
notice on the door, works outing. AI was there about something else. They cursed, but there was nothing to be
done. I was with them when they went back with their coffin, and in the pub one of them had to keep going
outside, the children kept coming up—a coffin, that’s something they don’t see every day. But I ask you, how
could they shut up shop?”
This story was told by the gentleman in the door of the Huntsmen’s Lodge, his fourth pub, he says so himself.
He speaks well. I couldn’t understand either how they could shut up shop. It’s like with the gas. It’s just the public
services that do it. But one ought to tell that to the gentleman too, as a human duty.
So I go out, but he’s already gone.
Arno has held me up, because of P who had fallen asleep at the table. A good fellow, this P.
So I come out, the gentleman is gone. And the street dark.
The five steps home. In an open doorway, I see, stand the lamps, inside, at the bottom of the stairs, I never
noticed them before, they’re still alight.
And the dark street. Without the lanterns by the piles of stones and on the helps of earth on the edges of the
holes. The street which I look down, past the black tall house fronts. Things like that got abandoned. You could be
scared by it, but there are still inhabitants there. And then the second-hand shops in the basement and the pubs.
And the artists, I had almost forgotten the furniture stores. I’ve lived here a long time. In the past it was different,
certainly, but I know everything here, the stairs for example. There’s not a step which I miss in the dark, not a
landing on which my feet don’t describe the appropriate arc of their own accord, describing the curve to the next
flight of steps. In the dark, I don’t need a light.
And now jacket, shoes, socks, trousers, shirt, underpants. Everything in its old place. I can still stand well on
one leg But my thoughts wander in circles.
Because of the darkness and because of the light.
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Gas mains. Red lanterns. Moon. But that’s gone. Otherwise everything is electric here, one isn’t abandoned,
switch on, switch off, done it. And the stars earlier on, above the long street.
My wife is sleeping peacefully. At least I imagine that she wakes u and is immediately wide awake. And I
imagine what I should have to tell her. That it’s dark outside. Only the few stars up above, and they don’t shine, at
least not down to us here below. So what difference would it make if they didn’t exist?
“Well, what then, tell me.
The darkness wouldn’t be darker.
Certainly not.
Up above—there it would be different. It isn’t lighter now than it would be then, so it wouldn’t get darker.
Different, but I don’t know how.
178.90 The Clear Drop Of Dew\fn{by Cnimit Tzydendambayev (1918(M) 3

)}

nr. Tabagatai, Buryatia Republic, Russia

A clear dew-drop, quivering on a pliant blade of grass, reflects the world surrounding it. No matter how small
that little trembling drop may be, even the coruscating blue depths of the skies can be seen in it.
We often speak without considering the meaning of our words about documents of one period or another as if
our ancient forefathers had but one care at the end of each century: which “documents of their time” to prepare for
their distant and unknown descendants, in the same way, let us say, as today’s accountants prepare their yearly
financial report.
And yet this is not so. How could one possibly enumerate everything on which history has left its marks! Now
and then a small fragment from a private letter will shed more light on the enigmas of the past than the sworn
testimony of any official document. It happens sometimes that the most insignificant evidence will suddenly turn
out to contain a reflection of a vastly important event.
I once chanced to find pages nearly a century old in the rubbish of a now closed datsan.\fn{Buddhist temple}How
can I convey to you that wonderful and stirring feeling, that joy and pity, pride and shame which I experienced on
reading this priceless document from the past?
*
I had perhaps better acquaint you with this manuscript. The first document was well preserved and it is sad
only that it unexpectedly breaks off as if chopped by a sharp axe. The handwriting of the epistle is sprawling and
the letters themselves are large and rounded; one can see in them the self-confident character of the writer. Here
then is the text of this epistle (I reproduce it at almost word for word, only in places simplifying the language and
style to make it more readily understandable):
On the fourteenth day of this month of May in the year one thousand eight hundred and sixty-one I, Askhai
Bagakhanov, a Cossack decaturion of the Usinsky Guard, to whom Ataman Perfilyev has on four occassions expressed
his gratitude for service of supreme excellence, and now on six months’ leave in my ulus\fn{Settlement} Sanagta, have
found a paper, written in the hand of Tashkhan Khatsayev, a former scribe and translator to the Zaisang\fn{Elder} of
Sartul. The aforementioned Tashkhan Khatsayev is at present no longer a scribe nor a translator, but a homeless
vagrant, a shepherd on day labour, a stray without family or tribe. This his paper has been learnt by many ne’er-dowells of an alien spirit who gibingly made mock of me when I went to observe them labouring on the water-meadow.
They are each one more filthy than the other and always slanderously call me and my woman Sanzhidkha Khublayeva
niggardly and severe.
The vagrant Tashkhan Khatsayev is the most specially persistent—because, he says, I supposedly refused to pay him
seventy kopecks for his work, but will not understand, the scoundrel, that he raked in my hay before it had finished
drying and it all rotted. So he even began to insult me as stupid and my woman as mean, and has made a laughing stock
of us, spreading his humiliating fable through the uluses.ln this his contumelious tale is depicted a lame hag and my
woman also suffers slightly from this misfortune.
The result is that Tashkhan Khatsayev’s ill-intentioned story is wholy aimed against us—a Cossack decaturion and
my woman. The tale in question I took by force from Khatsayev and am attaching it complete to this letter for your
convenience in reviewing it rapidly and punishing that good-for-nothing Khatsayev with the lash and with monetary
fines in accordance with the code of the year one thousand eight hundred and eight on measures for the punishment of
verbal injury to people of rank, for a Cossack decaturion also has privileges. If, after the expiry of a full seven days.

At this point the Cossack decaturion Askhai Bagakhanov's complaint breaks off. There follows that same
insulting story which was written by the “neither scribe nor translator, but a homeless vagrant, a shepherd on day
labour” Tashkhan Khatsayev. This too I reproduce with almost no changes:
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The old man would come out of the smoky felt tent every morning, yea, every morning he would come out of the
leaky felt tent. The threadbare cloth of the felt tent held not the heat, neither was it a protection from the cruel wind.
The felt tent was old, yea, indeed it was a bad felt tent.
The old man went out every day not to thank the gods for their bounteousness; no, his steps took him to his miserly,
rich neighbours: he begged a pinch of tea, he begged a crumb of salt, a little flour for bread, a morsel of meat for the
soup, and of milk a drop in his mug. That day the neighbours gave him no tea, and of salt they gave him none, flour
they refused him, meat as well, and his cup they returned to him empty. You were here, they said, yesterday, and we
have given to you before And the old man walked the path back to his leaky felt tent.
The old man sat down by the roadside. beneath a green leafy branch, that supported a bird’s nest of gold. A snake
was a-winding nestwards, its motley scales all ashine. Nearby a bird was flying, weeping and calling for help.
The old man whipped with his stick, and cut the snake into pieces. The ugly reptile perished, and in its own venom
did die. The bird flew down to its nest, low did it bow to the man. With a human voice it uttered, clearly in the Buryat
language:
“Ask for what you wish, good man, no refusal shall you meet.”
The old man was of course astonished that the bird spoke in the Buryat tongue and refused any reward. Later, when
it had already flown away, he thought that in truth he might have asked for a pinch of tea to brew, salt if just a crumb, a
little flour for bread, a morsel of meat for the soup, and of milk a drop in his mug. But how could one worry a bird, a
bird with golden wings, a bird of god, not earthly? So off he went to his lame, toothless old woman, thinking she would
be pleased to hear that he had saved the nest from the snake.
But his old woman, oh dear, oh dear! Waving her fists and shouting, she sends him back to the bird, to tell it to give
her footwear, her boots have worn-out soles. The bird she curses as stupid. If the bird indeed was holy, it could itself
have guessed, and sent her a blue silk hat, for hers was right worn out
The hag chased out her husband, hurling ash at him as he left.
The old man did not reach the nest. Before him on a tray he found everything for which his wife had asked. This
rich gift did he bring back to his old woman.
That cruel and nasty old woman, his niggardly bitch of a wife, on the spot adorned the finery, and began to curse the
bird, the generous, miraculous bird:
“What an idiot that thing and no wondrous bird. It could have guessed for itself—to return my former beauty and
make me young again, darken the hair of my tresses, and grow my teeth again.”
The hag chased out her husband, flinging the red-hot coals at him as he left.
The old man did not reach the nest before that nasty woman of his became young and so beautiful that it cannot be
described. When he returned home he was unable to recognize his wife. In his fright at sights amazing, held he tight the
threadbare tenting. Then suddenly he heard these words which his own ears could not believe:
“What an idiot that thing and no wondrous bird, could it not have guessed for itself to send me a handsome
bridegroom now, chestnut steeds white-maned and tailed and a carriage such as the khan himself never saw in his
dreams. Let my white sheep cover the southern flanks of the hill. Let my well-fed cows fill the valley.”
The cruel and beautiful woman chased her husband out and hurled a smoking fire-brand at him.
The old man walked up to the nest and bowed to the golden-winged bird, which heard him out and said:
“Return, all will be as your wife has wished.”
The old man went back to ilis home and saw no felt tent standing but a house with a silver roof: the porch was made
of sandalwood and the windows were too numerous to count—three score and ten windows faced north and a full four
score faced west. Before the house there stood a carriage which could go anywhere without horses. Unbelievable
Khulegi horses were champing at their bits, standing tethered to posts of yellow copper. The old man’s mean wife could
be heard cursing inside the rich house:
“I don’t want the snow-white sheep which cover the flanks of the hill, I don’t want the well-fed cows which fill the
fields in the valley. And your bird is not a bird. It’s an idiot thing and not a bird. It could have guessed for itself to send
me little fried chicks, its own children. Let it send me stockings woven from down, the down of its own chicks. Let it
fly to me itself, let it sing lullabies to me and caress my ears with gentle song, and let it crawl at my feet like a slave.”
The old man went out in terror and the evil woman flung a cast-iron kettle full of boiling water after him.
The old man called the bird for a long time and this latter at last appeared. The old man told it about his woman, told
it of her stupid orders.
Silence was the bird’s sole answer, then it flapped its wings all golden and soared up high in the deep blue sky. The
old man went back home and saw his old woman. She was sitting in the smoky felt tent, wearing now her soleless
boots, while upon her stupid head so empty sat her ragged torn-out hat.

There is one more document which I would like to present to you. This is the explanation written by Tashkhan
Khatsayev to the Zaisang about Askhai Bagakhanov’s complaint. Here is what he wrote:
I, Tashkhan Bubeh Khatsayev, did not think to insult the great dignity of the Cossack decaturion Askhai Bagakhanov
or of his respected spouse Sanzhidkha Khublayeva. In the matter of the seventy kopecks which he did not pay me for
mowing his hay, justice is on his side in this and had I been in his place I would have taken the same action because, of
the one hundred and ninety haycocks mown and raked in by me, ten, through my own fault, were spoilt. The seventy
kopecks, in any case, are neither here nor there to me and would only be a temptation to me: I could lose them or they
might even fall by the way in a card game.
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In the matter of the story, it, though written in my hand and on my paper, is only partially the fruit of my reckless
imagination. The main author of the aforementioned is by no means myself but the nobleman Alexander Pushkin, now
long since deceased. I simply retold it in the Buryat tongue without any intention of sullying anyone’s honour. If then
this harmless prank has hurt the pride and dignity of the Cossack decaturion Askhai Bagakhanov and his spouse, they
should therefore during the life of the author Pushkin have sought amends from him for the injury and humiliation thus
caused. In view of the above, I most humbly request you, noble Zaisang Danzai Shadlayev, keeper of the laws of His
Imperial Majesty, to protect me from the attacks of the ignorant and mistrustful Cossack decaturion Askhai Bagakhanov
whom it never even occurred to me to insult.
At the present time, for the sake of feeding my stomach, I am employed as a cattle-herder by the inhabitants of
Novo-Selenginsk. Responding to your imperious summons, noble Zaisang, I entrusted my work to the unfledged youth
Ivan Migunov, the carter’s son, and now feel great concern as to the cattle entrusted to me. Should anything happen
there, let the decaturion Askhai Bagakhanov, through whose calumny I was summoned by you, bear the full and only
responsibility.
Tashkhan Bubeh Khatsayev, being a resident of Novo-Selenginsk in the barn belonging to the carter Migunov which
faces the Dunfin’s shop, apposed his own authentic signature to this.

Having received Tashkhan Khatsayev’s explanation, the Zaisang inquired of a teacher from Kyakhta, a certain
Burlakov, evidently a close acquaintance, about the author Pushkin, Alexander, named in the above document.
Burlakov’s written reply was also preserved and amongst other things says:
… I now turn to the subject about which you have expressed an interest.
The Russian author Pushkin A. S. did in fact live on this earth and, besides other works, was the writer of the Tale of
the Fisherman and the Little Fish. Indeed, this tale was passed by the censors and was first printed, if I have correctly
ascertained this fact, as early as the year 1835 in the Collection for Reading, volume X. Concerning its subject-matter,
this almost completely corresponds to the text by your Khatsayev and there is every evidence to believe that this is a
translation of that tale into the Buryat language.
In the translation of any work, excepting government documents, certain latitudes and inaccuracies can exist and are
completely permissible. Khatsayev in his version has at his own discretion changed certain facts to make the work
understandable to the inhabitants of the steppe but he has not distorted the work as it was written by A. S. Pushkin. His
resulting translation is quite amusing and gives one to understand that Khatsayev is the possessor of a natural humour
and a worthy ability to use words freely and imaginatively in his depictions. I think that this tale was written not from a
wish to sully the honour of the Cossack decaturion’s spouse, but from love and a natural penchant for composition. It
would, in my opinion, be useful to communicate the above to the complainant and request him to cease causing
needless inconveniences for Tashkhan Khatsayev on account of the latter’s translation of a tale by a famous Russian
author.
Yours faithfully,
teacher A. Burlakov.

Everything would seem to be clear. Tashkhan Khatsayev’s innocence is obvious. The Zaisang had only to close
the case fabricated by the Cossack decaturion Askhai Bagakhanov. But not so at all. Before us lies yet another
page of the manuscript, dated the fifteenth of June 1861 and so to speak the last movement of this sad and long
since played out story. In this it is stated that after being severely reprimanded and instructed to engage neither in
writing, an occupation not suited to a hired shepherd, nor in translating anything without good cause and the
direction of official persons, Khatsayev sincerely repented of his unseemly behaviour and tearfully begged to be
released from his monetary fine. This indulgence was granted him in as much as he was in a state of complete
economic insolvency. For stating in his justificatory letter to the Zaisang that the Cossack decaturion Askhai
Bagakhanov was ignorant and mistrustful, Tashkhan Khatsayev was publicly birched on that day, the fifteenth of
June in the year 1861.
That is all. The papers found in the disused datsan have informed us that the first person to translate a work of
Pushkin’s into the Buryat language was a former scribe and translator to the Zaisang of Sartul, the hired shepherd
Tashkhan Bubeh Khatsayev. It is to be regretted, however, that we know nothing of his fate. We do not know
when or where he was born, or by what happy chance he learnt Russian and the Mongol script. Did he ever
translate anything else besides the Tale of the Fisherman and the Little Fish?
His name is not included in the list of the inhabitants of Novo-Selenginsk or of the Selenginsk and Dzhidinsk
valleys to be found in the materials of the general census of the population of Russia which took place on the 28 th
of January 1897. He may have died before the census was taken, or he may have moved elsewhere
What prompted this man to translate Pushkin’s tale into the Buryat language? His love for the art of the great
Russian poet, a desire to acquaint the Buryats with the poet’s beautiful works? Maybe he wished to mock some
grasping and high-ranking notable and the Cossack decaturion took it all as referring to himself?
I do not know and cannot say. I am sure of one thing: thanks to the talent and audacity of the obscure shepherd
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Tashkhan Khatsayev the words of the poetic genius were first heard in the Buryat language over one hundred
years ago. This fills me with happiness and pride.
In finishing, I would like to return to that clear dew-drop quivering on a pliant blade of grass. The whole
surrounding world and the endless deep of the blue skies are reflected in it. Thus, too, did the yellowed pages of a
manuscript found in a datsan’s rubbish contain a reflection of the actions, joys, and sorrows of a generation which
has long since departed to eternal rest.
38.23 Excerpt from Zhenya, The Wonder Of The Twentieth Century: Male Bonding Sessions\fn{by Tatyana
Sergeevna Esenina (1918-1992)} Moscow?, Russia (F) 5
… Don’t imagine for a moment that I’d forgotten about Police Captain Nabov’s threat to arrest Evgeny
Aleksan-drovich the moment he appeared. No, I’d been on tenterhooks the whole time—not that I’d said anything
to Zhenya himself, naturally. And in due course Zhenya did indeed receive a summons from the station.\fn{ A note
previous to the beginning of this excerpt reads: Sergei Vasilevich, a vet in the town of N., has boasted that he is capable of producing a
humanoid superman in his laboratory, who would be able to solve all the town’s many crime problems. Rumors about his discovery have
been flying round the town: Police Captain Nabov has threatened to arrest the humanoid on sight, since he cannot issue identity documents
to an individual who has no birth certificate, and it is illegal to reside in the town without them. There have been long arguments about
whether the vet can be telling the truth: eventually all doubts are settled by the arrival of Zhenya, a handsome, well-built, blond, and blueeyed young man, who takes up residence with the vet. Here the narrator, a would-be hard-bitten journalist on the local paper, tells the story
of the first few days after Zhenya’s emergence.}

The morning of Zhenya’s appointment, I got Ekaterina Ivanovna to make some meatballs just in case he did
get put in prison—we had to make sure we had something to put in a food parcel for him.\fn{ A note reads: A fairly
black joke in 1962. Only a decade earlier, mass arrests had still been in progress, and this kind of mercy mission had been all too common.} I was about to go off to work when the door opened and Zhenya came in. He sat down, munched his way

through the meatballs, then told me what had been going on at the police.
“Well well well!” Nabov had said, staring hard at Zhenya as the latter came in the office. “So you’re Evgeny
Aleksandrovich Smirnov, are you? Well now, sir, would you happen to have any proof of identity about your
person?”
Zhenya got out his internal passport and his other bits of ID, also a few certificates and so on, and put them
down on the table. The police Captain snatched them almost before they landed, stacked them in a pile, and
started scribbling something in his notebook. Then he said:
“Now, sir, if you wouldn’t mind troubling to jot down a few details about your life story on that piece of paper
there.”
Zhenya didn’t take long to finish, and handed over half a page. After all, his experience of life was not exactly
extensive.
“No, no, sir, this won’t do at all!” Nabov reproved him, screwing up the sheet of paper and flinging it in the
bin. “Look here lad, let’s have it out straight away. I want you to put down absolutely everything you can
remember about your, hem, so-called life. I’m not settling for less than ten pages, and I’m not letting you out of
here until I get them.”
“He has a strange way of putting things, that Nabov,” said Zhenya. “I haven’t the faintest what he meant when
he said ‘your so-called life.’ It was a sweat remembering enough to fill ten pages too. I had to put down all this
real nonsense, like the time I hit my little sister on the mouth and made her lip bleed.”
But Nabov hadn’t been shocked by any of this, apparently; on the contrary, he’d given Zhenya a friendly slap
on the back.
“Well done, lad,” he'd said. “With a life like that, you’re safe enough hanging about in this town. However,
hem, let me ask you to cast your mind back one more time and reassure me that you haven’t got any crimes on
your conscience. Not done anyone in by any chance, have you, stabbed them or drowned them, I mean? Ever been
involved in any burglaries? Picked any pockets? What about forgery?”
“Now that really did get my goat,” Zhenya told me. “I was so angry I grabbed a chair and went to smash it
against the wall. But then he took out his gun and looked as if he was going to fire it in the air, so I put the chair
down. Then he wagged his finger at me.”
I thought, my God, this is all we needed. Why on earth did that idiot Sergei Vasilevich decide that he had to
give Zhenya his own habit of losing his temper and playing round with chairs? What a stupid mess!
“But then Nabov apologized and said he’d only been pulling my leg,” Zhenya went on. “Only that wasn’t the
end of it. Then he started asking me whether I’d ever caught any villains or exposed any criminals, any small fry
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would do. I told him about how these two gangsters attacked me once. One got away after shooting me in the leg,
that’s why I still have the limp, but I managed to hand the other one over to the police.
“Well, Nabov seemed really chuffed by that. He started sort of walking round me in circles staring at me, and
rubbing his hands. So why don’t you join up in one of the druzhinas\fn{A note reads: Part-time ancillary organs of the
Soviet police force, organized through places of work, and charged with various public order and anti-sabotage duties .} at the building
site, he asked? I said I already had, of course. And then he says, ‘Well, in that case it shouldn’t be any trouble for
you to catch Venka the Spade, and turn him in here next week, should it?’ OK, I said. But then I said, there’s one
thing puzzling me, Captain: why haven’t you arrested him yourself yet? But he wouldn’t answer that, he just said,
‘That’s none of your business: you’ve got special talents, I hear, so let’s see what you can do with them.’”
But how on earth was Zhenya to catch Venka the Spade all by himself, and without a gun, when an armed
police officer had never managed to, after chasing him dawn to dusk for weeks? When I asked Zhenya this,
though, he only winked.
“That’s exactly the point, you see: we shouldn’t be trying to catch him dawn to dusk, we’d be much better off
working dusk to dawn. He’s a night bird. I’ll have a word with some of the lads and we’ll work out a plan
together. You can help too.”
I felt riled by Zhenya’s certainty about that last point. Sure, I’d had plenty of experience dealing with all kinds
of fools and con-men and petty-minded bureaucrats, not to speak of bent\fn{ Corrupt; more British slang.} officials. I’d
developed great skill in using my chosen weapon—to wit, the pen, which is mightier than the sword, as we all
know. But I knew that Venka the Spade didn’t give a damn for my cutting wit, my scathing sarcasm, my
allegations, or my insinuations. As soon as we came face to face, he’d just get out his pistol, shove it right in my
face, and make me hand over my death-dealing pen—and my watch into the bargain. I knew that for certain. He’d
already done it once.
This was the sort of sobering thought that was going through my head as I went in to work on the paper. I was
so worried about what might happen that I couldn’t concentrate all day. To make things worse, I had to stay late
that night. Usually I’d have enjoyed it, but that evening the sight of darkness outside the window gave me no
pleasure at all.
It was Chugalinsky who’d kept me.
“Dimal,” he’d said, looking at me in this hangdog way. “Do me a favor, be a good lad. Just cast your eye over
this, would you? I’ve done a story on that man you told me about when we were following that lead down at the
state farm. If Konstantin Petrovich won’t print it here, then I’ll just have to try sending it somewhere else, won’t
I?”
I started reading the story. It was called The Wonder of the Twentieth Century.
“A local group of scientists, headed by Comrade Engineer Grushnyak, has achieved a scientific breakthrough
of world significance. They have invented nothing less than a prototype for twenty-first-century man. The
artificial brain installed in the prototype—to which the scientists have given the name ‘Evgeny Aleksandrovich
Smirnov’—has truly incredible capacities. At the moment ‘Evgeny Smirnov’ is working as a master builder on the
site of a new block of flats. The site director, Comrade Gurev, told our reporter: ‘Yes, Smirnov is a very good
worker, very conscientious, he can lay around five thousand bricks a shift.’\fn{ A note reads: The whole passage, and especially this sentence, parodies the statistics-laden “hero worker” articles that used to be staple fodder in the Soviet press, national as well
as local.} Our reporter also interviewed ‘Evgeny Aleksandrovich,’ who was able to supply him with the following

information. The artificial man has read more than one thousand books, he knows over 300,000 Russian words,
has met over one million people, has seventy-five friends but only one girlfriend (his mother). He also knows at
least 175 words in German, One must bear in mind that these astonishing capacities have all been built in to him
artificially by the talented team of scientists—”
I couldn’t bear to read any more.
“Chug, for God’s sake!” I exploded. “Three hundred thousand Russian words? How do you expect anyone to
believe that? That’s twice as many as in the average one-volume dictionary! Where on earth did you get that
figure from?”
“Evgeny Aleksandrovich told me that himself.”
“Well! And who in God’s name told you that idiot Grushnyak was the head of a whole group of scientists?”
“Gurev did. That site director. He’s the only one down there that knows who Evgeny Aleksandrovich is.”
“Well! And in any case, the whole story’s a write-off, you know.”
“What do you mean, a write-off?”
“Exactly what I say, a write-off. If he’s an ‘artificial man,’ he can’t have a mother, can he? And in any case, it
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would be fatal to let him find out about where he really comes from.”
Don’t imagine Chug caught on straight away. It took a whole hour before he twigged. Anyway, off he went in
the end, tail between his legs.
Just a few seconds later Zhenya himself burst in. He was in a great stew. He told me some reporter from the
paper had been down asking him all sorts of questions. Zhenya didn’t like that one bit—there were lots of blokes
down there who were much better builders than he was, he said. He’d only talked to the reporter so as to get rid of
him. Now Zhenya was begging me to stop the story getting published. He’d never live it down otherwise.
“Why don’t you just tell me where on earth you got those figures from?”
“What does it matter? I had to tell him something. He kept pestering me to give him some figures. I was nearly
going mad with him nagging, and in the end I started to feel sort of sorry for him too, he was such a cretin.”
I gave a start on hearing this. What, even Zhenya felt sorry for cretins, just like everyone else did?
“OK, Zhenya, you’ve got your way,” I said. “I’ll make sure they don’t use that story. Anyway, it’s high time we
both went home. I’ll see you to the door—it’s on my way.”
“Sure, let’s go!” Zhenya said cheerfully. “It’s getting quite late. Why, we might even run into Venka the Spade.
That would be great—I might even get the chance to practice something really fancy on him.”
“Stop arsing about, for God’s sake,” I snapped. “If you’re going to talk like that, you can walk home on your
own. Leave Venka to the police, let them practice their fancy stuff on him if they feel like it.”
I could have killed Nabov. Fancy taking risks like that! With the Wonder of the Twentieth Century!
*
I was dying to introduce the “live robot” to my mate Vasya Golubev. It was a bit late for visiting in an ordinary
sense, but Vasya’s wife never lets up nagging him, so he doesn’t get to bed before the small hours.
Vasya was tremendously curious about Zhenya: he sat there without taking his eyes off him. But when we got
up to leave, Vasya gave me a pointed look, and said:
“So one more wonderful idea bites the dust.”
I kept my cool. Zhenya wouldn’t understand anyway. But it got to me all the same. What did Vasya mean by
saying that one more idea had bitten the dust? Next day I asked him.
“They were going to manufacture the happiest man in the world, so I heard,” Vasya said. “Well, that Zhenka
certainly ain’t him. Oh, he’s happy enough, I’ll grant you that, but that’s because he’s as thick as two short
planks,\fn{More British slang: the actual saying is somewhat longer: “thick as two short planks and part of another .} I could see that
soon as I’d talked to him for a few minutes. The world’s always been full of cheerful morons. What I want to see
is someone who’s happy and sharp.”
I expostulated with him here, saying that I felt that actually Evgeny Aleksandrovich wasn’t stupid at all: he
simply had a very individual and interesting world-view.
“Why not have another chat with him,” I suggested. “Don’t leap to any hasty conclusions.”
So next day, after work, we both dropped in on Zhenya. When he opened the door, I was startled to see that he
was wearing glasses. Zhenya said rather defensively that he’d only been trying on Sergei Vasilevich’s glasses, and
he’d forgotten to take them off afterwards.
“We’ve come to drag you out boozing,” Vasya said. “It’s my birthday today, so the drinks are on me. Here,
you, get off my foot,” he snapped at me, “the lad’s quite old enough to make up his own mind.”
Zhenya watched me take my foot off Vasya’s with innocent curiosity, and said he’d be right out, he just had to
get his overalls off.
Whilst he was busy in the bathroom, I lammed into Vasya:
“What in God’s name do you think you’re up to? Taking the Wonder of the Twentieth Century out boozing?
You’d think you’d have learnt by now, with your wife always on at you.”
“Oh, I get [it]! He’s a “Wonder,” and I’m not,” said Vasya, smiling sourly. “I expect that's why you never
bother trying to stop me drinking. On the contrary; you’re usually glad enough to join in when I ask you. Any
case, your “Wonder” is just a bloke who doesn’t take time making up his mind. That’s all there is to him, if you
ask me. It was one thing sorting that old bully Zhritsyn\fn{ A note reads: Zhenya’s first heroic exploit had been to sort out an
army veteran who was causing havoc in a block of flats by playing his radio at unsocial hours .} out, but so soon as he gets any real
trouble to deal with, that Zhenka of yours will just fall to pieces. It’ll end in tears, you mark my words.”
I reflected that he was right, up to a point. Zhenya really didn’t seem to have much sense of self-preservation. I
began to suspect that his anonymous creators had saddled him with the idea that peace and quiet and order were
the natural state of things, and that you could stick your nose in anywhere without pause for thought.
By now Zhenya had finished changing, but I wouldn’t let him go off with Vasya. Vasya went off on his own,
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whilst I read Zhenya a lecture about how to behave. I said he should take more care where he pushed his nose,
especially at work.
“So you always keep your nose out yourself, do you?”
“Look, Zhenya, I’m a journalist, I’m just not in the same position. I’m in the penalty area, if you like to put it
that way. Anyone who fouls me up pays for it quickly. But you’re right out there in mid-field. It’s much harder for
you to score, and all kinds of things can happen without the referee noticing.”
“What on earth do you think I have been up to?” Zhenka asked, all bug-eyed innocence. “I haven’t done
anything yet. I just lay my bricks, and that’s it.”
But I soon realized that wasn’t the half of it.
The next Sunday I went round to Zhenya’s again. The front door of the flat was open, and so was the door into
the living-room. And what I saw through the second door was the kind of scene that made me wonder whether I
should rush straight out and find a public telephone. Only I didn’t know whether to call the police or an
ambulance first.
The dining-table—the same one where Sergei Vasilevich’s wife, Yuliya Semyonovna, had served us up that
dainty tea a few weeks before—was covered with empty bottles. The room was full of people in torn, disheveled
clothes, each sitting motionless and gripping another empty bottle. They had reached the morose, silent stage of
inebriation. The ringleader was sitting slumped by the table, head in his hands. Someone else was sprawled out on
the couch, squashing it into horrible contortions. Head propped on his fists, he was gazing obsessively at the
chess-board in front of him. A third man—a young lad, to be more accurate—was propped in an armchair, with
Sergei Vasilevich’s microscope on a stool in front of him. He was squinting down it with one eye.
There wasn’t a sign of Zhenya.
I went up to the man by the table.
“Where’s Zhenya?” I asked.
“Whassat you saying?” he croaked.
“Whassat you saying?” bawled someone behind me. I swung round. It was the young lad. He’d leapt out of his
armchair and was waving his empty bottle over his head.
I went up to the man on the couch.
“Where’s Zhenya?” I asked him.
Slowly the man turned his head towards me, tearing his gaze from the chess-board. Slowly, with immense
difficulty, he squeezed the words from his mouth, like someone forcing the last drops of glue from a tube:
“Keep your … effing nose … out of my … bleeding business …”
“Over my dead effing body!” someone bawled behind me.
It was the young man again, still waving his bottle.
Then there was dead silence again.
I searched Sergei Vasilevich’s laboratory; then I looked under all the tables and the couch. Finally I went into
the kitchen. No sign of Zhenya anywhere. I wondered whether to get the neighbors in to help, but I decided to
have one last check in the bathroom. I tried the door: it was locked. I knocked on it.
“Who’s there?”
It was Zhenya’s voice, sounding quite calm and normal.
“Open the door,” I hissed.
I heard the door being unbolted. Zhenya was sitting on a stool by the bath and reading a book.
“Have you seen what’s going on?” he asked.
I nodded in reply.
“I thought they might calm down if I left them to it,” Zhenya said. “They’ve stopped shouting since I went
out.”
I asked him to tell me the whole story, from start to finish.
“Well, the start was fine,” said Zhenya. “We drank toasts to friendship and all that. As for the finish, I don’t
think it’s happened yet.”
“You do actually know them, don’t you?”
“Course I do! The one over by the table’s the site manager. The other’s the foreman, and the bloke in the
armchair’s our driver. They wanted me to stand them a few drinks out of my first pay-packet. My old man did
warn me off doing things like that, but I decided I’d have them round here all the same. I showed them how the
microscope works, taught them to play chess, and all that stuff. Was that such a bad idea?”
“It would have been an even better one to have started the evening without quite so many bottles on the table.
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Then there’d have been more chance that your workers’ education class would have been a success.”
“Well, I wasn’t to know they’d bring their own drink with them too.”
“Look, Zhenya,” I said. “Let’s ask your friends nicely if they wouldn’t mind leaving now, shall we? After all,
you don’t want them staying here all night, do you?”
“Suits me,” said Zhenya obediently.
The guests were sitting in exactly the same poses as when I had left. Zhenya went up to the site manager and
stroked his head gently. The man tensed all his muscles and croaked:
“You just say that once more!”
“Say that once more!” the driver parroted, but at twice the decibel level. He was on his feet again.
Zhenya went over to the foreman and patted him on the shoulder. The man raised his eyes with exquisite
slowness from the chess-board. Then he squeezed out two more words:
“I’ll—effing …”
It was all getting beyond a joke. Then I noticed that the driver was grimacing and twitching constantly.
“What on earth is he looking at through that microscope?”
“A fly, I think.”
“Well, then for God’s sake get it out of there then, and put something more wholesome in. What about a piece
of bread?”
“Poof, no!” Zhenya dismissed this with a wave. “It makes you sick whatever you look at through one of those
things.”
I took the microscope away, and carried it back into the laboratory. The driver sighed with relief, and wiped his
sweaty forehead with the tail of his shirt.
That wasn’t the last of it though. By the time we had got the three of them off on their way (they’d reached the
maudlin and querulous phase), it was very late.
I was dying for bed, so I left.
But a few days later Zhenya rang me.
“I’ve got the sack. For turning up to work drunk. But for God’s sake don’t imagine it's true.”
What was I expected to think, then, after seeing him with those three piss-heads the other night?
But when I actually confronted Zhenya, and saw his blue eyes fixed on me in that steady, honest gaze (which
was so like Sergei Vasilevich the vet’s), I felt ashamed of my doubts. No, surely this wasn’t right: I’d have to do
something to rescue the lad.
“You see, the point is they’re all on the fiddle,” Zhenya told me. “They rip off everything: planks, bricks,
doors, even door-catches. I saw that driver, you know, the one who was round here the other evening, flogging a
whole lorry-load of wood to some fishy-looking character the other day. When they came round here, I told them
I was going to tell the police what they were up to. So now they’ve cooked up some document to say that I came
in to work drunk, and got a dismissal order issued.”
“The main thing is to keep our cool, Zhenya,” I said. “You’ve been stitched up, and that sometimes has
dreadful effects on a man. You mustn’t let yourself fall apart, start whining about how there’s no justice in the
world and so on. Keep a hold on yourself: we’ll get you out of this.”
“I don’t propose to start whining,” Zhenya said with a shrug. His lips (which, by the way, were rather well
modeled) gave a faint smile. An impish light danced in his eyes. I could only marvel at the scientists’ virtuosity:
that light looked so natural, it must have been some work to get it right.
No doubt there’ll be hell to pay with that impish look in the end, I thought. But it’s obvious that Zhenya’s been
given the right foundation. He hasn’t let those bastards and scoundrels turn him into a miserable little moaner.
I thought that I’d only have to make a couple of telephone calls, and Zhenya would be all right. I remembered
how once Nabov had had a complaint from four strapping young lads (Kolya, Tolya, Shurik, and Sashka were
their names, I remember). They’d “blown it” for very similar reasons to Zhenya.
Well, that’s what local papers are for. We sat down and rang round a few people. We didn’t even need to print
anything: we just put the story round, invoked glasnost\fn{A note reads: I.e., open discussion of social problems, a buzz-word
of the Khruschev as well as of the Gorbachev days .} and appealed to public opinion, and bob’s your uncle.\fn{More
English ; I think it means that everything turned out all right.}
They got their jobs back straight away.
Unfortunately, though, it turned out that the elusive Evgeny Aleksandrovich had put more noses out of joint
than those four lads had. Gurev refused to go back on the dismissal order.
Well, you could see his point in a way. You never knew what to expect from an “artificial man.” Best keep him
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at arm’s length. That was what Gurev thought, at any rate.
And so Zhenya had to take his case to court. …
88.140 For The Good Of The Cause\fn{by Alexandr Isayevich Solzhenitsyn (1918Russia (M) 26

)}

Kislovodsk, Stavropol Kray,

1
“Faina, who’s got the electricians’ timetable?”
“What do you want it for? You’re in radio.”
“Faina, turn it down by twenty decibels. … This is our new colleague—he wants to know.”
“I’m sorry. What are you going to teach here?”
“Generators. And theory of electrical transmission.”
“There’s such a noise I can’t hear a thing. Call themselves teachers! The timetable’s over there in the corner,
have a look.”
“Susanna Samoilovna! How are you?”
“Lydia Georgievna? Lydia, my dear! You’re looking marvelous! Where did you spend the summer?”
“Where d’you think? On the building site for the whole of July!”
“On the building site? Did you have a holiday or not?”
“Not really. Three weeks instead of eight. Still, it wasn’t too awful. But you’re looking rather pale.”
“Grigory Lavrentich, what have you fixed up for the electricians’ department? Just two days?”
“The other departments have only arranged classes until September the second. It’s a provisional timetable.
Comrades, who’s that going out? Comrades! Attention please! I repeat: Fyodor Mikheyich has asked that no one
should leave.”
“But where is he?”
“In the new building. He’ll be back soon and we’ll discuss the business of the move.”
“We must make our minds up pretty soon. Students from other towns are arriving already. Should we send
them out to lodgings? Or will thee be a hostel?”
“God knows, it’s been put off for so long. But why can’t we ever do anything on time?”
“Maria Diomidovna, I’ve been given two rooms in the new building, which should be enough. Theory of
electrotechnology in one room and electrical measurement in the other.”
“I’m in the same position: electronic and ionic appliances are separate from insulating materials, which have
been left with lighting engineering.”
“I’m glad for your sake. Up till now you haven’t even had a laboratory—just a heap of old glass!”
“All the stuff’s still in crates—in the passage, down in the cellar—it’s ghastly! But now we’ve sent the shelves
over there there’ll be a place for everything—ignitron, thyratron, generating lamps …”
“Do stop smoking Vitaly. When you want a cigarette ask the ladies first.”
“Let me introduce our new teacher, Anatoly Germanovich, an engineer. This is Susanna Samoilovna—she has
the chair of mathematics.”
“He’s pulling your leg! What chair of mathematics?”
“Well, chairman of the faculty board. Isn’t it the same thing? Except that you don’t get paid for it. … And now
let me introduce you to Lydia Georgievna, a typical staff member.”
“Don’t you believe him. Actually I’m the most untypical. You’ll be more typical than me from the moment you
start.”
“Are you judging by my appearance? It’s my glasses, I suppose.”
“It’s because you’ve an engineering degree and, of course, you’re a specialist. But I can easily be replaced. I’m
just, well, sort of superfluous here.”
“What do you teach?”
“Russian. And literature.”
“You can tell from Lydia Georgievna’s smile that she doesn’t think she’s superfluous. To begin with, she’s the
leader of our youth group.”
“Is she now? Did the youth group choose you?”
“No, the Party bureau appointed me. They attached me to the Komsomol committee.”
“Come now, Lydia dear, don’t be so modest. The Komsomol members specifically asked for you. And for the
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fourth year running.”
“Personally, I also thing Lydia Georgievna was largely responsible for putting up the new building.”
“Now you’re pulling my leg.”
“I don’t understand—who did put up your new building? Was it the trust? Or was it you?”
“Both the trust and us, that’s the whole trouble.”
“Tell us about it, Lydia Georgievna. We’ve got to wait anyway.”
“They put it to us like this: the trust hadn’t got enough money for all its projects this year, and our building
would take another two years. We said couldn’t we help? “Of course you can! Then you can have the building by
the first of September.” We jumped at the chance. We called a general meeting of the Komsomol …”
“But where can you hold meetings here?”
“Of course, there’s no one hall big enough, but we can use the corridor and the staircase, and there are
loudspeakers in the lecture halls. … Anyway, we held the meeting. Should we take it on? Yes, we should. We split
up into teams. To begin with, we put a teacher in charge of each team but the kids made a fuss and said they didn’t
want one, they wanted to do it on their own. To be honest, we were very frightened about the young ones who
were just out of school—after all, they’re only about fourteen or fifteen—in case they collapsed or fell under a
crane. In the end the grown-ups did keep an eye on them, but the older ones wouldn’t let us.”
“And wasn’t there complete chaos?”
“We tried to avoid it. The foreman in the Party bureau told us how many and what kinds of workers he would
need each week. We set up a sort of headquarters where we decided how we would split up into teams. We even
went to work on weekdays, some of us before school hours and some after. In fact we had a two-shift system. And
we worked right through several Sundays. Our plans for the summer were that everyone should work two weeks
of his holidays. Of course for students from other towns we tried to make these two weeks at either end of the
holidays, but anyone who happened to be picked for the middle of the holidays came then.”
“That’s really amazing.”
“And that’s not all. The really amazing thing was that no one had to be coerced. If anyone dropped out the
other kids somehow filled in for them. And the building workers were even more amazed than we were. They
admitted to me quite honestly that the kids were better at the job than they were.”
“Astounding.”
“Don’t you believe me? Ask anyone you like.”
“Er, no … it’s not that I doubt it. … I’m sure enthusiasm is a natural human quality and quite admirable. It’s
just that in our country the word has become sort of … hackneyed and debased. People Use it completely
indiscriminately, even on the radio. At the factory I keep on hearing: What’s in it for me? What’s the rate for the
job? Fill in an overtime claim! Not that it’s surprising—material incentives are completely normal.”
“What else did we do? Oh yes—we copied the plans and made a model of the new building and carried it
through the town in front of processions as our symbol.”
“Lydia Georgievna has started by telling the story from the emotional angle, but to understand it properly you
need to see it from an economic standpoint. Our technical college has been going for seven years now, and since
they gave us this building by the railway line and then another one beyond the town boundaries, we somehow just
stayed here. Then they added on a single-story wing for the workshops, and gave us another small building half a
kilometer from here. But it was still inconvenient all the same. Then Fyodor Mikheyich managed managed to lay
his hands on a plot of building land right in the town. There were some little houses which had to be pulled down
…”
“I suppose that took them about five minutes?”
“They cleared the site with mechanical shovels and laid two foundations straightaway—one for the technical
college and one for the hostel, side by side. They even began to build the first floor, then everything stopped dead.
For three whole years after that they insisted over and over again that there were no more funds. First they didn’t
include us on some allocation list, then the ministries were being split up, then they were being merged again and
we were transferred from one to the other. Meanwhile on the site it snowed, the snow melted, the rains came, and
nothing had gone a step further. Then suddenly not long ago these Councils of National Economy were set u.
They put us under one of them, it gave us money from the first of July of last year, and so …”
“Hey, Dusya, open the window will you, dear? The men have filled the place with cigarette smoke—it’s really
disgraceful.”
“Surely we don’t have to go outside every time we want a cigarette?”
“Well, that isn’t what the staff room’s for!”
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“And what sort of work was there for you to do?”
“Quite a lot. We dug the trenches leading from the boiler-room …”
“Yes, we seemed to spend most of our time digging ditches. For the electricity mains, for … And we filled
them all in ourselves, too.”
“We unloaded bricks from the lorries and stacked them in the hoist, shifted the earth from the foundations.”
“And we carted the rubbish out from every floor, lugged radiators round to all the rooms … the pipes … the
parquet flooring. And we washed and scrubbed.”
“So the builders only had to employ specialists and no general laborers?”
“We even trained up some specialists too. We formed two teams of our own: apprentice plasterers and
apprentice painters. And they really got to grips with the job—it was a great sight.”
“Excuse me, is that noise coming from the street?”
FORWARD, ELECTRONICS, YOUR VICTORY’S ACHIEVED!
IN ALL COMMUNICATIONS, PROGRESS IS OUR CREED!
IGNORANCE IS DARKNESS, TECHNOLOGY IS LIGHT!
RADIO’S OUR WATCHWORD, RADIO OUR MIGHT!

“Are those your students? What are they singing?”
“Without even bothering to look I can tell they’re third-year vacuum physics.
“They sound terrific anyway. May I have a look at them? Can we see them from the window?”
“Let’s get a bit closer. … Marianna Kazimirovna, could you move your chair a bit?”
“Oh, really! It’s the barrel look—all the fashion now. It’s got a narrow waist, then it widens out below and
hangs in little pleats, then it gets very narrow again and finishes at mid-calf length …”
“Out past the canal there’s a little lake I know—ah, the carp I’ve caught there!”
“Lydia dear, why are you pushing your way out when everybody’s sitting down?”
“Over here, Anatoly Germanovich. Squeeze your way through them. Look, there they are—that bunch of boys
and girls over there.”
FROM THE HOUSE TO THE SHOP FLOOR, FROM THE SKY TO OUTER SPACE
ELECTRONIC SCIENTISTS ADVANCE THE HUMAN RACE!
WE STRIVE FOR PERFECTION, TO GIVE THEM WHAT THEY NEED.
RADIO’S OUR WATCHWORD, RADIO OUR CREED!

“Yes, what enthusiasm! They really sound as if they mean it!”
“Well, they’re proud of it because they made it up themselves and that’s why they call it “The Electronics
Song.” It’s just because they’re so enthusiastic that they won second prized at the town pageant. Do you notice, by
the way—only the girls are singing, the boys are silent at the moment? At the pageant they were there just for
appearances, but to make up for it they roar out in the chorus: ‘Radio’s our watchword, radio our creed.’”
“For some reason the sight of them frightens me slightly. I’m used to teaching grown-ups. Once I went to the
school where my young son’s a pupil to give a lecture on “The Achievements of Science and Technology.” With
my son there I felt so embarrassed—they weren’t listening to me and they just did whatever they felt like. The
headmaster banged on the table, but they didn’t listen to him either. Afterwards my son explained to me: they’d
locked the cloakroom and wouldn’t let anybody go home. It’s often like this, he said, when some delegation
comes or there’s some new rule to be announced. The children talk on purpose to be annoying.”
“But you can’t compare a technical college with a school, there’s a different atmosphere here. There aren’t any
idlers just sitting out their time. And the Principal here has greater powers—grants, the hostel. … Though in fact,
we haven’t had a hostel all these seven years, they’ve been living out in private digs.”\fn{ I.e., housed in private homes,
or wherever they could find shelter.}
“Does the college pay?”\fn{Towards the housing costs for students.}
“The college pays each student thirty rubles. This is the standard rate and it’s supposed to be enough. But a
bed\fn{I.e., a room with a bed.} costs a hundred rubles a month—a better one a hundred and fifty—so sometimes two
people share one bed. It can go on like that for years. And they get fed up. You seem to be doubtful about our
enthusiasm, but there’s one thing that’s no doubt about: we’re fed up with living badly, we want decent living
conditions. Wasn’t that why they started the scheme for doing voluntary work at weekends—to improve the
standard of living?”
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“It was.”
“Well, that’s how it was with us. Go on, lean out of the window.”
RADIO’S OUR WATCHWORD, RADIO OUR MIGHT!

“How far is it to the level-crossing?”
“Six hundred meters.”
“But we have to cross that distance on foot. And lots of them have to do it twice a day, there and back. It’s
summer now and there hasn’t been any rain for three days—but we still have to jump over puddles. You can never
wear any decent clothes here, we have to wear boots all the year round. In town it’s been dry for ages, but we
can’t help looking dirty whenever we go there.”
… WATCHWORD!

“So We got together and we said: how much longer do we have to put up with it all? Our lecture halls are no
bigger than cupboards. You couldn’t arrange anything in the evening unless you hired the club hall. It was the
evenings that made the kids more fed up than anything.”
… MIGHT!

“Lydia Georgievna! Lydia Georgievna!”
“Yes?”
“Some of the kids are asking for you. Can you manage to get out?”
“O.K. I’m coming. Excuse me!”
“It was a great goal. From the edge of the penalty area, he kicked it backwards over his head and right under
the cross-bar.”
“Is that your cap? You’re not still wearing that old thing? They only wear those upturned flowerpots
nowadays!”
“Marianna Kazimirovna, may I trouble you …”
“I’m planning to take over part of the cellar as a shooting-range. I’ve already promised the students.”
“I’m not going away, Grigory Lavrentich, I’ll be on the stairs …”
2
“Hello, kids. Who wanted me? Welcome back to anyone I haven’t seen yet.”
“Congratulations, Lydia Georgievna—we made it!”
“Lydia Georgievna!”
“ … Georgievna.”
“Well done, boys, and you too, girls—all of you!” Lydia Georgievna waved her hand high above her head so
that everybody could see it. “You worked magnificently. Here’s to the new term in the new place!”
“Hurrah!”
“But who’s that trying to hide from me? Lena? And you’ve cut off that wonderful plait of yours!”
“Aaah, what we girls have to do to keep up with fashihon!”
Lydia Georgievna was wearing a bluey-green suit with the black collar of her blouse outside; she was smart
and very neat in appearance, her expression open and candid. As she stood on the top landing of the staircase by
the staff-room door she looked around at the young people crowding in on her from three sides—from the narrow
corridors to her right and left, and from the narrow staircase below. Usually there wasn’t much light here, but
today it was sunny and there was enough to distinguish every color; the headscarves, neckerchiefs, blouses and
flannel shirts here seemed to contain all shades—whites, yellows, pinks, reds, blues, greens and browns—in spots,
patterns, stripes, checks and borders.
The girls were trying not to stand close to the boys, but girls in one group and boys in another were packed
tightly together, chins resting on the shoulder of the person standing in front of them and craning so they could
see better—noisy and radiantly happy, poised in expectation of something from Lydia Georgievna.
She gazed around and could see distinctly how the girls’ new hairstyles had flourished over the summer;
admittedly here and there she still caught sight of some short, girlish plaits with colored ribbons, and coy little
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partings, and the less coy kiss-curls and side-curls. But how many there already were of those casual-looking
styles, unkempt and half-disheveled but in reality elaborately contrived, flaxen, oaten, wheaten and pitch. As for
the boys, the long-legged and the short ones, the lean ones and the stockier ones, all of them were dressed in those
gaily colored shirts and every single one had his collar unbuttoned—both those who had already smoothed out
their boyish curls, and those whose hair was combed carefully back or bristled in a crewcut.
None of the very young ones, who were still almost children, were here; but even these senior students
crowding around were still at that unprejudiced, pliant age when one can so easily be directed towards what is
good, and they were glowing with enthusiasm.
She had hardly come out of the staff-room when she took all of this in at a glance, engulfed by so many smiles
and trusting eyes. Lydia Georgievna felt excited by what is a teacher’s highest reward—the feeling that comes
when your pupils cluster round and hang on your words. They could not have put a name to what it was they saw
in her: it was just that like young people they loved everything which was sincere. Anyone could see from her
face that she was saying exactly what she was thinking. And they had come to know her and love her especially as
a result of the months spent on the building-site. Instead of her smart clothes she had worn an overall and
headscarf. She had felt awkward at ordering them around: she would never tell anyone to do something she was
not ready to do herself. She swept, scrubbed and carried things along with the girls.
And so even though she was nearly thirty, was married and had a two-year-old daughter, all the students still
called her Lidochka, though not to her face the boys were proud to rush off on errands for her which she assigned
with a slight but authoritative wave of her hand, and sometimes as a sign of special trust or confidence she would
give one of them a gentle tap on the shoulder.
“Well, Lydia Georgievna, when are we moving?”
“yes—when?”
“Look, we’ve waited for so long already, we can wait another twenty minutes. Fyodor Mikheyich will be back
soon.”
“But why haven’t we moved yet?”
“There’s still some more work to be done …”
“There’s always more to be done!”
“We’ll finish it off ourselves, go on, let’s!”
The slim boy in a reddish-brown shirt from the Komsomol committed, who had called Lydia Georgievna from
the staff-room, asked:
“Lydia Georgievna, we must arrange about the move. Who’s to do what?”
“Look, kids, I’ve got an idea …”
“Shut up and listen.”
“This is it: there’ll be two or three lorries, of course, to move the machine-tools and the really heavy things.
But I suggest that we carry across all the other stuff ourselves, like ants.”
“How many of us are there? How far is it?”
“A kilometer and a half.”
“Fourteen hundred meters, I’ve measured it.”
“How did you measure it?”
“I used a bicycle speedometer.”
“Surely we’re not going to wait a week for the lorries? Couldn’t nine hundred of us carry it all over in a day?”
“Yes, let’s carry it!”
“Let’s ca … arry it!”
“Let’s start now and we’ll fix up a hostel here!”
“Let’s get going before the wet weather starts!”
“Here’s what we’ll do, Igor,” said Lydia Georgievna, prodding the chests of the young men in the reddishbrown shirt with an authoritative gesture like a general pulling a medal out of his pocket to pin it confidently to a
soldier’s chest. “Which of you belongs to the committee?”
“Almost everyone. There are a few more out in the street.”
“Right. Then collect them together now. Write down a list of teams but make it legible. Opposite each one say
how many people there are in it and which one will transport which laboratory or which office, and where the
work is heavy and where it’s lighter. If you can, assign a teacher to each of team. Make sure that students get jobs
appropriate to their age. And then we’ll go straight to Fyodor Mikheyich with this plan, get it approved, and each
team will be put in charge of a teacher.”
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“O.K.” Igor drew himself up. “Our last meeting was in the corridor, but over there we’ll have a room. Hey,
Committee! Genka! Rita! Where shall we meet?”
“I suggest going down to the street,” Lydia Georgievna called out loudly. “We’re more likely to see Fyodor
Mikheyich from there.”
They poured down noisily and out into the street, leaving the staircase free.
Outside on the waste ground in front of the college, which was dotted with a few stunted trees, there were two
hundred more students. The third-year vacuum physics class were standing in a tightly-packed group. The girls,
arms linked, were looking each other in the eyes and repeating:
RADIO’S OUR WATCHWORD, RADIO OUR CREED!

The little ones were playing pig-in-the-middle and tag. Whenever the one who was “he” caught a victim, he
would fetch him a satisfying wallop between the shoulder-blades.
“Why are you thumping him on the back?” a tubby little girl asked indignantly.
“Not his back, his spine!” A little boy in a flattened cap with a deflated volleyball tucked into his belt corrected
her pompously. But noticing Lydia Georgievna wagging her finger at him, he jumped up and ran off.
Those who were even younger—the new boys who had just come from secondary school—were standing
around in small groups, cleanly dressed, timid, looking attentively at everything going on.
A few boys came up with bicycles and took some of the girls for a ride on the cross-bar.
Fluffy white clouds, like flecks of lather, were floating across the sky. At times they hid the sun.
“Oh, I hope it doesn’t rain,” the girls sighed.
Three fourth-year students from the radio department were standing on their own and chatting—two girls in
blouses and a young man in a shirt, all worn hanging out.\fn{ Of their trousers.} The girls’ blouses were plain striped;
the boy’s shirt was a gaudy yellow and splashed all over with fantastic pictures of palm-trees, ships and
catamarans. Lydia Georgievna noticed this contrast and a thought which had long been a source of surprise to her
ran through her mind: in her elder brothers’ day and later among her contemporaries, boys used to dress very
simply, in dull colors; it was the girls who wore all the bright colors, the fancy things and new gimmicks, and
rightly so. Then suddenly some time ago an unnatural competition had started up; the boys began to dress with
great care and even more gaily and colorfully than the girls, and to wear crazy-colored socks, as if it was not they
who had to chase after the girls but the other way round; and more and more often it was not they who took girls
by the arm, but the girls who took theirs. This unnatural behavior vaguely disturbed Lydia Georgievna; she was
afraid that the boys were losing something psychologically important to them.
“Well, Valerik,” she asked the young man in the yellow shirt with the catamarans, “what d’you think—have
you grown wiser over the summer?”
Valerik smiled condescendingly. “What—me, Lydia Georgievna? No, I’ve got stupider of course.”
“Doesn’t that worry you? The girls won’t respect you.”
“Oh yes they will!”
Judging by the faces of both the girls, it was obvious that his confidence was well founded.
“But what have you read this summer?”
“Practically nothing, Lydia Georgievna.” Valerik relied in the same condescending tone. He did not seem to be
very keen on carrying on this conversation.
“But why?” Lydia Georgievna was put out. “What have I been teaching you for?”
“Presumably because it’s in the syllabus,” Valerik suggested.
“But if you read books, then you can’t go to the cinema or watch TV. When would there be time to do that?”
the two girls chipped in. “The TV’s on all day and every day.”
Other fourth-year students joined them.
Lydia Georgievna frowned. With her thick fair hair brushed back, her forehead was completely bare and her
disappointment and embarrassment was plain to see.
“I know you’re here to learn all about TV sets, so it’s hardly up to me to preach at you against watching it.
Watch it by all means, but give it a break now and then. And … don’t compare it with books. A TV programme is
like a butterfly, it only lives for one day …”
“That’s why it’s interesting—because it’s alive,” the young people insisted. “There’s dancing!”
“And ski-jumping!”
“And motor-cycle racing!”
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“But a book lasts forever!” cried Lydia Georgievna, grim though smiling.
“A book? A book only lasts for a day as well!” exclaimed one very serious-looking boy, who was so roundshouldered that he was almost a hunchback.
“Where did you pick up that idea?” Lydia Georgievna said indignantly.
“Well, just go into a bookshop,” said the round-shouldered boy. “There are so many of these novels turning
yellow in the windows, and all the shelves are packed with them. You go in a year later and they’re all still there.
Where I live we share a yard with a bookshop, so I know. Afterwards they pile them up and take them back. The
driver says they’re going to be turned back into pulp and then into paper again. So what do they print them for in
the first place?”
Two years ago these same children had been in her class but they had never said anything like this. In those
days they had always given the approved answers and earned top marks.
The conversation which had started was really one which should not have been held here—standing by the
entrance and in the general din. But she found it impossible to give up.
“Then you must have another look and see which books they’re taking away.”
“I did have a look, so I can tell you.” The round-shouldered boy stood his ground and a slanting crease of
intelligence ran across his forehead. “Some of them were ones which were highly praised in the papers …”
But others were airing their views and shouting him down. Anikin, an excellent all-round student, a healthylooking boy with a camera slung over his shoulder (they always listened to him), pushed his way forward and
said:
“Look, Lydia Georgievna, let’s be honest. When we left you gave us a great long list of books to read. But
every single one of them’s at least five hundred pages long. How long is it going to take to read it? Two months?
Or else it’s some great epic, or a trilogy, and there’s a sequel. Who do they print them for?”
“For the critics!” was the resounding answer.
“To make money!”
“That must be it,” Anikin agreed, “because technological man—and that means most of us—also needs time to
read his technical literature and his specialist journals, otherwise he’ll just be an ignoramus, he’ll get the sack and
serve him right.”
“Yes, serve him right!” the children cried. “And what about the sports magazines?”
“And Soviet Cinema?”
“Lydia Georgievna”—Anikin let himself go—“I think it’s unforgivable in this day and age for writers to churn
out long books. When we do a circuit diagram we have to find the most economical design. When we were
examined on our diploma projects—I had to do it last year—they kept interrupting: “Can’t you make it shorter?
Simpler? Cheaper?” But what do they write in the Literary Gazette? “The images are conventional, the
composition lacks form, but on the other hand what lofty ideas!” It’s just the same as if we were told: “The
current won’t flow, the mechanism won’t work, but how beautifully you’ve chosen the condensers!” So why don’t
they say: “This novel ought to be ten times shorter”? Then people wouldn’t get bogged down trying to read it.”
“I agree, I’m all for brevity,” Lydia Georgievna said decisively, thrusting her arm out in front of her. The group
around her, which had been growing bigger all the time, howled with approval. This was why the students were so
fond of her: she never told lies. If she said she agreed, she meant it.
“But don’t you see, a book is a record of our time, of ourselves, and our great achievements …”
“But all these memoirs!” the boy in glasses with the funny crewcut gabbled eagerly from the third row.
“Nowadays, anyone who’s survived for fifty years has to write his memoirs: how he was born, how he got
married—and old fool can do that.”
“It depends what he writes about,” the teacher shouted. “Whether it’s about himself and our time.”
“And look what they reminisce about!” the boy in spectacles said in exasperation:
I got a fit of the shivers in the back-garden … I arrived in town but there was no room in the hotel

They pushed him aside and shouted him down.
“I’d like to say something about brevity, Lydia Georgievna.”
“And I want to say something about classics,” said another boy, raising his arm.
Seeing their excited faces, Lydia Georgievna smiled happily. Let them get worked up, let them go for her—you
can always persuade people who argue. What she feared most of all in young people was indifference.
“All right then!” She gave permission to the student who had asked to talk about brevity.
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This was Chursanov, a disheveled boy, wearing a gray shirt whose collars was not only turned but patched. His
father had died and his mother, who worked as a caretaker, had other and smaller children to look after as well. So
after the seventh grade he had had to go to the technical college. Although he always got poor marks in literature
and Russian, even as a little boy he had collected radio sets and he was considered a brilliant radio technician in
the college: he knew how to find a fault without referring to a circuit diagram as though he could sense where it
was.
“Listen,” declared Chursanov abruptly. “Anikin was right when he said that time is short and so we must
economize on it. So what do I do? I never read fiction at all.”
Everyone roared with laughter.
“You wanted to talk about brevity.”
“That’s just what I am talking about!” said Chursasnov in surprise. “I turn on the radio, listen to the news, a
commentary or whatever—and all the time I’m getting dressed, or having dinner, or doing something useful round
the house: that’s how I save time.”
Everyone laughed again.
“What are you laughing at?” Chursanov was amazed.
“It’s not funny at all.” Marta Pochtennykh backed him up—a big, ugly girl with a broad face and thick black
plaits growing loose at the ends.
“Lydia Georgievna, don’t you agree? When’s a book worth reading? When you can’t find out what’s in it
anywhere else, isn’t that right? But if you read the same things in a book as you hear on the radio or read in the
paper, then what’s the point of the book? In then newspaper it’s shorter and clearer …”
“And more likely to be right. Newspapers don’t make mistakes,” someone shouted.
“But what about style?” a pink-faced girl with fair curls down to her shoulders asked shyly.
“What do you mean by style? Is a newspaper style bad?”
“Lit-er-ar-y style!” said the pink-faced girl, shaking her little head at every syllable.
“What good is style?” Chursanov was puzzled. “If someone loves someone else, who cares about style?”
“Yes, my friends. Of course we need style.” Lydia Georgievna was heated by now and clenched her hand over
her heart as if this were her dearest conviction. “A book should give us psychological depth, explain to us the
subtle …”
They were already crowding in on her from all sides, although not all of them were listening to her—some
were talking and jostling each other.
Lydia Georgievna’s face became flushed.
“No, wait.” She tried to calm them down. “I won’t leave the argument like this. Now we’re going to have a big
assembly hall. In September we’ll arrange a debate.” She placed her hands heavily on the shoulders of Anikin and
Pochtennykh. “All of you who’ve spoken now will be dragged out on to a platform so you can …”
“He’s coming! He’s coming! He’s coming!” the juniors began calling out, followed by the older ones. The
younger ones started running towards him; the older ones let them pass and turned to look. Teachers and students
stuck their heads out of the first-floor windows.
The battered college jeep was approaching from the level-crossing, jolting over the bumps and occasionally
splashing through puddles. The college Principal and the driver could be seen through the cab window, swaying
from side to side. The pupils who had rushed on ahead, shrieking, to meet the Principal were the first to notice
that Fyodor Mikheyich’s face for some reason did not look at all happy.
Silence fell.
They ran alongside the jeep until it stopped. Fyodor Mikheyich, stocky, his hair graying, dressed in a plain,
slightly worn suit, got out of the cab and looked around. His way in was blocked, as the young people were
standing around him packed close together in the shape of a horseshoe, watching and waiting. The most impatient
ones were the first to venture to say quietly:
“Well, what’s happening, Fyodor Mikheyich?”
“When?”
Then louder from the back rows:
“Are we moving?”
“When are we moving?”
He again looked round at the dozens of waiting, questioning eryes. He realized that he would not be able to
save his answer until he got to the second floor, he would have to give it here. “When?” “When are we moving?”
The children had been asking these questions all spring and all summer, but the Principal and the class leaders had
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just grinned and said: “It all depends on you. On how you work.” Now, though, all Fyodor Mikheyich could do
was to sigh and, without hiding his disappointment, to say:
“We’ve got to wait a while, comrades. The builders aren’t ready.”
His voice always sounded hoarse, as if he had a perpetual cold.
The crowd of students heaved a sigh.
“More waiting!”
“Still not ready!”
“But the day after tomorrow is September the first!”
“What happens now? Will we have to go back to our digs again?”
The student in the bright yellow shirt with the catamarans smirked and said to his girl admirers:
“What did I tell you? It always happens. And that’s not all, just wait and see!”
“They began calling out:
“Can’t we finish it off ourselves, Fyodor Mikheyich?”
The Principal smiled.
“What—did you actually enjoy it? No, it can’t be done.”
Some little girls in the front row started trying to persuade him with great earnestness.
“Fyodor Mikheyich! Let’s move anyway. What’s there left to do over there?”
The Principal, heavily built, with a broad forehead, looked at them with embarrassment.
“Look, girls, do I have to explain everything? Here and there the floors haven’t dried out yet …”
“But we won’t walk on them.”
“Let’s put boards down!”
“There aren’t enough window-catches …”
“Well, so what? It’s summer now.”
“The heating system has to be tested a bit longer …”
“Pooh—we won’t be needing it until winter anyway.”
“Yes, but there are other little jobs to be done …”
Fyodor Mikheyich gestured impatiently. A lot of lines had formed across his forehead. He couldn’t tell the
students that before he could take over the building he had to have official permission; that the contractor and the
client had to sign it; that the contractor would probably sign it because he wanted to turn in the job as quickly as
possible, and time was now so precious to Fyodor Mikheyich too that he would have signed it if the college itself
were the client. But the college could not be the client because it had no allocation of staff competent to check the
construction; instead, the client was the department for capital construction at the local electrical equipment
factory, and this factory had absolutely no reason to hurry or break the schedule. The director of the factory,
Khagalygin, who had been promising Fyodor Mikheyich all summer that he would take over the building in
August without fail, had said recently:
“Not yet, comrades. We won’t sign the warrant until they’ve tightened the last nut.” The fact was, he was right.
The little girls were whining:
“Oh! We want to move so much, Fyodor Mikheyich. We’d set our hearts on it.”
“What had you set your hearts on?” Chursanov, standing above the others on a mound, called sharply to the
girls. “We still have to go to the collective farm for a month. Does it matter which building we leave from—this
one or the other?”
“Ye … es! The collective farm!” The others remembered too. Because they had been building all summer they
had forgotten about it.
“We won’t be going this year,” Lydia Georgievna said firmly from behind.
This was the firs time that Fyodor Mikheyich had noticed her.
“Why can’t we go, Lydia Georgievna? Why?” they began asking her.
“You should read the local paper, my friends. There was an article about it.”
“An ar … ticle?”
“We’ll go anyway …”
Fyodor Mikheyich pushed the students aside and went towards the doors. Lydia Georgievna caught up with
him on the stairs. The staircase was the sort on which only two people can walk side by side.
“But, Fyodor Mikheyich, will they hand it over in September?”
“Yes,” he answered distractedly.
“We’ve got a good plan—to take all the stuff across between Saturday lunchtime and Monday morning. Then
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we won’t miss a working day. We’ll split up into teams by laboratories. The committee’s seeing to it now.”
“Very good.” The Principal nodded, deep in his own thoughts. All the same it was bothering him that the
unfinished jobs left to do were trivial really; the client should have foreseen this two or three weeks ago; it was
perfectly possible to hurry things up and take over the building. But from the way some of the minor problems
were being dealt with it looked as if the client was being purposely obstructive.
“Now, Fyodor Mikheyich. … We on the committee discussed Engalichev and he gave us his word. We will
vouch for him. Will you give him back a grant as from the first of September?” She looked at him, pleading yet
confident.
“So you’re his advocate,” said the Principal, shaking his head and looking at her with his bluish eyes. “But
supposing he does it again?”
“Oh no, he won’t,” she assured him as she reached the top of the stairs, watched by the other teachers and the
secretary.
“Well, we’ll look into it.”
Hie went into his tiny office, having meanwhile sent for the Director of Studies and the heads of departments.
He wanted to make sure that, come what might, they were ready to start the new year and had already done
everything necessary without being told to.
During the long years he had spent in this college Fyodor Mikheyich’s overall policy had been to run it so that
as far as possible it functioned by itself with a minimum of intervention by him. He had graduated from the
Institute of Communications before the war and could neither grasp all these new subjects which the fastchanging technical college specialized in nor keep up with his staff. A moderate, unambitious person, it was his
view that a leader should not be a man who arbitrarily imposed his own ideas but was\fn{ The word was is not in the
text.} the essential focal point for a group of people who trusted each other and worked for a common aim.
The secretary, Faina, a highly independent, middle-aged spinster, with a colorful scarf tied under her chin so
that when she walked fast the loose end fluttered like a triangular pennant behind her, brought in a completed
diploma and put it down in front of the Principal, then opened a bottle of Indian ink.
“What’s this?” Fyodor Mikheyich did not understand.
“It’s Terentieva’s diploma. Because of illness she took her oral examination late …”
“I see.”
He tested his pen, dipped it into the ink again, then gripped his right hand by holding the fingers of his left
hand tightly round it like a bracelet, and only then signed his name.
When he had been wounded for the second time in Transylvania,\fn{ In Rumania; Rumania in World War II had fought
on the side of the Axis.} not only had the tops of his fingers been cut off and grown back unevenly, but he had also
suffered from severe concussion. His hearing had begun to fail and his hands still trembled, so that he could not
sign anything with his right hand alone.
3
An hour and a half later most of the teachers had gone. Only those who had practicals to prepare had stayed
behind with their lab assistants. Students were crowding round in the accounts department, trying to register for
lodgings. Lydia Georgievna was with the committee, drawing up her plans for the move, to which she then had to
get agreement from the Principal and the heads of departments.
Fyodor Mikheyich was still sitting with the Director of Studies when Faina, with her pennant fluttering, rushed
into his study and announced the sensational news that two Volga cars were approaching from the level-crossing.
The Principal looked out the window and saw that two Volgas, one sea-green, the other gray, were in fact jolting
over the uneven ground towards the college.
It could only be the authorities, and he ought to go down to meet them. But he was not expecting any official
visit and just stood there by the open first-floor window.
Large smoky white clouds were floating across the sky.
The cars cruised up to the main entrance and fivce men wearing hats climbed out of them: two of them were in
stiff green trilbies as worn by the local governing body, the others wore light-colored caps. Fyodor Mikheyich
recognized he man in front: it was Vsevolod Borisovich Khabalygin, director of the electrical appliances works,
who held the deeds to the new building. He was a very influential figure, but although he operated on a much
higher level than Fyodor Mikheyich he always treated him in a friendly manner. Fyodor Mikheyich had already
rung him twice that day to try to persuade him to permit his committee to accept the building on behalf of the
technical college after all, having listed the jobs still to be done. But both times they had told him that Vsevolod
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Borisovich was out.
Now a thought flashed through Fyodor Mikheyich’s mind and he said to the Director of Studies, who was as
tall and thin as a post:
“I say, Grisha, perhaps this delegation has come to speed things up!” And he hurried to meet the visitors. The
stern business-like Director of Studies, who was the terror of the students, followed him.
Fyodor Mikheyich had only managed to go down one step when he met all five of them climbing up to the
landing, one behind the other. In front was Khabalygin, a short man, who, although he was not yet sixty, had
grown very stout, had long passed eighteen stone\fn{ 293 pounds.} and suffered from overweight. The hair on his
temples had turned silver.
“A … ah.” He stretch his had approvingly towards the Principal. Stepping up on to the landing, he turned
round. “This,” he said, “is a comrade from our Ministry.”
The comrade from the Ministry was much younger, but also decently plump. He let Fyodor Mikheyich hold
the tips of three of his soft white fingers for a brief moment, then went on up the stairs.
In face “our” Ministry had paid no attention to the college for the past two years, since it had come under the
Regional Economic Council.
“You know, I phoned you twice today.” Fyodor Mikheyich smiled delightedly at Khabalygin and touched him
on the sleeve. “I ver much wanted to ask you …”
“This,” said Khabalygin, “is a comrade from the Committee for …” He said what the committee was, but
Fyodor Mikheyich was confused and failed to hear the end of it.
The Comrade from the Committee was a very young man, slim, good-looking, and fashionably dressed down
to the smallest detail.
“And this,” said Khabalygin, “is the inspector of electronics from …” He named the place, but as he said it he
was already moving on up the stairs and Fyodor Mikheyich again missed the end of his sentence.
The inspector of electronics was a squat, swarthy, polite man with a small black moustache just under his nose.
And last came the inspector from the Department of Industry of the regional party committee, who was a good
friend of Fyodor Mikheyich. They shook hands.
One of them was carrying anything.
On the top landing, by the handrail round the stair-well, the severe-looking Director of Studies was standing to
attention like a soldier. Some of them acknowledged him with a nod of the head; the others ignored him.
Khabalygin heaved his corpulent figure up the stairs. It was well-nigh impossible to walk alongside him or
pass him on the narrow staircase. When he reached the top he was panting. Were it not for his constant lively,
energetic look, one would have sympathized with his difficulty in moving about. Every action was a struggle with
his vast form, whose unsightly bulk was concealed by his skilful tailors.
“Shall we go to my office?” Fyodor Mikheyich said as they reached the top.
“Oh no, what’s the point in sitting down?” exclaimed Khabalygin.
“Lead on, Principal, and just show us how you live. Eh, comrades?”
The comrade from the Committee, moving back the sleeve of his mart, imported top-coat, looked at his watch
and said:
“Of course.”
“How I live?” sighed Fyodor Mikheyich. And corrected himself to the plural form: “We don’t live, we suffer!
We have to work in tow shifts. There isn’t enough room in the lab for everyone to work there. There are several
different practical experiments being done in one room; every now and then we have to clear the apparatus from
the tables and set up a new lot.”
He sounded as if he was justifying and excusing himself as he looked from one to the other.
“Well, you’re certainly making it sound bad enough.” Khabalygin spluttered with a sound that was something
between a cough and a laugh. The pendulous folds of flesh on his neck quivered like the dewlap of an ox. It’s
amazing that you’ve managed to put up with it here for seven years.”
Fyodor Mikheyich raised the fair, bushy eyebrows above his bright eyes.
“But, Vsevolod Borisovich, there weren’t as many departments before, and fewer students.”
“Well, lead on, we’ll see for ourselves.”
The Principal nodded to the Director of Studies to see that all the rooms were open and led them off on a tour
of the building. The visitors followed without taking off their hats and coats.
They entered a spacious room with equipment-laden shelves jutting out round the walls. The teacher, a lab
assistant in a blue overall, and one of the senior students, Chursanov with the patched collar, were preparing a
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practical. The room was facing south and filled with sunlight.
“Well,” said Khabalygin cheerfully, “what’s wrong with this? It’s a beautiful room.”
“But you must realize,” said Fyodor Mikheyich, feeling offended, “that there are in fact three laboratories here,
one on top of the other: radio engineering and aerials, radio-transmitting, and radio-receiving equipment.
“What does that prove?” The comrade from the Ministry, said sharply and turned his large, striking head. “Do
you imagine that there has been any more room to spare since our Ministry was reorganized? It’s even more
cramped than before.”
“And, what’s more, the labs are used for related subjects.” Khabalygin, very pleased with himself, clapped his
hand on the Principal’s shoulder. “Don’t pretend to be worse off than you are, comrade!”
Fyodor Mikheyich looked at him in amazement.
Every now and then Khabalygin moved his lips and sagging cheeks as if he had just finished a good meal and
bits of food were stuck in his teeth.
“But what are these for?” The comrade from the Committee was standing in front of some strange, enormous,
almost giant-sized gum-boots with rolled-down tops, and touching them lightly with the pointed toe of his
fashionable shoe.
“High-voltage overshoes,” the teacher explained quietly.
“Overshoes?”
“High-voltage ones,” Chursanov called out loudly with the impudence of someone who has nothing to lose.
“A … ah, yes of course,” said the comrade from the Committee and followed the others.
The inspector from the regional Party committee, who was bringing up the rear, asked Chursanov:
“But what are they for?”
“For when you’re repairing a transmitter,” Chursanov replied.
Fyodor Mikheyich had been intending to show them every room, but the visitors passed by several of them and
went into the lecture-hall. Lists of English tenses and pretty pictures were hanging on the walls. The shelves of the
cupboards were filled with stereometric models.
The inspector of electronics counted the tables (there turned out to be thirteen of them) and, smoothing down
his prickly moustache with two fingers, asked:
“How many people do you have in each group? Thirty?”
“Yes, generally …”
“That means there’s less than three to a table.”
They went on further.
“In the small television lab, ten sets, some brand-new and some half dismantled, were standing on tables.
“Do all of them work?” said the comrade from the Committee, nodding towards them.
“Only the ones that are supposed to,” the smart young lab assistant replied quietly. He was wearing a sandycolored suit with somek ind of technical badge in his lapel and a bright tie.
A batch of instructional pamphlets was lying there; the inspector turned one over and read under his breath:
How to Calibrate a TV Set
How to Use a TV Set For Amplification
The Structure of Visual Signals.

“There aren’t any shelves here, but you can make do,” Khabalygin remarked.
Fyodor Mikheyich understood less and less of what was going on; what did this delegation want? “Well, you
see, everything’s kept next door in the preparation room. Show us, Volodya.”
“You mean to say there’s a preparation room as well? You seem to be very well off.”
The door into the preparation room was smaller than the normal size, like a store-room door. The slim, elegant
lab assistant went in there with ease; the comrade from the Ministry was barely managing to squeeze after him,
but then decided not to go right in. The others just poked their heads in one after the other.
The preparation room turned out to be a narrow crack between two rows of shelves which reached up to the
ceiling. The lab assistant indicated them from top to bottom, gesturing like a tourist guide.
“This is the equipment for the TV lab. This is for the power-supply lab. This is for radio instrumentation.”
All the shelves were packed with instrument dials.
“What’s this for?” said the comrade from the Ministry, pointing. He had been watching the lab assistant the
whole time and had noticed that he was concealing a space on the wall not covered by appliances, where there
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was nailed a colorful, bosomy pin-up, carefully cut out round the curves of her body. Without the caption it was
impossible to make out whether this creature had been cut out of a Soviet magazine or a foreign one—she was
just a beautiful woman with dark-brown hair in a red-frilled blouse that emphasized her figure. Her chin was
resting on her folded arms, which were bare to the elbows; she was holding her head slightly to one side and
giving the young lab assistant and the experienced comrade from the Ministry a distinctly unofficial look.
“You say you haven’t any space here,” he growled, finding it hard to turn round to get out, “but look what you
hang on your walls, for God’s sake!”
And with another quick glance at the pin-up he went out.
The news of the sinister delegation had already traveled round the college, and here and there faces peeped out
of doors or flashed past along the corridor.
Lydia Georgievna ran straight into the delegation. She moved to one side, almost gluing her back and palms to
the wall, and surveyed them anxiously. Although she could not hear what they were saying, she could tell from
the Principal’s face that something was wrong.
Fyodor Mikheyic took the inspector from the regional Party committee by the arm and, moving aside with
him, asked quietly:
“Listen, who sent this delegation? Why isn’t there anyone from the Council of National Economy?”
“Victor Vavilich told me to come along. I don’t even know myself.”
When they had all reached the top landing of the staircase Khabalygin cleared his throat, the yellow creases of
excess fat on his neck quivering more than ever, and lit a cigarette.
“Well, then, shall we carry on?”
The comrade from the Committee looked at his wristwatch:
“I think it’s all pretty clear.”
The inspector of electronics stroked his moustache with two fingers and said nothing.
The comrade from the Ministry asked:
“Not counting this one, how many more buildings are there?”
“Two more, but …”
“Two … oo more!”
“But—you don’t know what they’re like. Only single-story. Very inconvenient. And miles apart. Come and
have a look at them.”
“Are there workshops there?”
“But don’t you realize the sort of conditions we live in?” Fyodor Mikheyich blurted out, throwing off the
constraints of politeness and the spell cast by such high-ranking visitors. “We haven’t even got a hostel. This
building should be a hostel. Young boys and girls are living out in lodgings all over town, and they’re often highly
unsuitable. All our work educating them goes to hell; anyway, where can we teach them—on this staircase?”
“Come now! Oh, really!” the protesting voices of the delegation echoed around him.
“Education is your job,” said the young man from the Committee sternly.
“You can’t blame anyone for that,” the inspector from the regional Party committee added.
“You’ve no cause to say that …” Khabalygin gestured with his chubby hands.
Fyodor Mikheyich involuntarily turned his head and his shoulders twitched in a seeming attempt to ward them
all off or to jerk himself out of the vulnerable position of defendant. If he didn’t ask the questions himself, they
would obviously never understand the situation. His fair bushy eyebrows bunched into a frown.
“Forgive me. All the same I would like to know—who authorized you to come here? And what for?”
The comrade from the Ministry raised his hat and wiped his forehead with a handkerchief. Without his hat he
looked even more impressive. The hair around the crown of his head was already rather sparse yet very
distinguished-looking.
“You mean you don’t know yet?” he said with calm surprise. “Our Ministry and this”—he indicated them with
a nod—“committee has decided than Ian important high-level scientific research institute which it was planned to
open in your town will be located in the buildings originally assigned to your technical college. Isn’t that so,
Vsevolod Borisovich?”
“Yes, that’s right,” Khabalygin confirmed, nodding his head in the hard green hat. He gave the Principal a
sympathetic look and a friendly pat on the shoulder. “You’ll just have to stick it out for another couple of years,
then after that they’ll put you up a new building, an even better one. that’s how it must be, my dear fellow, don’t
be disappointed. It can’t be helped; it’s for the good of the cause.”
Normally squat, Fyodor Mikheyich now seemed to sag even lower and looked around strangely, as if he had been
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given q crack over the head with a stick.
“But …” he found himself saying irrelevantly, “we haven’t painted here, we haven’t done any repairs …”
Whenever Fyodor Mikheyich felt upset his usual hoarse voice dwindled to a croak.
“Well, never mind,” Khabalygin reassured him. “You must have painted it last year.”
The comrade from the Committee took a step downstairs.
There was still so much to tell them that the principal could not think how to begin.
“But what connection do I have with your Ministry?” he protested hoarsely, barring his visitors’ path.
“We come under the regional Council of National Economy. A government decision is needed for a transfer
like this.”
“That’s quite correct.”
The delegation gently pushed him aside, already on their way downstairs.
“Our job is to prepare the material for this decision, which will be passed in two days’ time.”
And all five of them went down, while the Principal stood there, clutching the handrail at the top and staring
blankly into the stair-well.
“Fyodor Mikheyich!” Lydia Georgievna appeared from the corridor; for some reason she was clutching her
throat, which was tanned from the summer spent on the building-site and was revealed by her turned-down collar.
“What did they say, Fyodor Mikheyich?”
“They’re taking our building away,” said the Principal expressionlessly in a faint, sinking voice, without
looking at her.
And he went into his office.
“What. Wha…aat!” she screamed, after a moment of disbelief. “The new one! Taking it away!”
And she ran after him, her high heels clicking. In the doorway of the office she collided with the accountant,
pushed her aside and ran in after the Principal.
He walked slowly towards his desk.
“Listen!” Lydia Georgievna screamed at his back in an unfamiliar, wailing voice. “How can they be so
unfair?” She was shouting louder and louder—as he should have shouted at them, but he was a Principal and not a
woman. Tears streamed down her face. “What can we tell the students? We’ve … cheated them.”
He had never seen her crying before.
The Principal sat down in his armchair and stared blankly at the table in front of him. His whole forehead was
creased into tiny horizontal lines.
The accountant, a desiccated old woman with a bun of greasy hair on the back of her neck, was standing there
with a check-book in her hand.
She had heard and understood everything. She would have left at once and not bothered him, but she had only
just rung the bank and they had told her she could come and collect the money. The check was already written
out, the amount and date filled in. So she went in, but the long blue-striped check-book in front of the headmaster
and steadied it with her hand.
She had heard and understood everything. She would have left at once and not bothered him, but she had only
just rung the bank and they had told her she could come and collect the money. The check was already written
out, the amount and date filled in. So she went in, put the long blue-striped check-book in front of the headmaster
and steadied it with her hand.
Fyodor Mikheyich dipped his pen, gripped his right hand with his left like a bracelet, and even lifted it, poised to
sign. But although his fingers were clenched, they still fumbled.
He tried out his signature on some scrap paper. The pen began to write something strange; then it stabbed at the
paper and splashed ink over it.
Foydor Mikheyich raised his eyes to the accountant and smiled. The accountant bit her lip, picked up the
check-book and hurriedly walked out.
4
His world had collapsed so suddenly, the delegation had won such a quick victory, that he had been unable to
find the necessary words to fight back, and afterwards he could not imagine what his course of action should have
been.
He rang the Education Department at the Council of National Economy. They listened to what he had to say,
were indignant about it and promised to clear it up.
This might have raised his spirits, but there was something behind the delegation’s visit. …
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Fyodor Mikheyich now felt too ashamed to face the students, the teachers, and all the people he had called in
to help put up the building, having confidently promised them that they would move to new premises; and the
plans for the building that he had discussed with his assistants for months and even years were so completely
shattered that he would gladly, or so he though, have given up his own flat for a worse one if only they would give
the college back its new building.
Suddenly he mind became blank and, without saying a word or even putting on a hat, he went outside to clear
his head.
He set off towards the level-crossing without realizing where he was going; he went over and over in his mind all
the dozens of essential items which the college had forfeited together with the new building. The barrier went
down in front of him; although Fyodor Mikheyich could have ducked under it, he stopped dead. A long goods
train appeared in the distance. It rolled towards him, then roared away downhill. Fyodor Mikheyich did not
consciously notice any of this. The barrier lifted and he walked on.
He suddenly realized he was standing in the yard of the new building. He had not gone there of his own
accord. The main entrance, newly finished and glazed, was locked up. Fyodor Mikheyich started to walk out of
the yard, which had been planned, cleared and laid out by the students; it was big and they had been intending to
make a fine sports-ground out of it.
The builders’ lorry was standing there and workmen were noisily loading it with coping-stones, pipes and other
things, but at that moment Fyodor Mikheyich did not realize the significance of what he saw. He went into the
building and listened with pleasure as his footsteps echoed on the stone slabs of the spacious entrance hall with its
two cloakrooms on either side designed for a thousand people. All the revolving aluminum hat-and-coat hooks
were polished till they shone, and they suddenly made him reflect on a fact which had not occurred to him until
then, because he had been preoccupied with the college and not with the new owner: what could the institute want
with a building like this? For instance they would have to pull down these cloakrooms because there would not
even be as many as a hundred people in the institute. And what about the gymnasium with its huge wall-bars, its
fitted rings, horizontal bar, grilles and netting on the windows? Would it all have to be stripped down and
dismantled now? And the workshops with their concrete foundations specially laid for the machine tools needed
for training? The whole system of electrical wiring? They lay-out of the building into lecture rooms? The
blackboards? The great circular lecture hall? The assembly hall? The …”
As these thoughts ran through his mind, some painters and a couple of carpenters carrying their tools passed him
on their way out.
“Hey, listen!” The Principal came to his senses. “Comrades!”
They were just about to go out.
“Hey!”
They turned around.
“Where are you going? It’s not time to knock off yet?”
“We’re packing it in,” the younger of the carpenters said cheerfully, but the older one went gloomily on his
way. “Give us a cigarette. We’re leaving.”
“But where are you going?”
“They’re laying us off. The boss said so.”
“What do you mean—they’re laying you off?”
“Didn’t you know? We’ve going to another site. We’ve got to start a new job there today.” The carpenter had
noticed before that the gray-haired Principal was not high and mighty, so he turned and tapped him on the arm.
“Go on, give us a cigarette.”
Fyodor Mikheyich held out a crumpled packet of cigarettes.
“Where’s the site foreman?”
“He’s gone already. He was the first to leave.”
“But what did he say?”
“He said, pack\fn{The text has: turn.} it in, it’s not our job any more. Some other lot’s taking over.”
“But who’s going to finish it off?” Fyodor Mikheyich got worked up. “What are you grinning for? How much
was there left to do?” When he furrowed his brow his face looked angry.
“Who cares?” the carpenter called out, as he went off after his mate, his cigarette already alight. “Don’t you
know how it’s done? You’re sacked and transferred to another job—that’s how it goes, mate!”
Fyodor Mikheyich watched as the cheerful carpenter in his dirty overalls walked away. Was the Council of
National Economy, which had taken over this ill-fated building when it had been bogged down at the foundation
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stage for three years and had raised it, finished it and glazed it, now just backing out?
The Council of National Economy was running away, but the thought of the countless, utterly ridiculous
alterations needed in the building gave the Principal the strength to resist. He realized that justice was on his side.
He almost ran towards the exit, so that his footsteps echoed hollowly over the floor of the entrance hall.
The room where the functioning telephone was kept turned out to be locked. Fyodor Mikheyich hurried
outside. The rising wind was starting to swirl and blow sand around. The builder’s lorry was already driving out
of the gates. The night-watchman was on the other side of the gates, but the Principal could not stop to go back.
He fumbled in his pocket for some change and made for a telephone kiosk.
He rant up Grachikov, the secretary of the town Party committee. His secretary answered and said that
Grachikov was at a meeting. He gave his name and asked her to find out if Grachikov could see him, and if so,
when. She fixed an appointment for an hour later.
Fyodor Mikheyich set off, again on foot. As he walked along, and then as he sat waiting to go into Grachikov’s
office, he went over in his mind all the floors and all the lecture halls in the new building and it seemed to him
that there was not a single place where the institute would not have to knock down a wall or put up a new one. He
began to add up in his notebook what it would all cost.
As far as Fyodor Mikheyich was concerned, Grachikov was not just the secretary of the town Party committee but
also an old wartime friend. They had served in the same regiment together , although not for long. Fyodor
Mikheyich had been the regimental signals officer; somewhat later, Grachikov had arrived from hospital and
replaced the battalion commander who had been killed. They had found out that they both came from the same
town, so they had got acquainted and sometimes during a nighttime lull they would ring each other up and chat
about home. Then a company commander in Grachikov’s battalion had been killed. As always in a front-line
regiment, the gaps were filled by staff officers, and Fyodor Mikheyick was sent to command the company,
temporarily. “Temporarily” turned out to be for two days and two nights: he was wounded forty-eight yours later,
and when he came out of the hospital he landed up in a different division.
As he sat there waiting he remembered that for some reason unpleasant things always happened to him at the
end of August: when he had been wounded in ’41, in Grachikov’s battalion it had been on August 29 th, in other
words yesterday. And in ’44 he had been wounded on August 30th. And now this.
People started coming out of the office and Fyodor Mikheyich was called for.
“It’s a disaster, Ivan Kapitonovich!” the Principal warned him in a hoarse, muffled voice, asd soon as he
entered the room. “A disaster!”
He seat down ona chair (all those armchairs which engulf people so that they can hardly raise their chins to the
level of the desk-top haad been removed from the office on Grachikov’s orders) and began to tell him everything
that had happened. Grachikov rested his head on one hand, palm against cheek, and listened.
Nature had endowed Ivan Kapitonovich with coarsse features: thick lips, a wide nose and large ears. But
although his hair was balck and his forelock jutted outat an angle, making him look rather terrifyingf, his face as a
whole was so expressively Russian that even if he had been dressed in a foreign suit or uniform, one would have
instantly recognized him as a Russian.
“Be honest, Ivsan Kapitonovich,” said the Principal, his temper rising. “Isn’t it plain? Forget the technical
college, but just from the state’s point of view?”
“Yes, very stupid.” Grachikov gave his opinion confidently, without moving.
“Look what these alterations will cost—I’ve added them up ona scrap of paper. The whole building costs four
million,\fn{Rubles.} right? Well, the alterations will cost two million, or at least one and a half. Have a look …”
And he read out from hisnotebook a list of the jobs to be done and how much they would cost. He felt more
and more strongly that justice was indisputably on his side.
Grachikov listened and pondered carefully, without moving a muscle. He had once said to Fyodor Mikheyich
that probably his greatest relief when the war finished was that he no longer had to take instant, personal decisions
which wwere likely to be a matter of life or death. Grachikov liked to take his time over forming conclusions and
to reason them out; he would think the issue over himself and then listen to other people’s opinions. It was against
his nature to end conversations and meetings by giving orders; he tried to convincer his opponents to the bitter
end, so they would admit, “Yes, you’re right,” or else prove to him that he was wrong. However stubbornly they
objected to what he said he would always keep the conversationon a friendly, informal note. All this, of course,
took up time. Knorozov, first secretary of the regional Party committee, soon noticed this weakness of his and
hurled at him in his irrefutably laconic manner: “You’re too soft. You don’t actthe Soviet way.” But Grachikov
stood his ground: “Why do you say that? Quite the contrary. I work in the Soviet way—I consult the people.”
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Grachikov had been made secretary of the town Party committee at the last regional conference, as a result of
several conspicuous successes achieved by the factory at which hehad been Party secretary.
“Have you heard anything about this scientific research institute, Ivan Kapitonovich? Where has it sprung
from?”
“Yes, I have.” Grachikov was still leaning his head on his hand. “They were talking about it as early as the
spring. Then it was put off.”
“Yes,” the Principal complained. “If Khabalygin had accepted the building then, we would have moved in on
August the twentieth and they wouldn’t be pinching it from us now.”
There was a moment’s silence.
During the silence Fyodor Mikheyich felt as if the firmness which hehad maintained so far was slipping away
from under him. His calculation of a million and a half in alterations had not produced any noticeable effect;
Grachikov was not grabbing the two telephone receivers, or jumping up, or rushing off anywhere.
“What is this institute? Is it very imortant?” Fyodor Mikheyich asked in a hoarse voice.
Grachikov sighed. “Once it’s signed and sealed there’s no point in questioning it. Every project of ours is
important.”
The Principal sighed too.
“What am I to do, Ivan Kapitonovich? Once they get goverhment confirmation, that’s it. We’ve only got two
days till the deadline.”
Grachikov was thinking.
Fyodor Mikheyich tgurned further towards him so that his knees rested aganst the desk; he leant on the desk
and propped up his head in his hands.
“I know. Why don’t we dash off a telegram direct to the Council of Ministers? There’s just enough time left …
talk about the relation of school to everyday life. … I’ll sign it. I’m not afraid.”
Grachikov looked at him very closely for a minute. Suddenly all trace of severity diesappeared fromhis face
and it broke into a sympathetic smile. He spoke inhis most characteristic manner—in a charming, lilting voice, in
long, elaborate sentences:
“Tell me, Fyodor Mikheyich, my dear friend, how do you picture this government ordinance? Do you think
that the whole Council of Ministers sits round a long table and discusses what to do with your building and
nothing else, and just then someone brings in your telegram? A government ordinance means that on certain days
one of the Deputy Premiers interviews this minister or that committee chairman. The Minister comes to the
meeting with several papers and among other things says: ‘There’s this scientific research institute, you know the
one, vitally important. We’ve decided to situate it in this town, and there happens to be a building ready there, by
the way.’ The Deputy Premier then asks: ‘Who was it built for?’ The Minister replies: ‘For a technical college, but
the college is housed in buildings that are perfectly tolerable. We sent a competent delegation there and the
comrades investigated the issue on the spot.’ But before giving his consent the Deputy Premier asks one more
question: ‘Has the regional Party committee no objections?’ See? The regional Party committee. And they return
your little telegram saying: ‘Check your facts.’” Grachikov smacked his lips. “When it’s a question of an on-thespot check, the regional Party committee has the last word.”
Now he placed his hand on the receiver but still did not lift it.
“What I don’t like about it is that the inspector from the regional Party committee was there and yet didn’t
raise any objections. If Victor Vavilich has already given his consent, then we’re in a bad way, brother. He never
changes his mind.”
Grachikov, of course, was rather afraid of Victor Vavilich Knorozov—as was everyone in the province.
He lifted the receiver.
“Is that Konevsky? … Grachikov speaking. Listen, is Victor Vavilich in his office? When’s he coming back?
… I see. … Well if he does get back today tell him I’d be very grateful if he’d see me. … Yes, I’ll even come from
home this evening.”
He put down the receiver and rolled it across his hand on its rest, from one side to the other, back and forth. He
looked at the truncated pyramid of the telephone, then transferred his gaze to Fyodor Mikheyich, who was still
holding his head in his hands.
“On the whole, you know,” said Grachikov with sincerity, “I’m strongly in favor of technical colleges. Yes, I
really like them. In our country everyone’s trying to be an academician; unless someone has at least an
engineering degree he’s not considered educated. Yet what our country needs most of all is technicians. All
technical colleges are neglected—not just yours. And the kids you take!” (He gestured in the air at a level slightly
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higher than the desktop, although Fyodor Mikheyich never took children as young as that.) “Four years later” (he
crooked his thumb) “you turn out what are supposed to be trained technicians. I was at your oral examination of
the diploma projects in the spring, do you remember?”
“Yes.” Fyodor Mikheyich nodded unhappily. As Ivan Kapitonovich sat behind his large efficient-looking desk,
with a green baize table alongside it, his manner was so amicable that one might have expected to see plates of
pickles, biscuits and jellies on a white table-cloth instead of a set of penholders, a calendar, a paperweight,
telephones, a carafe, a tray and an ash-tray. He was like a host persuading his guest to try his delicacies and even
to take some home with him.
“There was a lad of about nineteen, who was probably wearing a tie for the first time in his life, and his jacket
didn’t match his trousers—or is that fashionable nowadays? He hung diagrams up all over the blackboard, put
down a sort of regulating or calibrating gauge, which he had made himself; the gauge was clicking and flashing
while the lad walked up and down, waving a baton over the diagrams and talking his head off. I really envied him.
What words and ideas he had at his command—the inadequacy of existing gauges; the principle on which his
gauge functioned; how it showed the amount of anode current; how it was calibrated; its economic effectiveness;
its coefficient of structural efficiency! And he was just a kid! It made me feel really embarrassed. I thought, here
have I been tramping this earth for half a century and what’s my specialty? That I once used to be able to work a
machine-tool in a factory? But they scrapped those machines long ago. The fact that I know Party history and
Marxist dialectic? But everyone has to know them, there’s nothing special about that. It just isn’t good enough!
Nowadays if you’re not a specialty of some sort, you’re not a real Party worker. And all the lads who work in my
old factory are like him, too. How can I tell them how to raise their productivity? I had my eyes and ears wide
open, taking in all I could. If I were younger, Mikheyich, I’d gladly sign on at your technical college for evening
classes …” And noticing that the Principal was still in a state of utter depression, he laughed. “… In the old
building!”
But Fyodor Mikheyich did not smile. He again let his head sink into his shoulders and sat in darkest gloom.
The secretary reminded Grachikov that he had another appointment.
5
Although no one had told them anything, by the following morning all the students knew what had happened.
The morning was overcast and there was rain in the air.
Those who came to college hung around in little groups outside in the cold. They were not allowed in the
lecture halls as the student monitors were tidying up in there; they were not allowed in the laboratories either
because of preparations; so, as before, they drifted together to form a crowd on the stairs.
The place was humming with noise. The girls were sighing and giggling. Everyone was talking about the
building, the hostel and lodgings. Mishka Zimin, a big tough boy who had been the fastest at digging trenches,
began yelling:
“Have we been slogging away for nothing? How are you going to explain that away, Igor?”
Igor, a committee member, the same dark boy in the reddish-brown shirt who the day before had listed the
teams for transferring the lab equipment, was standing on the top landing looking embarrassed.
“Be patient, it’ll sort itself out.”
“Who’ll sort it out?”
“We’ll see to it … We could write to …”
“That’s an idea,” a girl interrupted enthusiastically. She had thin scrapped-back hair parted in the middle and
the keen look of a dedicated pupil. “Let’s send a letter of complaint to Moscow. That’s bound to work.”
She was a docile girl, but was on the verge of throwing up college because she could not go on paying seventy
rubles a month out of her grant just for a bed.
“Yes, we’ve had enough.” An attractive girl with delicate black curls and wearing a loose, casual jacket,
slapped the handrail. “All nine hundred of us can sign it.”
“That’s right!”
“Good idea!”
“Don’t you think we’d better find out first if we’re allowed to collect signatures like that?” Voices from the
other side of the staircase dampened their enthusiasm.
Valka Rogozkin was the best athlete in the college, the fastest runner in the 100 and 400 meters and the best
jumper; he also had the loudest voice. The was stretched out, almost lying on the sloping rail of the staircase; one
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of his legs was resting on the step and he had lifted the other over the rails, which were supporting his chest. His
arms were clasped round the rails and he was resting his chin on them. From this precarious position, ignoring
catcalls from the girls, he stared u at Igor. On the curve of the rail, as though in fearless disregard of the twentyfoot drop behind him, sat a quiet, dark, broad-shouldered boy called Valka Guguyev.
“Listen to me!” shouted Valka Rogozkin in a piercing voice. “That won’t do any good. It would be a much
better plan if every one of us just didn’t turn up tomorrow.”
“Yes, we’ll go to the stadium instead!” someone shouted in approval.
“But who says you can do that?” Igor said cautiously.
“Why do we need permission?” Rogozkin blurted out.
“Of course no one’s going to give us permission. We just won’t turn up! That’s all there is to it, kids!” Carried
away by his idea, he began to shout even louder. “After a few days a completely different delegation will arrive—
by aeroplane this time—and then they won’t just give us back our new building but another one as well.”
Thew crowd was starting to get excited.
“But won’t they stop our grants?”
“That would be going too far.”
“They might expel us.”
“That’ snot the right way to set about it!” Igor shouted above the noise. “And that’s not how we’re going to do
it. Forget the idea!”
Because of the noise no one noticed Dusya coming up the stairs with a galvanized bucket. As she drew level
with Rogozkin she transferred the bucket to her other hand and took a swing at him with her free one; she would
have thumped on h is backside with all her strength, only he saw her in time and jumped down so nimbly that she
barely touched him.
“Hey!” Rogozkin let out a yell. “Dusya!” Half-joking he wagged his finger at her threateningly. “That’s not
fair play! Another time I’ll …”
“Well, don’t you carry on like that then!” Dusya menaced him with her fist. “I’ll knock the living daylights out
of you! You think handrails are made for that, do you?”
Everyone laughed loudly. Every in the college loved Dusya because of here forthright manner.
She went on up the stairs, forcing her way through the students. Her face was wrinkled yet lively, with a firm
chin. She was a person who probably deserved a better job than the one she had.
“That’s crap, Dusya!” said Mishka Zimin, using the current student’s catrch-p[hrase. “Come on, tell us, why
did they give our building away?”
“You meaen you don’t know?” Dusya putr on an act. “’Cos there are far too many parquet floors in it. You’d
go barmy polishing that lot!”
And she went on her way, clinkingh her bucket, amid cheerful laughter.
“Go on, Valka, do your stuff!” the students on the top landing shouted to Guguyev, having spotted a bunch of
girls who had just come in from outside. “Lyuska’s coming!”
Valka Guguyev jumped down from the bend of the rails, pushed aside the people standing in his way and took
up a position in front of the straight handrail jutting out along the top landing. Placing the palms of his hands on
it, he gauged its strength, took a good grip, then, with a sudden slight thrust of his legs, he raised his supple body
into the air and gently, confidently did a handstand over the stair-well.
It was his star turn.
The whole staircase went silent. Everyone strained their heads to see, the boys watching with respect, the
admiring girls shivering with fear.
Lyuska, for whose benefit this was being performed, had already climbed up a few steps when she turned around
and, opening wide her blue eyes, looked directly upwards to where he was balancing upside down; if he had fallen
he would have crashed straight on to her and on to the stone floor. But he did not fall; keeping his balance almost
without moving. Valka was holding his position over the stair-well by sheer strength and was in no hurry to
abandon it. What was more, his unprotected back was facing the well and his legs, stretched out full-length and
held together, were deliberately bent back in an arc over the drop. His upside-down head was straining backwards
so that he could look straight at Lyuska—tiny, slim, fragrant in her pale raincoat with the turned-up collar and no
beret. She looked especially pretty like this, with her short fair hair damp from the rain.
But was he looking at her? Even in the dull light of the staircase the face and neck of this daring young man
were visibly reddening from the flow of blood.
Suddenly there came whispered cries of “Cave! Cave!”\fn{In Cassell’s Latin Dictionary (Marchant, J. R. V., and Charles,
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Joseph F., Rev. Eds.; New York; Funk & Wagnalls Co., 1957—căvĕo, cāvi, cafutum. 2. To be on one’s guard. I. To guard against, beware,
avoid. II. To take precautions.}

Guguyev swung himself down on to the landing, regained his feet noiselessly and leaned innocently against
the same handrail.
For a turn like that he could easily have been deprived of his grant, as had happened once before when he had
rung the college bell for the end of the lesson ten minutes before time (so as not to be late for the cinema).
Not having had enough time to start talking naturally, the students obediently made way for the tall, lanky
Director of Studies, Grigory Lavrentich, as he walked gloomily up the stairs.
He had heard their cries of “Cave,” knew that this was a warning signal and realized that the silence which met
him was unnatural, but he could not sport thew culprit. Especially as Rogozkin, who was always a troublemaker,
attacked him on the spot.
“Grigory Lavrentich!” Rogozkin shouted for everyone on the staircase to hear. “Why has our building been
taken away from us? We built it ourselves!” Putting on his simpleton act, he cocked his head to one side, waiting
for an answer. He had acquired this habit of clowning at school, especially during lessons.
Everybody was silent, waiting to hear what the Director of Studies would say.
This was what being a teacher really meant: quickly finding the right thing to say, alone in front of a crowd,
and each time in a different situation.
Grigory Lavrentich looked at Rogozkin with his penetrating, critical gaze, still holding his head to one side,
Rogozkin did not flinch.
“Well,” the Director said slowly, “you may get through college … though … I don’t know how …”
“:Is that a dig at my athletics matches?” Rogozkin retorted quickly. “Each spring and autumn he dropped his
studies to go in for regional or national championships, but he always managed to catch up; he was not stupid.)
“That’s rubbish. If you’d like to know, I’m already planning a diploma project.” He twirled his finger round his
temple in a comical manner.
“Are you? That’s fine. So you’ll get through college. Then where will you go to work?”
“Wherever I’m sent,” Rogozkin said glibly with exaggerated keenness, straightening his head and standing to
attention.
“The perhaps you’ll be sent to work in the Research Institute that’s going into the new building. Or perhaps
others will land up there. So your work will be justified. And that goes for all of us.”
“Oh, I see,” said Rogozkin delightedly. “That’s magnificent. Thank you!”
The Director had already moved away. But before he could get as far as the corridor Rogokin called out with
the same facetiousness”
“No, wait Grigory Lavrentich! I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to go to the new building.”
“Where do you want to go?” the Director asked, looking at him disapprovingly.
“I want to go to virgin lands!” Rogozkin shouted.
“Fill in an application then.” The Director of Studies almost smiled, and passed along the corridor into the
Principal’s office.
Fyodor Mikheyich was not there: he had not managed to get an interview the day before and so had gone t the
regional Party committee again today. But the few teachers now waiting in the Principal’s office for a call from
him had already given up hope.
Occasional drops of rain were splashing against the window panes. The uneven, bumpy piece of ground which
stretched out as far as the level-crossing looked dark and wet. The head of departments were bent over sheets of
timetables, passing round colored pencils and rubbers\fn{ Erasers.} as they worked out their teaching schedules.
Sitting at a small table by the window near the Party safe, the college’s Party secretary, Ayakov Ananievich, was
going through his files. Lydia Georgievna was standing by the same window. She had changed as quickly as only
women can change: yesterday so cheerful, lively and young, today she looked like an ailing, middle-aged woman.
She was no longer dressed in blue-green, but in black.
A short, balding, very neat, clean-shaven man with clear pink cheeks, Yakov Ananievich, was talking as he
worked. He would turn over each sheet of paper in the file carefully, without creasing it, as if it were a live thing,
and if it happened to be a carbon copy he handled it with loving care. He spoke very gently and quietly, but also
persuasively:
“No, comrades. We won’t hold a general meeting over this affair, or depart meetings, or course meetings, or
even class meetings. It would only mean drawing too much attention to the issue. There’s no point. They’ll find
out for themselves, anyway.”
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“They already know,” said the Director of Studies, “but they’re demanding an explanation.”
“Well, then,” Yakov Ananievich replied calmly, seeing nothing contradictory in this, “:you can give them an
answer when you’re talking to them in private—that’s unavoidable. What should you say? Say that the institute is
of national importance. It’s work is closely allied to ours, and since electronics is now the basis of technological
progress no one should put obstacles in its path. Rather the very reverse—they should clear the way for it.”
Everyone was silent; Yakov Ananievich leafed carefully through two or three more sheets of paper, looking for the
right one. “In fact you can get away without explaining any of it. Just say: The institute is vital to the state and it’s
not up to us to question its suitability.’” Leafing through a few more, he found the one he wanted, then again
raised his clear, calm eyed. “But call meeting? Have a special discussion of the issue? No, that would be a
political error. In fact we must do the opposite: if the students or the Komsomol committee insist on a meeting, we
must dissuade them from holding it.”
“I disagree!” Lydia Gerogievna turned abruptly towards him and all her short, cropped hair quivered.
Yakov Asnanievich looked at her in his sensible way and asked as precisely as ever:
“But what can you disagree with in a matter like this, Lydia Georgievna?”
“Firstly, with …” She went into the attack, gesturing with her whole body, her arms and hands. “Firstly, with
… well, with your tone of voice. You haven’t merely given up, you’re almost … pleased about it. Yes—it’s just as
if you’re pleased they’ve taken the building away from us!”
Yakov Ananievich spread his hands, not his arms, but just his hands.
“But if this is a state requirement, Lydia Georgievna, how can I be displeased with it?”
“But I chiefly disagree with you on principle.” She was no longer standing still but had begun to pace up and
down the small space in the office and was gesticulating wildly. “None of you is in such close contact with the
students as I am, because I’m with the Komsomol from morning till night. And I know how they’ll react to what
you’re telling us to do. The kids will think, and think rightly, that we’re afraid of the truth. And will they respect
us for that? Whenever anything good happens to us we proclaim it aloud, plaster the walls with notices about it,
broadcast it over the loudspeaker system—isn’t that so? But when it’s something bad or something difficult to tell
them—then let them find out from wherever they can and whisper what they like. No!” Her voice rang out, but
unfortunately for her it reached the verge of tears for the second time that day. “No! We can’t behave like that,
especially with young people. Lenin taught us not to be afraid of speaking freely: ‘Free speech is a healing
sword’!”
Untimely tears choked her and she rushed out to sob aloud.
Yakov Ananievich watched her go with a pained expression and, closing his eyes, shook his head with a great
show of grief.
Lydia Georgievna walked quickly along the semi-dark corridor clutching her handkerchief screwed up in a
ball. Here and there students were tidying up, moving last year’s trophies won on the sports day, cartoons of
slackers and wall newspapers.
Where the corridor widened out by the store-room some boxes of radio valves were standing and two third-year
boys called out after her: during the cleaning-out process they had taken down the model of the building and now
they did not know what to do with it. It was the same three-dimensional model they had carried in the October
and May Day parades, raised on four poles, at the head of the college’s procession. Resting on the pile of boxes,
now so familiar in every detail, the building stood realistically in front of them: white, painted blue and green in
all the right places, with those two characteristic low turrets rising from the line of pilasters, its two entrances, one
large and one small, with the huge windows of the assembly-hall and exactly the right number of normal-sized
windows on the four floors, each of which had already been assigned to someone particular.
Without looking straight at her, shifting guiltily, one of the boys asked:
“Shall we … break it up? What use is it now? There’s hardly room for it in here, anyway …”
6
Ivan Kapitonovich Grachikov did not like reminiscing about the war, especially about his own experiences. His
reason for this was that the war had brought him much distress and little good; also that, as an infantryman, every
day and every stage of the war was connected in his memory with the suffering, sacrifice and death of good men.
Nor did he like the fact that for twenty years after the war military terms were still bandied about where they
were completely unnecessary. At the factory he had tried to break other people of the habit and had himself
avoided such expressions as: “Advancing on the technological front … we threw ourselves into the breach …
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forced their lines … brought up reserves …” He thought that these expressions, which infected peace itself with
the ideas of war were sickening. The Russian language could manage very well without them.
Today, however, he had changed his rule. He and the Principal of the Technical College were sitting in the
waiting-room of the First Secretary of the regional Party committee (at the same time as other people were sitting
in his own waiting-room, waiting to see him). Nervous, Grachikov telephones his secretary and smoked a couple
of cigarettes. Then he took a close look at Fyodor Mikheyich’s head, sunk miserably between his shoulders, and it
occurred to him that his hair had grown grayer overnight. To rouse Fyodor Mikheyich from his gloom Grachikov
began to tell him about a funny incident in which people they both knew had figured, during that short period
when their division had been behind the battle line. This had happened in 1943, after Fyodor Mikheyich had been
wounded.
However, his anecdote had no effect—Fyodor Mikheyich did not laugh. Grachikov himself preferred not to stir
up memories of war; but in telling this story he was involuntarily reminded of what had happened the next day,
when his division had received an urgent order to cross the river Sozh and deploy. The bridge had been blown up.
The sappers had repaired it by night and Grachikov had been posted as duty officer at the crossing, with orders to
let no one through until the division had crossed over. The bridge was narrow, the edges were crumbling, the
planks were uneven, and no bunching could be allowed because single-engined Stukas had twice swooped out
from behind the forest and dive-bombed them, although admittedly their bombs had fallen into the water. So the
crossing, which had started before daylight, dragged on until well into the afternoon. Other units who also wanted
to cross came up and collected there, but they had to wait their turn in the sparse pine forest. Suddenly six of a
new type of covered lorry (Grachikov’s batman\fn{ Orderly.} called them “secret” lorries) came out of the wood,
one behind the others. They overtook the column of the division and made straight for the bridge to squeeze their
way on to it. “Ha-a-lt!” Grachikov shouted ferociously at the first driver and ran to bar his way, but the lorry
carried straight on. Grachikov’s hand made for his holster, but hardly had it reached it when an elderly officer
with a cape thrown over his shoulders opened the door of the first cab and shouted with equal ferocity: “Come
here, Major!” With a twist of his shoulder he threw back his cape—he was a lieutenant-general.
Grachikov ran up, now rather afraid.
“What was your hand reaching for?” the General shouted threateningly. “D’you want to be court-martialed?
Then let my lorries through!”
Until he was ordered to let them through, Grachikov had been prepared to explain everything calmly, without
any shouting, and might even have let them pass. But when right clashed head-on with wrong and the latter was
backed up by greater force, Grachikov stuck to his guns and cared nothing for what mighty happen to him. He
stood to attention, saluted and announced: “Comrade Lieutenant-General, I won’t let you through!”
“You wha-a-at?” the General yelled and stepped down on to the running-board. “What’s your name?”
“Major Grachikov, Comrade Lieutenant-General. Permit me to ask yours.”
“Tomorrow you’ll be in a penal battalion!” he yelled in fury.
“Very good, sir, but today you can take your turn,” Grachikov retaliated, took a pace in front of the lorry’s
radiator and stood there, feeling as if his face and neck were turning crimson, but certain that he would not give
way. The General drew himself up in rage, thought for a moment, then banged the door shut and turned his six
lorries around. …
At last several men came out of Knorozov’s office; they were from the district board of farm management and
from the agricultural department of the regional Party committee. Knorozov’s secretary, Nonevsky (whom a
novice might well have taken for the Party secretary, considering the airs he gave himself and the size of his
desk), came out into the reception room and turned around.
“Comrade Knorozov will see you alone,” he announced firmly.
Grachikov winked at Fyodor Mikheyich and went in.
A livestock expert had stayed on in Knorozov’s office. Straining his head around as far as he could and
twisting his whole body as if his bones were made of rubber, he was looking at a large sheet of paper lying in
front of Knorozov, on which were beautiful colored diagrams and figures.
Grachikov greeted them.
Knorozov, tall and bald-headed, did not turn towards him but just squinted in his direction.
“Think yourself lucky agriculture’s none of your business. But since you’ve come you might as well stay. Just
wait quietly.”
He often reproached Grachikov for not having any responsibility for agriculture, as if urban industry somehow
did not earn its keep. Now, as Grachikov well knew, Knorozov was not only aiming to specialize in agriculture
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but to make a name for himself in it.
“Well, then,” Knorozov said to the livestock expert, lowering five long, outspread fingers slowly and weightily
in a semi-circle on to the large sheet of paper, as if placing a huge seal on it. He was sitting up straight, without
using the back of the armchair for support, and the contours of his figure, from both side and front view, seemed
drawn in harsh, straight lines. “Well, then—I’ve told you what you must do now. And what you must do is what I
tell you.”
“Of course, Victor Vavilovich.” The livestock expert bowed.
“Take it then.” Knorozov released the sheet of paper.
The livestock expert cautiously lifted up the paper in both hands from Knorozov’s table and rolled it into a
tube. Then lowering his head, his bald patch to the fore, he crossed the spacious office with its numerous chairs
standing in readiness for large conferences.
Thinking that he would now be sent to bring in the Principal of the Technical College, Grachikov did not sit
down but leaned against the leather back of the chair in front of him.
Even sitting down at a desk Knorozov looked imposing. His long head made him look even taller. Although far
from young, his lack of hair did not age him, but actually made him look younger. He never made a single
unnecessary movement, nor did the skin on his face ever move without cause. For this reason his face always
looked as if cast in a old; it did not reflect any trivial, fleeting emotions. A smile would have upset its balance,
spoilt its perfection.
“Victor Vavilovich,” said Grachikov, pronouncing each syllable in full. Whenever he spoke to someone, his
sing-song voice in itself invited moderation and courtesy. “I won’t keep you long I’ve come with the Principal—
about the building for the electronics technical college. A delegation arrived from Moscow and announced it was
transferring the building to a scientific research institute. Did you know about this?”
Still without looking at Grachikov, but staring ahead of him into a distance that was visible to him alone, he
moved his lips the necessary minimum and replied abruptly:
“Yes.”
With that, the conversation was effectively over.
“You did know?”
“I did.”
Knorozov was proud of the fact that he never deviated from something once he had said it.
Knorozov was in this region what Stalin\fn{The assumed name of Iosif Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili (1879-1953); from 1929
until his death undisputed master of the Soviet Union .} had once been in Moscow; he never changed his mind or retracted a
decision. And although Stalin had died long ago, Knorozov lived on. He was one of the leading examples of the
“voluntarist” style of leadership and considered this his own greatest merit. He could not imagine that leadership
could be exercised in any other way.
Feeling that his temper was beginning to rise, Grachikov forced himself to speak even more affably and
persuasively.
“Victor Vavilovich, why don’t they put up a special building for them—one suited to their requirements?
Otherwise the internal alterations alone will …”
“it’s urgent,” Knorozov interrupted him. “The matter is in hand. The institute must open as soon as possible.”
“But is it worth all the alterations, Victor Vavilovich? And”—he spoke quickly to prevent Knorozov cutting
him off—“the main thing is the educational angle. The students at the college worked hard on it for a whole year,
entirely without pay and very enthusiastically. They …”
Knorozov turned his head—only his head, not his shoulders—towards Grachikov, and his voice now had a
metallic ring.
“I don’t understand it. You’re secretary of the town Party committee. Do I have to tell you about fighting for
the honor of the town? There is not and never has been a single scientific research institute in our town. And it
wasn’t so easy for our people to get one. We must jump at the chance—before the Ministry changes its mind.
Because of this we’ll move at once into a different class of town—towns on the scale of Gorky and Sverdlovsk.”
He frowned. He was either already seeing his town transformed into Sverdlovsk, or he was inwardly aiming at
some new, even higher post.
But although is remarks fell like steel girders, they did not convince Grachikov in the slightest; he felt the
onset of one of those decisive moments in his life when he could do nothing but stick to his guns and refuse to
give way. Because right had come face to face with wrong.
“Victor Vavilovich.” No longer speaking calmly, he rapped it out more abruptly than he had intended. “We’re
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not mediaeval barons trying to outdo each other by adding more quarterings to our coats of arms. The honor of
our town lies in the fact that these children put up that building themselves, and did it for the love of it, and it’s
our duty to back them up. But if you take the building away they’ll never forget we’ve cheated them. If you cheat
people once, then they realize that you may cheat them again.”
“We have nothing to discuss.” A girder, larger than the previous ones, came crashing down. “The decision has
been taken.”
An orange flash exploded in Grachikov’s eyes. His neck and face turned red as the blood rushed into them.
“Which means more to us in the end—stones or people?” Grachikov shouted. “Why are we arguing over a
heap of stones?”
Furious, Knorozov stood up to his full height. He was all steel, completely inflexible.
“Demagogy!” he roared over the head of this man who had dared to assert his opinion.
Hi swill-power and strength were such that it seemed as though he had only to stretch out his hand for
Grachikov’s head to be struck from his body.
But Grachikov no longer had the power to decide whether to speak out or to keep quiet.
“Communism will not be built with stones but with people, Victor Vavilovich!” he shouted, all restraint gone.
“It’s a harder and longer task, but if we were to finish the whole structure tomorrow and it was built of nothing but
stones, we would never have communism!”
Both of them were silent and unmoving.
Ivan Kapitonovich noticed that his fingers were hurting. He had dug them into the back of the chair. He let
them relax.
“You’re not mature enough for the post of secretary of the town Party committee,” Knorozov muttered. “We
overlooked that.”
“Don’t imagine that I ever will be either!” Grachikov replied, already feeling a certain relief because he had
said the most important thing. “I’ll find work for myself.”
“What kind of work?” Knorozov listened attentively.
“Any kind of unskilled work. I don’t suppose that’ll make you like me any the more,” Grachikov said at the
top of his voice.
The truth was that he was sick to the teeth of working without ever being consulted, without ever being
allowed to discuss matters but simply being ordered about from above.\fn{ Between the death of Lenin in 1923 and the
final defeat of his rivals for supreme political power in the Soviet Union in 1929, traditional freedom of speech within the Communist Party
was gradually abolished.} That was not the way his factory had been run.

Knorozov expelled air through his clenched teeth with a long, whistling sound.
He placed his hand on the receiver.
He lifted it.
He sat down.
“Sasha, connect me with Khabalygin.”
They were connected.
Neither of the men in the office spoke a word.
“Khabalygin? … Tell me, what are you going to do about the fact that this building is not built to your
requirements?”
(“What’s this about Khabalygin “going to do” something?)
“What d’you mean—not large enough? They’re very large ... Urgent … Yes, I see … In other words you’ve
got enough on your hands with the one building …?”
(“On your hands …?”)
“No, I won’t give you the one next to it. You can build a better one yourself.”
He put down the receiver.
“Call in the Principal.”
Grachikov went to call him, already preoccupied with this new piece of information: was Khabalygin moving
into the research institute?”
He returned with the Principal. Fyodor Mikheyich drew himself up and fixed his gaze on Knorozov. He liked
him. He had always admired him. He was happy when he went to his meetings and could imbibe and charge
himself with Knorozov’s all-embracing will-power and energy. Afterwards he would cheerfully feel like carrying
out his instructions in time for the next meeting, whether it involved raising the pass-rate of his students, digging
up potatoes or collecting scrap metal. What Fyodor Mikheyich liked about Knorozov was that when he said yes
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he meant yes, and when he said no he meant no. Dialectics were all very well, but like many others Fyodor
Mikheyich preferred unambiguous decisions.
Now he had not come to dispute the issue but to hear sentence passed on is building.
“Have you been treated unfairly?” Knorozov asked.
Fyodor Mikheyich gave a weak smile.
“Chin up!” said Knorozov, quietly but firmly. “You don’t usually give up because of a difficulty.”
“I’m not giving up,” said Fyodor Mikheyich hoarsely, and cleared his throat.
“They’ve started building a new hostel alongside you, haven’t they? Right, when it’s finished, you’ll have a
new technical college. D’you see?”
“Yes, I see,” Fyodor Mikheyich concurred. But this time, for some reason, he felt no upsurge of enthusiasm.
Thoughts immediately began whirling around his head: winter was coming on; another whole school year would
have to be spent in the old building; the new college would again be without an assembly hall and a gymnasium;
and they would still have no hostel.
“The trouble is, Victor Vavilovich,” said Fyodor Mikheyich, thinking aloud, “we’ll have to alter the plans. The
rooms are tiny, they are only designed for four people. We’ll have to convert them into lecture halls, laboratories
…”
“Take it or leave it!”
Cutting him off with a gesture, Knorozov dismissed them. They should not bother him with such trivialities.
On their way to the cloakroom Grachikov slapped the Principal on the back.
“Well, Mikheyich, don’t worry. You’ll build it all right.”
“We’ll have to alter the ceiling over the basement,” said the Principal as more and more problems occurred to
him. “It has to be much stronger to stand up to the weight of the machine tools. And because the reinforcement
will raise the level of the ground floor, We’ll also have to dismantle the first floor, which we’ve already finished.”
“Ye-es,” said Grachikov. “But look at it this way: they’ve given you a plot of land in a good place; the site has
already been excavated and the foundation laid. So the future’s certain: by the spring you’ll have finished and be
moving—we’ll help you, and so will the Council of National Economy. You could even say it’s a good thing they
took away that building.”
They went out into the street, both of them wearing dark coats and caps. A cool but pleasant wind was
blowing, carrying with it a hint of rain.
“By the way”—Grachikov frowned—“you don’t happen to know how Khabalygin stands with the Ministry, do
you?”
“Khabalygin? Oh, they think a lot of him. He told me a long time ago that he’s very well connected there. You
mean you think he might help?” Fyodor Mikheyich asked with momentary optimism. But he rejected himself.
“No. If he had been able to help, he would have objected there and then, when the delegation was going round.
But he agreed with them …”
Standing with his feet firmly apart, Grachikov looked down the street. He asked another question:
“What is he? A relay expert, isn’t he?”
“Well, hardly an expert. He used to work on transformers. He’s just an executive who’s had a certain amount
of practical experience.”
“But why did he in particular go round with the delegation, do you know?”
“That’s true.” Fyodor Mikheyich had been so confused by the events of the previous day that only now did this
point occur to him. “Yes, why did he?”
“Well, don’t worry.” Grachikov sighed and shook hands with him vigorously.
He went home, thinking about Khabalygin. This type of scientific research institute had nothing in common
with a little factory making relay equipment. The salary and status of the director would be far greater; perhaps
he was aiming for a Lenin prize! It was Grachikov’s firm conviction that one should not wait until a Party
member actually contravened the criminal code. Anyone who was using his job, his status or his connections to
acquire not just a detached house or a summer cottage but even the merest trifle should be immediately expelled
from the Party. There was no need to show him up or give him a public reprimand; he should be got rid of because
it was not merely a transgression , a mistake or a failing—it implied a completely alien mentality, that of an
inherent capitalist.
A driver and his teacher wife had been caught cultivating a flower garden at home and selling the flowers in
the market; for this they had been pilloried in the local paper. But how was Khabalygin to be caught?
Fyodor Mikheyich walked on slowly, making the most of the refreshing breeze. He felt sluggish and queasy
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from insomnia, from the two Nembutal tablets he had taken and from everything he had been thinking about in
the past twenty-four hours. But bit by bit the fresh wind cleared his head.
So, he thought, we’ve got to start all over again. Collect all nine hundred of them and explain: “We haven’t got
a building. We must put one up. If we all help, it’ll be quicker.”
At first they won’t like the idea. Then, once again, they’ll get really keen on it as the work itself starts to attract
them.
They’ll believe in it.
And they’ll put up the building.
One more year in which to make do with the old building—I suppose we’ll manage.
Without noticing it he had arrived at the new building gleaming with metal and glass.
The second one, alongside it, had hardly rise above ground level and was covered in sand and mud.
After Grachikov’s question, several disconnected little facts about Khabalygin had been aroused in his
guileless memory, and the pieces slowly started to fit together. Why had he postponed the hand over of the project
in August? And why had he looked so cheerful when the delegation had come?
Strangely enough, just as he had begun to puzzle about Khabalygin as he walked along, who should be the first
person that Fyodor Mikheyich saw in the large back yard of the building site but Vsevolod Borisovich
Khabalygin? Wearing a green trilby and a smart brown overcoat, he was walking confidently around over the
sodden mud, ignoring the fact that his shoes were getting smeared with it, and giving orders to several workmen,
obviously his own.
Two workmen and a driver were dragging posts out of the back of a lorry—some freshly painted ones and
others that had turned gray and had already been used, though their rotting ends had been chopped off. Two other
workmen were bending over and doing something while Khabalygin was instructing them with an authoritative
wave of his short arms.
Fyodor Mikheyich went closer and saw that they were driving in stakes. But there was something underhand
about the way they were doing it: the stakes were not in a straight line but in a sort of long curve, so as to secure
more of the yard for the institute and leave less for the technical college.
“Vsevolod Borisovich! How dare you! What are you doing?” the Principal called out, furious at being cheated
“Fifteen- and sixteen-year-old kids need some space to breathe in, to run about in! Where can I let them go and
play?”
Khabalygin had just placed himself on a strategic spot which completed the last stretch of his maliciously
planned fence. With his feet apart on either side of the future boundary, he had gained a good foothold and had
already raised his arm to give the signal when he heard Fyodor Mikheyich coming up behind him. Holding his
palm edgewise in front of his face, Khabalygin turned his head a fraction (his neck and shoulders were so fat he
never could turn his head very well), twitched his upper lip so that his cheeks quivered and muttered:
“What? What’s that?”
Without waiting for an answer he turned away, checked his markers along the line of his hand, used his four
fingers to signal to one of the workmen to level himself up, and finally, with a swing of his short arm, sliced the
air.
It seemed as if he were cleaving not the air but the very ground itself. No, not merely cleaving—the swing of
his arm was the gesture of someone opening up a great new roadway. He swung it like some ancient chieftain
pointing the way ahead to his warriors, like the first navigator who has at last found the true azimuth pointing to
the North Pole.
And only when he had done his duty did he turn towards Fyodor Mikheyich and explain to him:
“It must be done like this, comrade.”
“Why must it?” Fyodor Mikheyich lost his temper and his head started to shake. “You mean for the good of the
cause? Just you wait!” He clenched his fists, but he had no more strength left to speak, so he turned away and
strode quickly towards the street, muttering:
“Just you wait, just you wait, you swine! …”
The workmen went on carrying the stakes.
88.172 Nightfall\fn{by Isaac Asimov (1920-1992)} Petrovichi, Smolensk Oblast, Russia (M) 17
1
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Aton 77, director of Saro University, thrust out a belligerent lower lip and glared at the young newspaperman
in a hot fury.
Theremon 762 took that fury in his stride. In his earlier days, when his now widely syndicated column was
only a mad idea in a cub reporter’s mind, he had specialized in “impossible” interviews. It had cost him bruises,
black eyes, and broken bones; but it had given him an amply supply of coolness and self-confidence.
So he lowered the out-thrust hand that had been so pointedly ignored and calmly waited for the aged director
to get over the worst. Astronomers were queer ducks, anyway, and if Aton’s actions of the last two months meant
anything, this same Aton was the queer-duckiest of the lot.
Aton 77 found his voice, and though it trembled with restrained emotion, the careful, somewhat pedantic
phraseology, for which the famous astronomer was noted, did not abandon him.
“Sir,” he said, “you display an infernal gall in coming to me with that impudent proposition of yours.”
The husky telephotographer of the Observatory, Beenay 25, thrust a tongue’s tip across dry lips and interposed
nervously, “Now, sir, after all—”
The director turned to him and lifted a white eyebrow. “Do not interfere, Beenay. I will credit you with good
intentions in bringing this man here; but I will tolerate no insubordination now.”
Theremon decided it was time to take a part. “Director Aton, if you’ll let me finish what I started saying, I
think—”
“I don’t believe, young man,” retorted Aton, “that anything you could say now would count much as compared
with your daily columns of these last two months. You have led a vast newspaper campaign against the effort of
myself and my colleagues to organize the world against the menace which it is now too late to avert. You have
done your best with your highly personal attacks to make the staff of this Observatory objects of ridicule.”
The director lifted a copy of the Saro City Chronicle from the table and shook it at Theremon furiously. “Even
a person of your well-known impudence should have hesitated before coming to me with a request that he be
allowed to cover today’s events for his paper. Of all newsmen, you!”
Aton dashed the newspaper to the floor, strode to the window, and clasped his arms behind his back.
“You may leave,” he snapped over his shoulder. He stared moodily out at the skyline where Gammia, the
brightest of the planet’s six suns, was setting. It had already faded and yellowed into the horizon mists, and Aton
knew he would never see it again as a sane man.
He whirled. “No, wait, come here!” He gestured peremptorily. “I’ll give you your story.”
The newsman had made no motion to leave, and now he approached the old man slowly. Aton gestured
outward. “Of the six suns, only Beta is left in the sky. Do you see it?”
The question was rather unnecessary. Beta was almost at zenith, its ruddy light flooding the landscape to an
unusual orange as the brilliant rays of setting Gamma died. Beta was at aphelion.\fn{ The point at which its orbit is most
distant from Lagash.} It was small; smaller than Theremon had ever seen it before, and for a moment it was
undisputed ruler of Lagash’s sky.
Lagash’s own sun, Alpha, the one about which it revolved, was at the antipodes,\fn{ Situated at the opposite side of
Lagash.} as were the two distant companion pairs. The red dwarf Beta—Alpha’s immediate companion—was
alone, grimly alone.
Aton’s upturned face flushed redly in the sunlight. “In just under four hours,” he said, “civilization, as we
know it, comes to an end. It will do so because, as you see, Beta is the only sun in the sky.” He smiled grimly.
“Print that! There’ll be no one to read it.”
“But if it turns out that four hours pass—and another four—and nothing happens?” asked Theremon softly.
“Don’t let that worry you. Enough will happen.”
“Granted! And still—if nothing happens?”
For a second time, Beenay 25 sake. “Sir, I think you ought to listen to him.”
Theremon said, “Put it to a vote, Director Aton.”
There was a stir among the remaining five members of the Observatory staff, who till now had maintained an
attitude of wary neutrality.
“That,” stated Aton flatly, “is not necessary.” He drew out his pocket watch. “Since your good friend Beenay,
insists so urgently, I will give you five minutes. Talk away.”
“Good! Now, just what difference would it make if you allowed me to take down an eyewitness account of
what’s to come? If your prediction comes true, my presence won’t hurt; for in that case my column would never
be written. On the other hand, if nothing comes of it, you will just have to expect ridicule or worse. It would be
wise to leave that ridicule to friendly hands.”
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Aton snorted. “Do you mean yours when you speak of friendly hands?”
“Certainly!” Theremon sat down and crossed his legs. “My columns may have been a little rough, but I gave
you people the benefit of the doubt every time. After all, this is not the century to preach “The end of the world is
at hand” to Lagash. You have to understand that people don’t believe the Book of Revelations anymore, and it
annoys them to have scientists turn about-face and tell us the Cultists are right after all—”
“No such thing, young man,” interrupted Aton. “While a great deal of our data has been supplied us by the
Cult, our results contain none of the Cult’s mysticism. Facts are fact, and the Cult’s so-called mythology has
certain facts behind it. We’ve exposed them and ripped away their mystery. I assure you that the Cult hates us now
worse than you do.”
“I don’t hate you. I’m just trying to tell you that the public is in an ugly humor. They’re angry.”
Aton twisted his mouth in derision. “Let them be angry.”
“Yes, but what about tomorrow?”
“There’ll be no tomorrow!”
“But if there is. Say that there is—just to see what happens. That anger might take shape into something
serious. After all, you know, business has taken a nosedive these last two months. Investors don’t really believe
the world is coming to an end, but just the same they’re being cagy with their money until it’s all over. Johnny
Public doesn’t believe you, either, but the new spring furniture might just as well wait a few months—just to
make sure.
“You see the point. Just as soon as this is all over, the business interests will be after your hide. They’ll say that
if crackpots—begging your pardon—can upset the country’s prosperity any time they want, simply by making
some cockeyed prediction—it’s up to the planet to prevent them. They sparks will fly, sir.”
The director regarded the columnist sternly. “And just what were you proposing to do to help the situation?”
“Well”—Theremon grinned—“I was proposing to take charge of the publicity. I can handle things so that only
the ridiculous side will show. It would be hard to stand, I admit, because we I’d have to make you all out to be a
bunch of gibbering idiots, but if I can get people laughing at you, they might forget to be angry. In return for that,
all my publisher asks is an exclusive story.”
Beenay nodded and burst out, “Sir, the rest of us think he’s right. These last two months we’ve considered
everything but the million-to-one-chance that there was an error somewhere in our theory or in our calculations.
We ought to take care of that, too.”
There was a murmur of agreement from the men grouped about the table, and Aton’s expression became that
of one who found his mouth full of something bitter and couldn’t get rid of it.
“You may stay if you wish, then. You will kindly refrain, however, from hampering us in our duties in any
way. You will also remember that I am in charge of all activities here, and in spite of your opinions as expressed
in your columns, I will expect full co-operation and full respect—”
His hands were behind his back, and his wrinkled face thrust forward determinedly as he spoke. He might have
continued indefinitely but for the intrusion of a new voice.
“Hello, hello, hello!” It came in a high tenor, and the plump cheeks of the newcomer expanded in a pleased
smile. “What’s this morgue-like atmosphere about here? No one’s losing his nerve, I hope.”
Aton started in consternation and said peevishly, “Now what the devil are you doing here, Sheerin? I thought
you were going to stay behind in the Hideout.”
Sheerin laughed and dropped his tubby figure into a chair. “Hideout be blowed! The place bored me. I wanted
to be here, where things were getting hot. Don’t you suppose I have my share of curiosity! I want to see these
Stars the Cultists are forever speaking about.” He rubbed his hands and added in a soberer tone, “It’s freezing
outside. The wind’s enough to hang icicles on your nose. Beta doesn’t seem to give out any heat at all, at the
distance it is.”
The white-haired director ground his teeth in sudden exasperation. “Why do you go out of your way to do
crazy things, Sheerin? What kind of good are you around here?”
“What kind of good am I around there?” Sheerin spread his palms in comical resignation. “A psychologist isn’t
worth his salt I the Hideout. They need men of action and strong, healthy women that can breed children. Me? I’m
a hundred pounds too heave for a man of action, and I wouldn’t be a success at breeding children. So why bother
them with an extra mouth to feed? I feel better over here."
Theremon seemed to see the columnist for the first time. He frowned and blew his ample cheeks out. “And just
who in Lagash are you, redhead?”
Aton compressed his lips and then muttered sullenly, “That’s Theremon 762, the newspaper fellow. I suppose
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you’ve heard of him.”
The columnist offered his hand. “And, of course, you’re Sheerin 501 of Saro University. I’ve heard of you.”
Then he repeated, “What is this Hideout, sir?”
“Well,” said Sheerin, “we have managed to convince a few people of the validity of our prophecy of—er—
doom, to be spectacular about it, and those few have taken proper measures. They consist mainly of the
immediate members of the families of the Observatory staff, certain of the faculty of Saro University, and a few
outsiders. Altogether, they number about three hundred, but three quarters are women and children.”
“I see! They’re supposed to hide where the Darkness and the—er—Stars can’t get at them, and then hold out
when the rest of the world goes poof.”
“If they can. It won’t be easy. With all of mankind insane, with the great cities going up in flames—
environment will not be conducive to survival. But they have food, water, shelter, and weapons—”
“They’ve got more,” said Aton. They’ve got all our records, except for what we will collect today. Those
records will mean everything to the next cycle, and that’s what must survive. The rest can go hang.”
Theremon uttered a long, low whistle and sat brooding for several minutes. The men about the table had
brought out a multi-chess board and started a six-member game. Moves were made rapidly and in silence. All
eyes bent in furious concentration on the board. Theremon watched them intently and then rose and approached
Aton, who sat apart in whispered conversation with Sheerin.
“Listen,” he said, “let’s go somewhere where we won’t bother the rest of the fellows. I want to ask some
questions.”
The aged astronomer frowned sourly at him, but Sheerin chirped up, “Certainly. It will do me good to talk. It
always does. Aton was telling me about your ideas concerning world reaction to a failure of the prediction—and I
agree with you. I read your column pretty regularly, by the way, and as a general thing I like your views.”
“Please, Sheerin,” growled Aton.
“Eh? Oh, all right. We’ll go into the next room. It has softer chairs, anyway.”
There were softer chairs in the next room. There were also thick red curtains on the windows and a maroon
carpet on the floor. With the bricky light of Beta pouring in, the general effect as one of dried blood.
Theremon shuddered. “Say, I’d give ten credits for a decent dose of white light for just a second. I wish
Gamma or Delta were in the sky.”
“What are your questions?” asked Aton. “Please remember that our time is limited. In a little over an hour and
a quarter we’re going upstairs, and after that there will be no time for talk.”
“Well, here it is.” Theremon leaned back and folded his hands o his chest. “You people seem so all-fired
serious about this that I’m beginning to believe you. Would you mind explaining what it’s all about?”
Aton exploded. “Do you mean to sit there and tell me that you’ve been bombarding us with ridicule without
even finding out what we’ve been trying to say?”
The columnist grinned sheepishly. “It’s not that bad, sir. I’ve got the general idea. You say there is going to be
a world-wide Darkness in a few hours and that all mankind will go violently insane. What I want now is the
science behind it.”
“No, you don’t. No, you don’t,” broke in Sheerin. “If you ask Aton for that—supposing him to be in the mood
to answer at all—he’ll trot out pages of figures and volumes of graphs. You won’t make head or tail of it. Now if
you were to ask me, I could give you the layman’s standpoint.”
“All right; I ask you.”
“Then first I’d like a drink.” He rubbed his hands and looked at Aton.
“Water?” grunted Aton.
“Don’t be silly!”
“Don’t you be silly. No alcohol today. It would be too easy to get my men drunk. I can’t afford to tempt them.”
The psychologist grumbled wordlessly. He began to Theremon, impaled him with his sharp eyes, and began.
“You realize, of course, that the history of civilization on Lagash displays a cyclic character—but I mean,
cyclic!”
“I know,” replied Theremon cautiously, “that that is the current archaeological theory. Has it been accepted as a
fact?”
“Just about. In this last century it’s been generally agreed upon. This cyclic character is—or rather, was—one
of the great mysteries. We’ve located series of civilizations, nine of them definitely, and indications of others as
well, all of which have reached heights comparable to our own, and all of which, without exception, were
destroyed by fire at the very height of their culture.
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“And no one could tell why. All centers of culture were thoroughly gutted by fire, with nothing left behind to
give a hint as to the cause.”
Theremon was following closely. “Wasn’t there a Stone Age, too?”
“Probably, but as yet practically nothing is know of it, except that men of that age were little more than rather
intelligent apes. We can forget about that.”
“I see. Go on!”
“There have been explanations of these recurrent catastrophes, all of a more or less fantastic nature. Some say
that thee are periodic rains of fire; some that Lagash passes through a sun every so often; some even wilder
things. But there is one theory, quite different from all of these, that has been handed down over a period of
centuries.”
“I know. You mean this myth of the “Stars” that the cultists have in their Book of Revelations.
“Exactly,” rejoined Sheerin with satisfaction. “The Cultists said that every two thousand and fifty years Lagash
entered a huge cave, so that all the suns disappeared, and there came total darkness all over the world! And then,
they say, things called Stars appeared, which robbed men of their souls and left them unreasoning brutes, so that
they destroyed the civilization they themselves had built up. Of course they mix all this up with a lot of religiomystic notions, but that’s the central idea.
There was a short pause in which Sheerin drew a long breath. “And now we come to the Theory of Universal
Gravitation.” He pronounced the phrase so that the capital letters sounded—and at that point Aton turned from the
window, snorted loudly, and stalked out of the room.
The two stared after him, and Theremon said, “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing in particular,” replied Sheerin. “Two of the men were due several hours ago and haven’t shown up
yet. He’s terrifically short-handed, of course, because all but the really essential men have gone to the Hideout.”
“You don’t think the two deserted, do you?”
“Who? Faro and Yimot? Of course not. Still, if they’re not back within the hour, things would be a little
sticky.” He got to his feet suddenly, and his eyes twinkled. “Anyway, as long as Aton is gone—”
Tiptoeing to the nearest window, he squatted, and from the low window box beneath withdrew a bottle of red
liquid that gurgled suggestively when he shook it.
“I thought Aton didn’t know about his,” he remarked as he trotted back to the table. “Here! We’ve only got one
glass so, as the guest, you can have it. I’ll keep the bottle.” And he filled the tiny cup with judicious care.
Theremon rose to protest, but Sheerin eyed him sternly. “Respect your elders, young man.”
The newsman seated himself with a look of anguish on his face. “Go ahead, then, you old villain.”
The psychologist’s Adam’s apple wobbled as the bottle upended, and then, with a satisfied grunt and a smack
of the lips, he began again.” But what do you know about gravitation?”
“Nothing, except that it is a very recent development, not too well established, and that the math is so hard that
only twelve men in Lagash are supposed to understand it.”
“Tcha! Nonsense! Baloney! I can give you all the essential math in a sentence. The Law of Universal
Gravitation states that thee exists a cohesive force among all bodies of the universe, such that the amount of this
force between any two given bodies is proportional to the product of their mass divided by the square of the
distance between them.”
“Is that all?”
“That’s enough! It took four hundred years to develop it.”
“Why that long? It sounded simple enough, the way you said it.”
“Because great laws are not divided by flashes of inspiration, whatever you may thin. It usually takes the
combined work of a world full of scientists over a period of centuries. After Genovi 41 discovered that Lagash
rotated about the sun Alpha rather than vice versa—and that was four hundred years ago—astronomers have been
working. The complex motions of the six suns were recorded and analyzed and unwoven. Theory after theory was
advanced and revived and converted to something else. It was a devil of a job.
Theremon nodded thoughtfully and held out his glass for more liquor. Sheerin grudgingly allowed a few ruby
drops to leave the bottle.
“It was twenty years ago,” he continued after remoistening his own throat, “that it was finally demonstrated
that the Law of Universal Gravitation accounted exactly for the orbital motions of the six suns. It was a great
triumph.
Sheerin stood up and walked to the window, still clutching his bottle. “And now we’re getting to the point. In
the last decade, the motions of Lagash about Alpha were computed according to gravity, and it did not account for
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the orbit observed; not even when all perturbations due to the other suns were included. Either the law was
invalid, or there was another, as yet unknown, factor involved.”
Theremon joined Sheerin at the window and gazed out past the wooded slopes to where the spires of Saro City
gleamed bloodily on the horizon. The newsman felt the tension of uncertainty grow within him as he cast a short
glance at Beta. It glowered redly at zenith, dwarfed and evil.
“Go ahead, sir,” he said softly.
Sheering replied, “Astronomers stumbled about for years, each proposed theory more untenable than the one
before—until Aton had the inspiration of calling in the Cult. The head of the Cult, Sor 5, had access to certain data
that simplified the problem considerably. Aton set to work on a new track.
“What if there were another nonluminous planetary body such as Lagash? If there were, you know, it would
shine only by reflected light, and if it were composed of bluish rock, as Lagash itself is, then, in the redness of the
sky, the eternal blaze of the suns would make it invisible—drown it out completely.”
Theremon whistled. “What a screwy idea!”
“You think that’s screwy? Listen to this: Suppose this body rotated about Lagash at such a distance and in such
an orbit and had such a mass that its attraction would exactly account for the deviations of Lagash’s orbit from
theory—do you know what would happen?”
The columnist shook his head.
“Well, sometimes this body would get in the way of a sun.” And Sheerin emptied what remains in the bottle at
a draft.
“And it does, I suppose,” said Theremon flatly.
“Yes! But only one sun lies in its plane of revolution.” He jerked a thumb at the shrunken sun above. “Beta!
And it has been shown that the eclipse will occur only when the arrangement of the suns is such that Bata is alone
in its hemisphere and at maximum distance, at which time the moon is invariable at minimum distance. The
eclipse that results, with the moon seven times the apparent diameter of Beta, covers all of Lagash and lasts well
over half a day, so that no spot on the planet escapes the effects. That eclipse comes once every two thousand and
forty-nine years.
Theremon’s face was drawn into an expressionless mask. “And that’s my story?”
The psychologist nodded. “That’s all of it. First the eclipse—which will start in three quarters of an hour—then
universal Darkness and, maybe, these mysterious Stars—then madness, and end of the cycle.”
He brooded. “We had two months’ leeway—we at the Observatory—and that wasn’t enough time to persuade
Lagash of the danger. Two centuries might not have been enough. But our records are at the Hideout, and today
we photograph the eclipse. The next cycle will start off with the truth, and when the next eclipse comes, mankind
will t last be ready for it. Come to think of it, that’s part of your story too.”
A thin wind ruffled the curtains at the window as Theremon opened it and leaned out. It played coldly with his
hair as he stared at the crimson sunlight on his hand. Then he turned in sudden rebellion.
“What is there in Darkness to drive me mad?”
Sheerin smiled to himself as he spun the empty liquor bottle with abstracted motions of his hand. “Have you
ever experienced Darkness, young man?”
The newsman leaned against the wall and considered. “No. Can’t say I have. But I know what it is. Just”— he
made vague motions with his fingers and then brightened—“just—uh—no light. Like in caves.”
“Have you ever been in a cave?”
“In a cave? Of course not!”
“I thought not. I tried last week—just to see—but I got out in a hurry. I went in until the mouth of the cave was
just visible as a blur of light, with black everywhere else. I never thought a person my weight could run that fast.”
Theremon’s lip curled. “Well, if it comes to that, I guess I wouldn’t have run if I had been there.”
The psychologists studied the young man with an annoyed frown.
“My, don’t you talk big! I dare you to draw the curtain.”
Theremon looked his surprise and said, “What for? If we had four or five suns out there, we might want to cut
the light down a bit for comfort, but now we haven’t enough light as it is.”
“That’s the point. Just draw the curtain; then come here and sit down.”
“All right.” Theremon reached for the tassled string and jerked. The red curtain slid across the wide window,
the brass rings hissing their way along the crossbar, and a dusk-red shadow clamped down on the room.
Theremon’s footsteps sounded hollowly in the silence as he made his way to the table, and then they stopped
halfway. “I can’t see you, sir,” he whispered.
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“Feel your way,” ordered Sheerin in a strained voice.
“But I can’t see you, sir.” The newsman was breathing harshly. “I can’t see anything.”
“What did you expect?” came the grim reply. “Come here and sit down!”
The footsteps sounded sounded again, waveringly, approaching slowly. There was the sound of someone
fumbling with a chair. Theremon’s voice came thinly, “Here I am. I feel … ulp … all right.”
“You like it, do you?”
“N—no. It’s pretty awful. The walls seem to be—” He paused. “They seem to be closing in on me. I keep
wanting to push them away. But I’m not going mad! In fact, the feeling isn’t as bad as it was.”
“All right. Draw the curtain back again.”
There were cautious footsteps through the dark, the rustle of Theremon’s body against the curtain as he felt for
the tassel, and then the triumphant ro-o-osh of the curtain slithering back. Red light flooded the room, and with a
dry of joy Theremon looked up at the sun.
Sheerin wiped the moistness off his forehead with the back of a hand and said shakily, “And that was just a
dark room.”
“It can be stood,” said Theremon lightly.
“Yes, a dark room can. But were you at the Jonglor Centennial Exposition two years ago?”
“No, it so happens I never got around to it. Six thousand miles was just a bit too much to travel, even for the
exposition.
“Well, I was there. You remember hearing about the “Tunnel of Mystery” that broke all records in the
amusement area—for the first month or so, anyway?”
“Yes. Wasn’t there some fuss about it?”
“Very little. It was hushed up. You see, that Tunnel of Mystery was just a mile-long tunnel—with no lights.
You got into a little open car and jolted along through Darkness for fifteen minutes. It was very popular—while it
lasted.”
“Popular?”
“Certainly. There’s a fascination in being frightened when it’s part of a game. A baby is born with three
instinctive fears: of loud noises, of falling, and of the absence of light. That’s why it’s considered so funny to
jump at someone and shout, “Boo!” That’s why it’s such fun to ride a roller coaster. And that’s why that Tunnel of
Mystery started cleaning up. People came out of that Darkness shaking, breathless, half dead with fear, but they
kept on paying to get in.”
“Wait a while, I remember now. Some people came out dead, didn’t they? There were rumors of that after it
shot down.”
The psychologist snorted. “Bah! Two or three died. That was nothing! They paid off the families of the dead
ones and argued the Jonglor City Council into forgetting it. After all, they said, if people with weak hearts want to
go through the tunnel, it was at their own risk—and besides, it wouldn’t happen again. So they put a doctor in the
front office and had every customer go through a physical examination before getting into the car. That actually
boosted ticket sales.
“Well, then?”
“But you see, there was something else. People sometimes came out in perfect order, except that they refused
to go into buildings—any buildings; including palaces, mansions, apartment houses, tenements, cottages, huts,
shacks, lean-tos, and tents.”
Theremon looked shocked. “You mean they refused to come in out of the open? Where’d they sleep?”
“In the open.”
“They should have forced them inside.”
“Oh, they did, they did. Whereupon these people went into violent hysterics and did their best to bat their
brains out against the nearest wall. Once you got them inside, you couldn’t keep them there without a strait jacket
or a heavy dose of tranquilizer.
“They must have been crazy.”
“Which is exactly what they were. One person out of every ten who went into that tunnel came out that way.
They called in the psychologists, and we did the only thing possible. We closed down the exhibit.” He spread his
hands.
“What was the matter with these people?” asked Theremon finally.
“Essentially the same thing that was the matter with you when you thought the walls of the room were
crushing in on you in the dark. There is a psychological term for everybody’s\fn{ The text has: mankind’s.} instinctive
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fear of the absence of light. We call it “claustrophobia”, because the lack of light is always tied up with enclosed
places, so that fear of one is fear of the other. You see?”
“And those people of the tunnel?”
“Those people of the tunnel consisted of those unfortunates whose mentality did not quite possess the
resiliency to overcome the claustrophobia that overtook them in the Darkness. Fifteen minutes without light is a
long time; you only had two or three minutes, and I believe you were fairly upset.
“The people of the tunnel had what is called a ‘claustrophobic fixation.’ Their latent fear of Darkness and
enclosed places had crystallized and become active, and, as far as we can tell, permanent. That’s what fifteen
minutes in the dark will do.”
There was a long silence, and Theremon’s forehead wrinkled slowly into a frown. “I don’t believe it’s that
bad.”
“You mean you don’t want to believe,” snapped Sheerin. “You’re afraid to believe. Look out the window!”
Theremon did so, and the psychologist continued without pausing. “Imagine Darkness—everywhere. No light,
as far as you can see. The houses, the trees, the fields, the earth, the sky—black! And Stars thrown in, for all I
know—whatever they are. Can you conceive it?”
“Yes, I can,” declared Theremon Truculently.
And Sheerin slammed his fist down upon the table in sudden passion. “You lie! You can’t conceive that. Your
brain wasn’t built for the conception any more than it was built for the conception of infinity or of eternity. You
can only talk about it. A fraction of the reality upsets you, and when the real thing comes, your brain is going to be
presented with the phenomenon outside its limits of comprehension. You will go mad, completely and
permanently! There is no question of it!”
He added sadly, “And another couple of millennia of painful struggle comes to nothing. Tomorrow there won’t
be a city standing unharmed in all Lagash.”
Theremon recovered art of his mental equilibrium. “That doesn’t follow. I still don’t see that I can go loony
just because there isn’t a sun in the sky—but even if I did, and everyone else did, how does that harm the cities?
Are we going to blow them down?”
But Sheerin was angry, too. “If you were I Darkness, what would you want more than anything else: what
would it be that every instinct would call for? Light, damn you, light!”
“Well?”
“And how would you get light?”
“I don’t know,” said Theremon flatly.
“What’s the only way to get light, short of a sun?”
“How should I know?”
They were standing face to face and nose to nose.
Sheerin said, “You burn something, mister. Ever see a forest fire? Ever go camping and cook a stew over a
wood fire? Heat isn’t the only thing burning wood gives off, you know. It gives off light, and people know that.
And when it’s dark they want light, and they’re going to get it.”
“So they burn wood?”
“So they burn whatever they can get. They’ve got to have light. They’ve got to burn something, and wood isn’t
handy—so they’ll burn whatever is nearest. They’ll have their light—and every center of habitation goes up in
flames!”
Eyes held each other as thought the whole matter were a personal affair of respective will powers, and then
Theremon broke away wordlessly. His breathing was harsh and ragged, and he scarcely noted the sudden hubbub
that came from the adjoining room behind the closed door.
Sheerin spoke, and it was with an effort that he made it sound matter-of-fact. “I think I heard Yimot’s voice. He
and Faro are probably back. Let’s go in and see what kept them.”
“Might as well!” muttered Theremon. He drew a long breath and seemed to shake himself. The tension was
broken.
2
The room was in an uproar, with members of the staff clustering about two young men who were removing
outer garments even as they parried the miscellany of questions being thrown at them.
Aton bustled through the crowd and faced the newcomers angrily. “Do you realize that it’s less than half an
hour before deadline? Where have you two been?”
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Faro 24 seated himself and rubbed his hands. His cheeks were red with the outdoor chill. “Yimot and I have
just finished carrying through a little crazy experiment of our own. We’ve been trying to see if we couldn’t
construct an arrangement by which we cold simulate the appearance of Darkness and Stars so as to get an advance
notion as to how it looked.”
There was a confused murmur from the listeners, and a sudden look of interest entered Aton’s eyes. “There
wasn’t anything said of this before. How did you go about it?”
“Well,” said Faro, “the idea came to Yimot and myself long ago, and we’ve been working it out in our spare
time. Yimot knew of a low one-story house down in the city with a domed roof—it had once been used as a
museum, I think. Anyway, we bout it—”
“Where did you get the money?” interrupted Aton peremptorily.
“Our bank accounts,” grunted Yimot 70. “It cost two thousand credits.” Then, defensively, “Well, what of it?
Tomorrow, two thousand credits will be two thousand pieces of paper. That’s all.”
“Sure,” agreed Faro. “We bought the place and rigged it u with black velvet from top to bottom so as to get s
perfect a Darkness through the roof and covered them with little metal caps, all of which could be shoved aside
simultaneously at the close of a switch. At least we didn’t do that part ourselves; we got a carpenter and an
electrician and some others—money didn’t count. The point was that we could get the light to shine through those
holes in the roof, so that we could get a star-like effect.”
Not a breath was drawn during the pause that followed. Aton said stiffly, “You had no right to make a private
—”
Faro seemed abashed. “I know, sir—but frankly, Yimot and I thought the experiment was a little dangerous. If
the effect really worked, we half expected to go mad—from what Sheerin says about all this, we thought that
would be rather likely. We wanted to take the risk ourselves. Of course if we found we could retain sanity, it
occurred to us that we might develop immunity to the real thing, and then expose the rest of you in the same way.
But things didn’t work out at all—”
“Why, what happened?”
It was Yimot who answered. “We shut ourselves in and allowed our eyes to get accustomed to the dark. It’s an
extremely creepy feeling because the total Darkness makes you feel as if the walls and ceiling are crushing in on
you. But we got over that and pulled the switch. The caps fell away and the roof glittered all over with little dots
of light—”
“Well?”
“Well—nothing. That was the wacky part of it. Nothing happened. It was just a roof with holes in it, and that’s
just what it looked like. We tried it over and over again—that’s what kept us so late—but there just isn’t any effect
at all.”
There followed a shocked silence, and all eyes turned to Sheerin, who sat motionless, mouth open.
Theremon was the first to speak. “You know what this does to this whole theory you’ve built up, Sheerin, don’t
you?” He was grinning with relief.
But Sheerin raised his hand. “Now wait a while, Just let me think this through.” And then he snapped his
fingers, and when he lifted his head there was neither surprise nor uncertainty in his eyes. “Of course—”
He never finished. From somewhere up above there sounded a sharp clang, and Beenay, starting to his feet,
dashed up the stairs with a “What the devil!”
The rest followed after.
Things happened quickly. Once up in the dome, Beenay cast one horrified glance at the shattered photographic
plates and at the man bending over them; and then hurled himself fiercely at the intruder, getting a death grip on
his throat. There was a wild threshing, and as others of the staff joined in, the stranger was swallowed up and
smothered under the weight of half a dozen angry men.
Aton came up last, breathing heavily. “Let him up!”
There was a reluctant unscrambling and the stranger, panting harshly, with his clothes torn and his forehead
bruised, was hauled to his feet. He had a short yellow beard curled elaborately in the style affected by the Cultists.
Beenay shifted his hold to a collar grip and shook the man savagely. “All right, rat what’s the idea? These
plates—”
“I wasn’t after them,” retorted the Cultist coldly. “That was an accident.”
Beenay followed his glowering stare and snarled, “I see. You were after the cameras themselves. The accident
with the plates was as stroke of luck for you, then. If you had touched Snapping Bertha or any of the others, you
would have died by slow torture. As it is—” He drew his fast back.
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Aton grabbed his sleeve. “Stop that! Let him go!”
The young technician wavered, and his arm dropped reluctantly. Aton pushed him aside and confronted the
Cultist. “You’re Latimer, aren’t you?”
The Cultist bowed stiffly and indicated the symbol upon his hip. “I am Latimer 25, adjutant of the third class to
his serenity, Sor 5.”
“And”—Aton’s white eyebrows lifted—“you were with his serenity when he visited me last week, weren’t
you?”
Latimer bowed a second time.
“Now, then, what do you want?”
“Nothing that you would give me of your own free will.”
“Sor 5 sent you, I suppose—or is this your own idea?”
“I won’t answer that question.”
“Will there be any further visitors?”
“I won’t answer that, either.”
Aton glanced at his timepiece and scowled. “Now, man, what is it your master wants of me? I have fulfilled
my end of the bargain.”
Latimer smiled faintly, but said nothing.
“I asked him,” continued Aton angrily, “for data only the Cult could supply, and it was given to me. For that,
thank you. In return I promised to prove the essential truth of the creed of the Cult.”
“There was no need to prove that,” came the proud retort. “It stands proven by the Book of Revelations.”
“For the handful that constitute the Cult, yes. Don’t pretend to mistake my meaning. I offered to present
scientific backing for your beliefs. And I did!”
The Cultist’s eyes narrowed bitterly. “Yes, you did—with a fox’s subtlety, for your pretended explanation
backed our beliefs, and at the same time removed all necessity for them. You made of the Darkness and of the
Stars a natural phenomenon and removed all its real significance. That was blasphemy.”
“If so, the fault isn’t mine. The facts exist. What can I do but state them?”
“Your “facts” are a fraud and a delusion.”
Aton stamped angrily. “How do you know?”
And the answer came with the certainty of absolute faith. “I know!”
The director purpled and Beenay whispered urgently. Aton waved him silent. “And what does Sor 5 want us to
do? He still thinks, I suppose, that in trying to warn the world to take measures against the menace of madness,
we are placing innumerable souls in jeopardy. We aren’t succeeding, if that means anything to him.”
“The attempt itself has done harm enough, and your vicious effort to gain information by means of your
devilish instruments must be stopped. We obey the will of the Stars, and I only regret that my clumsiness
prevented me from wrecking your infernal devices.”
“It wouldn’t have done you too much good,” returned Aton. “All our data, except for the direct evidence we
intend collecting right now, is already safely cached and well beyond possibility of harm.” He smiled grimly. “But
that does not affect your present status as an attempted burglar and criminal.”
He turned to the men behind him. “Someone call the police at Saro City.”
There was a cry of distaste from Sheerin. “damn it, Aton, what’s wrong with you? There’s no time for that.
Here”—he bustled his way forward—“let me handle this.”
Aton shared down his nose at the psychologist. “This is not the time for your monkeyshines, Sheerin. Will you
please let me handle this my own way? Right now you are a complete outsider here, and don’t forget it.”
Sheerin’s mouth twisted eloquently. “Now why should we go to the impossible trouble of calling the police—
with Beta’s eclipse a matter of minutes from now—when this young man here is perfectly willing to pledge his
word of honor to remain and cause no trouble whatsoever?”
The Cultist answered promptly. “I will do no such thing. You’re free to do what you want, but it’s only fair to
warn you that just as soon as I get my chance I’m going to finish what I came out here to do. If it’s my word of
honor you’re relying on, you’d better call the police.”
Sheerin smiled in a friendly fashion. “You’re a determined cuss, aren’t you? Well, I’ll explain something. Do
you see that young man at the window? He’s a strong, husky fellow, quite handy with his fists, and he’s an
outsider besides. Once the eclipse starts there will be nothing for him to do except keep an eye on you. Besides
him, there will be myself—a little too stout for active fisticuffs, but still able to help.”
“Well, what of it?” demanded Latimer frozenly.
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“Listen and I’ll tell you,” was the reply. “Just as soon as the eclipse starts, we’re going to take you, Theremon
and I, and deposit you in a little closet with one door, to which is attached one giant lock, and no windows. You
will remain there for the duration.”
“And afterward,” breathed Latimer fiercely, “There’ll be no one to let me out. I know as well as you do what
the coming of the Stars means—I know it far better than you. With all your minds gone, you are not likely to free
me. Suffocation or slow starvation, is it? About what I might have expected from a group of scientists. But I don’t
give my word. It’s a matter of principle, and I won’t discuss it further.”
Aton seemed perturbed. His faded eyes were troubled. “Really, Sheerin, locking him—”
“Please!” Sheerin motioned him impatiently to silence. “I don’t think for a moment things will go that far.
Latimer has just tried a clever little bluff, but I’m not a psychologist just because I like the sound of the word.” He
grinned at the Cultist. “Come now, you don’t really think I’m trying anything as crude as slow starvation. My dear
Latimer, if I lock you in the closet, you are not going to see the Darkness, and you are not going to see the Stars. It
does not take much knowledge of the fundamental creed of the Cult to realize that for you to be hidden from the
Stars when they appear means the loss of your immortal soul. Now, I believe you to be an honorable man. I’ll
accept your word of honor to make no further effort to disrupt proceedings, if you’ll offer it.”
A vein throbbed in Latimer’s temple, and he seemed to shrink within himself as he said thickly, “You have it!”
And then he added with swift fury, “But it is my consolation that you will all be damned for your deeds of today.”
He turned on his heel and stalked to the high three-legged stool by the door.
Sheerin nodded to the columnist. “Take a seat next to him, Theremon—just a formality. Hey, Theremon!”
But the newspaperman didn’t move. He had gone pale to the lips. “Look at that!” The finger he pointed toward
the sky shook, and his voice was dry and cracked.
Beta was chipped on one side!
The tiny bit of encroaching blackness was perhaps the width of a fingernail, but to the staring watchers it
magnified itself into the crack of doom.
Only for a moment they watched, and after that there was a shrieking confusion that was of even shorter
duration and which gave way to an orderly scurry of activity—each man at his prescribed job. At the crucial
moment there was no time for emotion. The men were merely scientists with work to do. Even Aton had melted
away.
Sheerin said prosaically, “First contact must have been made fifteen minutes ago. A little early, but pretty good
considering the uncertainties involved in the calculation.” He looked about him and then tiptoed to Theremon,
who still remained staring out the window, and dragged him away gently.
“Aton is furious,” he whispered, “so stay away. He missed first contact on account of this fuss with Latimer,
and if you get in his way he’ll have you thrown out the window.”
Theremon nodded shortly and sat down. Sheerin stared in surprise at him.
“The devil, man,” he exclaimed, “you’re shaking.”
“Eh?” Theremon licked dry lips and then tried to smile. I don’t feel very well, and that’s a fact.”
The psychologist’s eyes hardened. “You’re not losing your nerve?”
“No!” cried Theremon in a flash of indignation. “Give me a chance, will you? I haven’t really believed this
rigamarole—not way down beneath, anyway—till just this minute. Give me a chance to get used to the idea.
You’ve been preparing yourself for two months or more.”
“You’re right, at that,” replied Sheerin thoughtfully. “Listen! Have you got a family—parents, wife, children?”
Theremon shook his head. “You mean the Hideout, I suppose. No, you don’t have to worry about that. I have a
sister, but she’s two thousand miles away. I don’t even know her exact address.”
“Well, then, what about yourself? You’ve got time to get there, and they’re one short anyway, since I left. After
all, you’re not needed here, and you’d make a darned fine addition—”
Theremon looked at the other wearily. “You think I’m scared stiff, don’t you? Well, get this, mister, I’m a
newspaperman and I’ve been assigned to cover a story. I intend covering it.”
There was a faint smile on the psychologist’s face. “I see. Professional honor, is that it?”
“You might call it that. But, man, I’d give my right arm for another bottle of that sockeroo juice even half the
size of the one you hogged. If ever a fellow needed a drink, I do.”
He broke off. Sheerin was nudging him violently. “Do you hear that? Listen!”
Theremon followed the motion of the other’s chin and stared at the cultist, who, oblivious to all about him,
faced the window, a look of wild elation on his face, droning to himself the while in singsong fashion.
“What’s he saying?” whispered the columnist.
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“He’s quoting Book of Revelations, fifth chapter,” replied Sheerin. Then, urgently, “Keep quiet and listen, I tell
you.”
The Cultist’s voice had risen in a sudden increase of fervor:
And it came to pass that in those days the Sun, Beta, held lone vigil in the sky for ever longer periods as the
revolutions passed; until such time as for full half a revolution, it alone, shrunken and cold, shone down upon Lagash.
And in the city of Trigon, at high noon, Vendret 2 came forth and said unto the men of Trigon, “Lo, ye sinner!
Though ye scorn the ways of righteousness, yet will the time of reckoning come. Even now the Cave approaches to
swallow Lagash; yea, and all it contains.”
And even as he spoke the lip of the Cave of Darkness passed the edge of Beta so that to all Lagash it was hidden
from sight. Loud were the cries of men as it vanished, and great the fear of soul that fell upon them.
It came to pass that the Darkness of the Cave fell upon Lagash, and there was no light on all the surface of Lagash.
Men were even as blinded, nor could one man see his neighbor, though he felt his breath upon his face.
And in this blackness there appeared the Stars, in countless numbers, and to the strains of music of such beauty that
the very leaves of the trees cried out in wonder.
And in that moment the souls of men departed from them, and their abandoned bodies became even as beasts; yea,
even as brutes of the wild; so that through the blackened streets of the cities of Lagash they prowled with wild cries.
From the Stars there then reached down the Heavenly Flame, and where it touched, the cities of Lagash flamed to
utter destruction, so that of man and of the works of man nought remained.
Even then …

There was a subtle change in Latimer’s tone. His eyes had not shifted, but somehow he had become aware of
the absorbed attention of the other two. Easily, without pausing for breath, the timbre of his voice shifted and the
syllables became more liquid.
Theremon, caught by surprise, stared. The words seemed on the border of familiarity. There was an elusive
shift in the accent, a tiny exchange in the vowel stress; nothing more—yet Latimer had become thoroughly
unintelligible.
Sheerin smiled slyly. “He shifted to some old-cycle tongue, probably their traditional second cycle. That was
the language in which the Book of Revelations was originally written, you know.”
“It doesn’t matter; I’ve heard enough.” Theremon shoved his chair back and brushed his hair back with his
hands that no longer shook. “I feel much better now.”
“You do?” Sheerin seemed mildly surprised.
“I’ll say I do. I had a bad case of jitters just a while back. Listening to you and you gravitation and seeing that
eclipse start almost finished me. But this”—he jerked a contemptuous thumb at the yellow-bearded Cultist—“this
is the sort of thing my nurse used to tell me. I’ve been laughing at that sort of thing all my life. I’m not going to
let it scare me now.”
He drew a deep breath and said with a hectic gaiety. “But if I expect to keep on the good side of myself, I’m
going to turn my chair away from the window.”
Sheerin said, “Yes, but you’d better talk lower. Aton just lifted his head out of that box he’s got it stuck into
and gave you a look that should have killed you.”
Theremon made a mouth. “I forgot about the old fellow.” With elaborate care he turned the chair from the
window, cast one distasteful look over his shoulder, and said, “It has occurred to me that there must be
considerable immunity against this Star madness.”
The psychologist did not answer immediately. Beta was past its zenith now, and the square of bloody sunlight
that outlined the window upon the floor had lifted into Sheerin’s lap. He stared at its dusky color thoughtfully and
then bent and squinted into the sun itself.
The chip in its side had grown to a black encroachment that covered a third of Beta. He shuddered, and when
he straightened once more his florid cheeks did not contain quite as much color as they had had previously.
With a smile that was almost apologetic, he reversed his chair also. “There are probably two million people in
Saro City that are all trying to join the Cult at once in one gigantic revival.” Then, ironically, “The Cult is in for an
hour of unexampled prosperity.; I trust they’ll make the most of it. Now, what was it you said?”
“Just this. How did the Cultists manage to keep the Book of Revelations going from cycle to cycle, and how on
Lagash did it get written in the first place? There must have been some sort of immunity, for if everyone had gone
mad, who would be left to write the book?”
Sheerin stared at his questioner ruefully. “Well, now, young man, there isn’t any eyewitness answer to that, but
we’ve got a few damned good notions as to what happened. You see, there are three kinds of people who might
remain relatively unaffected. First, the very few who don’t see the Stars at all: the seriously retarded or those who
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drink themselves into a stupor at the beginning of the eclipse and remain so to the end. We leave them out—
because they aren’t really witnesses.”
“Then there are children below six, to whom the world as a whole is too new and strange for them to be too
frightened at Stars and Darkness. They would be just another item in an already surprising world. You see that,
don’t you?”
The other nodded doubtfully. “I suppose so.”
“Lastly, there are those whose minds are too coarsely grained to be entirely toppled. The very insensitive
would be scarcely affected—oh, such people as some of our older, work-broken peasants. Well, the children
would have fugitive memories, and that, combined with the confused incoherent babblings of the half-mad
morons, formed the basis of the Book of Revelations.
“Naturally, the book was based, in the first place, on the testimony of those least qualified to serve as
historians; that is, children and morons; and was probably edited and re-edited through the cycles.”
“Do you suppose,” broke in Theremon, “that they carried the book through the cycles the way we’re planning
on handing on the secret of gravitation?”
Sheerin shrugged, “Perhaps, but their exact method is unimportant. They do it, somehow. The point I was
getting at was that the book can’t help but be a mass of distortion, even if it is based on fact. For instance, do you
remember the experiment with the holes in the roof that Faro and Yimot tried—the one that didn’t work?”
“Yes.”
“You know what it didn’t w—” He stopped and rose in alarm, for Aton was approaching, his face a twisted
mask of consternation. “What’s happened?”
Aton drew him aside and Sheerin cold feel the fingers of his elbow twitching.
“Not so loud!” Aton’s voice was low and tortured. “I’ve just gotten word from the Hideout on the private line.”
Sheerin broke in anxiously. “They are in trouble?”
“Not they.” Aton stressed the pronoun significantly. “They sealed themselves off just a while ago, and they’re
going to stay buried till day after tomorrow. They’re safe. But the city, Sheerin—it’s a shambles. You have no idea
—” He was having difficulty in speaking.
“Well?” snapped Sheerin impatiently. “What of it? It will get worse. What are you shaking about?” Then,
suspiciously, “How do you feel?”
Aton’s eyes sparked angrily at the insinuation, and then faded to anxiety once more. “You don’t understand.
The Cultists are active. They’re rousing the people to storm the Observatory—promising them immediate
entrance into grace, promising them salvation, promising them anything. What are we to do, Sheerin?”
Sheerin’s head bent, and he stared in long abstraction at his toes. He tapped his chin with one knuckle, then
looked up and said crisply, “Do? What is there to do? Nothing at all. Do the men know of this?”
“No, of course not!”
“Good! Keep it that way. How long till totality?”
“Not quite an hour.”
“There’s nothing to do but gamble. It will take time to organize any really formidable mob, and it will take
more time to get them out here. We’re a good five miles from the city—”
He glared out the window, down the slopes to where the farmed patches gave way to clumps of white houses
in the suburbs; down to where the metropolis itself was a blur on the horizon—a mist in the waning blaze of Beta.
He repeated without turning, “It will take time. Keep on working and pray that totality comes first.”
Beta was cut in half, the line of division pushing a slight concavity into the still-bright portion of the sun. It
was like a gigantic eyelid shutting slantwise over the light of a world.
The faint clatter of a room in which he stood faded into oblivion, and he sensed only the thick silence of the
fields outside. The very insects seemed frightened mute. And things were dim.
He jumped at the voice in his ear. Theremon said, “Is something wrong?”
“Eh? Er—no. Get back to the chair. We’re in the way.” They slipped back to their corner, but the psychologist
did not speak for a time. He lifted a finger and loosened his collar. He twisted his neck back and forth but found
no relief. He looked up suddenly.
“Are you having any difficulty in breathing?”
The newspaperman opened his eyes wide and drew two or three long breaths. “No. Why?”
“I looked out the window too long, I suppose. The dimness got me. Difficulty in breathing is one of the first
symptoms of a claustrophobic attack.”
Theremon drew another long breath. “Well, it hasn’t got me yet. Say, here’s another of the fellows.”
784

Beenay had interposed his bulk between the light and the air in the corner, and Sheerin squinted up at him
anxiously. “Hello, Beenay.”
The astronomer shifted his weight to the other foot and smiled feebly. “You won’t mind if I sit down awhile
and join in the talk? My cameras are set, and there’s nothing to do till totality.” He paused and eyed the Cultist,
who fifteen minutes earlier had drawn a small, skin-bound book from his sleeve and had been poring intently over
it ever since. “That rat hasn’t been making trouble, has he?”
Sheerin shook his head. His shoulders were thrown back and he frowned his concentration as he forced himself
to breathe regularly. He said, “Have you had any trouble breathing, Beenay?”
Beenay sniffed the air inhis turn. “It doesn’t seem stuffy to me.”
“A touch of claustrophobia,” explained Sheerin apologetically.
“Ohhh! It worked itself differently with me. I get the impression that my eyes are going back on me. Things
seem to blur and—well, nothing is clear. And it’s cold, too.”
“Oh, it’s cold, all right. That’s no illusion.” Theremon grimaced. “My toes feel as if I’ve been shipping them
cross-country in a refrigerating car.”
“What we need,” put in Sheerin, “is to keep our minds busy with extraneous affairs. I was telling you a while
ago, Theremon, why Faro’s experiments with the holes in the roof came to nothing.”
“You were just beginning,” replied Theremon. He encircled a knee with both arms and nuzzled his chin against
it.
“Well, as I started to say, they were misled by taking the Book of Revelations literally. There probably wasn’t
any sense in attaching any physical significance to the Stars. It might be, you know, that in the presence of total
Darkness, the mind finds it absolutely necessary to create light. This illusion of light might be all the Stars there
really are.”
“In other words,” interposed Theremon, “you mean the Stars are the results of the madness and not one of the
causes. Then, what good will Beenay’s photographs be?”
“To prove that it is an illusion, maybe; or to prove the opposite; for all I know. Then again—”
But Beenay had drawn his chair closer, and there was an expression of sudden enthusiasm on his face. “Say,
I’m glad you two got onto this subject.” His eyes narrowed and he lifted one finger. “I’ve been thinking about
these Stars and I’ve got a really cute notion. Of course it’s strictly ocean foam, and I’m not trying to advancer it
seriously, but I think it’s interesting. Do you want to hear it?”
He seemed half reluctant, but Sheerin leaned back and said, “Go ahead! I’m listening.”
“Well, then, supposing there were other suns in the universe.” He broke off a little bashfully. “I mean suns that
are so far away that they’re too dim to see. It sounds as if I’ve been reading some of that fantastic fiction, I
suppose.”
“Not necessarily. Still, isn’t that possibility eliminated by the fact that, according to the Law of Gravitation,
they would make themselves evident by their attractive forces?”
“Not if they were far enough off,” rejoined Beenay, “really far off—maybe as much as four light years, or even
more. We’d never be able to detect perturbations then, because they’d be too small. Say that there were a lot of
suns that far off; a dozen or two maybe.”
Theremon whistled melodiously. “What an idea for a good Sunday supplement article. Two dozen suns in a
universe eight light years across. Wow! That would shrink our world into insignificance. The readers would eat it
up.”
“Only an idea,” said Beenay with a grin, “but you see the point. During an eclipse, these dozen suns would
become visible because there’d no real sunlight to drown them out. Since they’re so far off, they’d appear small,
like so many little marbles. Of course the Cultist talk of millions of Stars, but that’s probably exaggeration. There
just isn’t any place in the universe you could put a million suns—unless they touch one another.”
Sheerin had listened with gradually increasing interest. “You’ve hit something there, Beenay. And exaggeration
is just exactly what would happen. Our minds, as you probably know, can’t grasp directly any number higher than
five; above that there is only the concept of “many.” A dozen would become a million just like that. A damn good
idea!”
“And I’ve got another cute little notion,” Beenay said. “Have you ever thought what a simple problem
gravitation would be if only you had a sufficiently simple system? Supposing you had a universe in which there
was a planet with only one sun. The planed would travel in a perfect ellipses and the exact nature of the
gravitational force would be so evident it could be accepted as an axiom. Astronomers on such a world would
start off with gravity probably before they even invented the telescope. Naked-eye observation would be enough.”
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“But would such a system be dynamically stable?” questioned Sheerin doubtfully.
“Sure! They call it the “one-and-one” case. It’s been worked out mathematically, but its’ the philosophical
implications that interest me.”
“It’s nice to think about,” admitted Sheerin, “as a pretty abstraction—like a perfect gas, or absolute zero.”
“Of course,” continued Beenay, “there’s the catch that life would be impossible on such a planet. It wouldn’t
get enough heat and light, and if it rotated there would be total Darkness half of each day. You can’t expect life—
which is fundamentally dependent upon light—to develop under those conditions. Besides—”
Sheerin’s chair went over backward as he sprang to his feet in a rude interruption. “Aton’s brought out the
lights.”
Beenay said, “hun,” turned to stare, and then grinned halfway around his head in open relief.
There were half a dozen foot-long, inch-thick rods cradled in Aton’s arms. He glared over them at the
assembled staff members.
“Get back to work, all of you. Sheerin, come here and help me!”
Sheerin trotted to the older man’s side and, one by one, in utter silence, the two adjusted the rods in makeshift
metal holders suspended from the walls.
With the air of one carrying through the most sacred item of a religious ritual, Sheerin scraped a large, clumsy
match into spluttering life and passed it to Aton, who carried the flame to the upper end of one of the rods.
It hesitated there awhile, playing futilely about the tip, until a sudden, crackling flare cast Aton’s lined face into
yellow highlights. He withdrew the match and a spontaneous cheer rattled the window.
The rod was topped by six inches of wavering flame! Methodically, the other rods were lighted, until six
independent fires turned the rear of the room yellow.
The light was dim, dimmer even than the tenuous sunlight. The flames reeled crazily, giving birth to drunken,
swaying shadows. The torches smoked devilishly and smelled like a bad day in the kitchen. But they emitted
yellow light.
There was something about yellow light, after four hours of somber, dimming Beta. Even Latimer had lifted
his eyes from his book and stared in wonder.
Sheerin warmed his hands at the nearest, regardless of the soot that gathered upon them in a fine, gray powder,
and muttered ecstatically to himself. “Beautiful! Beautiful! I never realized before what a wonderful color yellow
is.”
But Theremon regarded the torches suspiciously. He wrinkled his nose at the rancid odor and said, “What are
those things?”
“Wood,” said Sheerin shortly.
“Oh, no, they’re not. They aren’t burning. The top inch is charred and the flame just keeps shooting up out of
nothing.”
“That’s the beauty of it. This is a really efficient artificial-light mechanism. We made a few hundred of them,
but most went to the Hideout, of course. You see”—he turned and wiped his blackened hands upon his
handkerchief—“you take the pithy core of coarse water reeds, dry them thoroughly, and soak them in animal
grease. Then you set fire to it and the grease burns, little by little. These torches will burn for almost half an hour
without stopping. Ingenious, isn’t it? It was developed by one of our young men at Saro University.”
After the momentary sensation, the dome had quieted. Latimer had carried his chair directly beneath a torch
and continued reading, lips moving in the monotonous recital of invocations to the Stars. Beenay had drifted away
to his cameras once more, and Theremon seized the opportunity to add to his notes on the article he was going to
write for the Saro City Chronicle the next day—a procedure he had been following for the last two hours in a
perfectly methodical, perfectly conscientious and, as he was well aware, perfectly meaningless fashion.
But, as the gleam of amusement in Sheerin’s eyes indicated, careful note-taking occupied his mind with
something other than the fact that the sky was gradually turning a horrible deep purple-red, as if it were one
gigantic, freshly peeled beet; and so it fulfilled its purpose.
The air grew, somehow, denser. Dusk, like a palpable entity, entered the room, an the dancing circle of yellow
light about the torches etched itself into ever-sharper distinction against the gathering grayness beyond. There was
the odor of smoke and the presence of little chuckling sounds that the torches made as they burned; the soft pad of
one of the men circling the table at which he worked, on hesitant tiptoes; the occasional indrawn breath of
someone trying to retain composure in a world that was retreating into the shadow.
It was Theremon who first heard the extraneous noises. It was a vague, unorganized impression of sound that
would have gone unnoticed but for the dead silence that prevailed within the dome.
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The newsman sat upright and replaced his notebook. Her held his breath and listened; then, with considerable
reluctance, threaded his way between the solarscope and one of Beenay’s cameras and stood before the window.
The silence ripped to fragments at his startled shout: “Sheerin!”
Work stopped! the psychologist was at his side in a moment. Aton joined him. Even Yimot 70, high in his little
lean-back seat at the eyepiece of the gigantic solarscope, paused and looked downward.
Outside, Beta was a mere smouldering splinter, taking one last desperate look at Lagash. The eastern horizon,
in the direction of the city, was lot in Darkness, and the road from Saro to the Observatory was a dull-red line
bordered on both sides by wooded tracts, the trees of which had somehow lost individuality and merged into a
continuous shadowy mass.
But it was the highway itself that held attention, for along it there surged another, and infinitely menacing,
shadowy mass.
Aton cried in a cracked voice, “The madmen from the city! They’ve come!”
“How long to totality?” demanded Sheerin.
“Fifteen minutes, but … but they’ll be here in five.”
“Never mind, keep the men working. We’ll hold them off. This place is built like a fortress. Aton, keep an eye
on our young Cultist just for luck. Theremon, come with me.
Sheerin was out the door, and Theremon was at his heels. The stairs stretched below them in tight, circular
sweeps about the central shaft, fading into a dank and dreary grayness.
The first momentum of their rush had carried them fifty feet down, so that the dim, flickering yellow from the
open door of the dome had disappeared and both above and below the same dusky shadow crushed in upon them.
Sheerin paused, and his pudgy hand clutched at his chest. His eyes bulged and his voice was a dry cough. “I
can’t … breathe. … Go down … yourself. Close all doors—”
Theremnon took a few downward steps, then turned. “Wait! Can you hold out a minute?” He was panting
himself. The air passed in and out his lungs like so much molasses, and there was a little germ of screeching panic
in his mind at the thought of making his way into the mysterious Darkness by himself.
Theremon, after all, was afraid of the dark!
“Stay here,” he said. “I’ll be back in a second.” He dashed upward two steps at a time, heart pounding—not
altogether from the exertion—tumbled into the dome and snatched a torch from its holder. It was foul-smelling,
and the smoke smarted his eyes almost blind, but he clutched that torch as if he wanted to kiss it for joy, and its
flame streamed backward as he hurtled down the stairs again.
Sheerin opened his eyes and moaned as Theremon bent over him. Theremon shook him roughly. “All right, get
a hold on yourself. We’ve got light.”
He held the torch at tiptoe height and, propping the tottering psychologist by an elbow, made his way
downward in the middle of the protecting circle of illumination.
The offices on the ground floor still possessed what light there was, and Thermon felt the horror about him
relax.
“Here,” he said brusquely, and passed the torch to Sheerin. “You can hear them outside.”
And they could. Little scraps of hoarse, wordless shouts.
But Sheerin was right; the Observatory was built like a fortress. Erected in the last century, when the neoGavottian style of architecture was at his ugly height, it had been designed for stability and durability rather than
for beauty.
The windows were protected by the grillwork of inch-thick iron bars sunk deep into the concrete sills. The
walls were solid masonry than an earthquake couldn’t have touched, and the main door was a huge oaken slab
reinforced with iron. Thermon shot the bolts and they slid shut with a dull clang.
At the other end of the corridor, Sheerin cursed weakly. He pointed to the lock of the back door which had
been neatly jimmied into uselessness
“That must be how Latimer got in,” he said.
“Well, don’t stand there,” cried Theremon impatiently. “Help drag up the furniture—and keep that torch out of
my eyes. The smoke’s killing me.”
He slammed the heavy table up against the door as he spoke, and in two minutes they built a barricade which
made up for what it lacked in beauty and symmetry by the sheer inertia of its massiveness.
Somewhere, dimly, far off, they could hear the battering of naked fists upon the door; and the screams and
yells from outside had a sort of half reality.
That mob had set off from Saro City with only two things in mind; the attainment of Cultist salvation by the
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destruction of the Observatory, and a maddening fear that all but paralyzed them. There was no time to think of
ground cars, or of weapons, or of leadership, or even of organization. They made for the Observatory on foot and
assaulted it with bare hands.
And now that they were there, the last flash of Beta, the last ruby-red drop of flame, flickered feebly over a
humanity that had left only stark, universal fear!
3
In the dome, only Yimot, at the solarscope, had kept his place. The rest were clustered about the cameras, and
Beenay was giving his instructions in a hoarse, strained voice.
“Get it straight, all of you. I’m snapping Beta just before totality and changing the plate. That will leave one of
you to each camera. You all know about … about times of exposure—”
There was a breathless murmur of agreement.
Beenay passed a hand over his eyes. “Are the torches still burning? Never mind, I see them!” He was leaning
hard against the back of a chair. “Now remember, don’t … don’t try to look for good shots. Don’t waste time
trying to get t-two stars at a time in the scope field. One is enough. And … and if you feel yourself going, get
away from the camera.”
At the door, Sheerin whispered to Theremon, “Take me to Aton. I don’t see him.”
The newsman did not answer immediately. The vague forms of the astronomers wavered and blurred, and the
torches overhead had become only yellow splotches.
“It’s dark,” he whimpered.
Sheerin held out his hand. “Aton.” He stumbled forward. “Aton!”
Theremon stepped after and seized his arm. “Wait, I’ll take you.” Somehow he made his way across the room.
He closed his eyes against the Darkness and his mind against the chaos within it.
No one heard them or paid attention to them. Sheerin stumbled against the wall. “Aton.”
The psychologist felt shaking hands touching him, then withdrawing, and a vice muttering, “Is that you,
Sheerin?”
“Aton!” He strove to breathe normally. “Don’t worry about the mob. The place will hold them off.”
Latimer, the Cultist, rose to his feet, and his face twisted in desperation. His word was pledged, and to break it
would mean placing his soul in mortal peril. Yet that word had been forced from him and had not been given
freely. The Stars wold come soon! He could not stand by and allow—And yet his word was pledged.
Beenay’s face was dimly flushed as it looked upward at Beta’s last ray, and Latimer, seeing him bend over his
camera, made his decision. His nails cut the flesh of his palms as he tensed himself.
He staggered crazily as he started his rush. There was nothing before him but shadows; the very floor beneath
his feet lacked substance. And then someone was upon him and he went down with clutching fingers at his throat.
He doubled his knee and drove it hard into his assailant. “Let me up or I’ll kill you.”
Theremon cried out sharply and muttered through a blinding haze of pain. “You double-crossing rat!”
The newsman seemed conscious of everything at once. He heard Beenay croak, “I’ve got it.” At your cameras,
men!” and then there was the strange awareness that the last thread of sunlight had thinned out and snapped.
Simultaneoudly he heard one last choking gasp from Beenay, and a queer little cry from Sheerin, a hysterical
giggle that cut off in a rasp—and a sudden silence, a strange, deadly silence from outside.
And Latimer had gone limp in his loosening grasp. Theremon peered into the Cultist’s eyes and saw the
blankness of them, staring upward, mirroring the feeble yellow of the torches. He saw the bubble of froth upon
Latimer’s lips and heard the low animal whimper in Latimer’s throat.
With the slow fascination of fear, he lifted himself on one arm and turned his eyes toward the blood-curdling
blackness of the window.
Through it shone the Stars!
Not Earth’s feeble thirty-six hundred Stars visible to the eye; Lagash was in the center of a giant cluster. Thirty
thousand mighty suns shone down in a soul-searing splendor that was more frighteningly cold in its awful
indifference than the bitter wind that shivered across the cold, horribly bleak world.
Theremon staggered to his feet, his throat constricting him to breathlessness, all the muscles of his body
writing in an intensity of terror and sheer fear beyond bearing. He was going mad and knew it, and somewhere
deep inside a bit of sanity was screaming, struggling to fight off the hopeless flood of black terror. It was very
horrible to go mad and know that you were going mad—to know that in a little minute you would be here
physically and yet all the real essence would be dead and drowned in the black madness. For this was the Dark—
788

the Dark and the Cold and the Doom. The bright walls of the universe were shattered and their awful black
fragments were falling down to crush and squeeze and obliterate him.
He jostled someone crawling on hands and knees, but stumbled somehow over him. Hands groping at his
tortured throat, he limped toward the flame of the torches that filled all his mad vision.
“Light!” he screamed.
Aton, somewhere, was crying, whimpering horribly like a terribly frightened child. “Stars—all the Stars—we
didn’t know at all. We didn’t know anything. We thought six stars in a universe is something the Stars didn’t
notice is Darkness forever and ever and ever and the walls are breaking in and we didn’t know we couldn’t know
and anything—”
Someone clawed at the torch, and it fell and snuffed out. In the instant, the awful splendor of the indifferent
Stars leaped nearer to them.
On the horizon outside the window, in the direction of Saro City, a crimson glow began growing, strengthening
in brightness, that was not the glow of a sun.
The long night had come again.
263.94 The Deserted Churt\fn{by Shaman Kirill Prokopevich Chudekov (1921-2001)} Purla Village, Tashtagol Rayon,
Kemerovo Oblast, Russia (M) 9
O-o, I will rise up, and slap the swinging reins,
May the tip of my lash plunge.
I will find the mouth-tongue customs-traditions,
O-o, I shall try to rock the shoulder and head.
U-u, if the swinging reins are shaken,
I will shake them and strike through now,
Finding the mouth-tongue, customs-traditions
I shall put my right ear to listening,
May they open the board-door.
*
Take the mouth-tongue customs-traditions, O-o!
O-o, I incline my right ear o-o.
You will see, Eze!
I shall try and shake the shoulders and head.
May the end of my lash wave and draw.
May the road I travel be open, o-o!
May the tops of the grasses sway past, o-o!
May the crowns of the trees bow down, o-o!
This you will see, Eze!
To loosen the shoulders and head I try,
*
May the tips of the grasses unfold,
May the crowns of the trees bow down.
This you will see, Eze!
O-o, I make to visit the Tudegeshev\fn{The surname of the previous owners} churt.
And you will hear what they have to say,
Which laws this churt lives by, (to which higher court they swear).
May they see this, Eze!
I incline my right ear.
May the road ahead be open.
*
May the tops of the grasses sway past.
May the crowns of the trees bow down, o-o!
May the eze see this, o-o.
May the head of kyrchyn\fn{A type of sacred juniper, the branches of which are used in cleansing and smudging rituals } be
rounded,
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May the end of the lash be untied,
May the head of the game bones shine,
This you will see!
I incline my moon ears,\fn{According to the kam and other Shor elders the mountain che ezi and other spirits have moon ears which
open up in the spring. At this time they begin to hear. In the autumn the ears close, i.e., from autumn until the spring they do not hear.
Likewise the shaman’s ears begin to hear better in the spring. The kam also have moon ears with which they communicate with the spirits
and then retell what was conveyed to those present}

To which court will be it be submitted, o-o!
If the free doors swing wide,
*
They beat, o-o!
If the land really does have defence (armour),
They will stand secure and firm,
Let this be seen, eze!
The supporting pole of the house I secure,
When the court is uncertain, undecided,
When the shoulders and head try to shake,
I will observe the mouth-tongue, customs-traditions,
May your judgment-decision come to pass.\fn{The kam arriving at the deserted churt finds the grave of the former housewife in
order to learn of her thoughts}
When the shoulders-head shake
*
May the decision of the court be open, o-o!
As I walked I had healing substance,\fn{Throughout the whole journey the kam speaks incantations in which he refers to healing
substances and magical incantations. This is evidently essential for protection from evil spirits }
When I arrived I had magic incantation.
Let them see this, eze!
If your judgment is considered,
We will understand it; do not change from side to side,
Closing the decision, declare it.
We will see
The judgment which has been passed, o-o!
And the court that has made the final decision!
*
If you approach the spirit-helpers, I will hold a court, o-o!
Let them resurrect the mouth-tongue customs-traditions.
May they open the board-door.
They will see the shoulders-head that shake, o-o!
Let them see this, eze!
May they hear your judgment.
I incline my moon ears, o-o!
I will be in time to squeeze through the doors of the earth, o-o!
May the path I journey be pure, o-o!
I follow the mouth-tongue, customs-traditions.
*
I incline my moon ears.
Let them open your door with the six handle-locks.
For when I arrived it was with magical incantation.
The incantations appeared when I reach the end, o-o!
I stood with half the armour,
When half the armour appeared,
The path I took was opened it seems,
I walk the earth, and light my way,
I force my way through the taiga,
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In the land I visit may they too
Make their way through the taiga,
In which side are we, what a harsh, scorching lash,
*
For the end of the lash was untied.
What court will they create?
Your doors to the land stand open,
For when I came, I came with incantation,
When I arrived, it was with healing substances,
O-o, I am half way there.
I incline my moon ears, what court will you gather?
O-o, I have crossed seven passes,
Seven rivers I shall wade across, and then a colt I shall sacrifice.\fn{ Along the way the kam figuratively sacrifices a colt}
*
Seven skies I shall pass, then I shall arrive,
May they see this, eze!
May the doors with rusty handle-locks open.
For when I go, I go with healing substances,
For when I arrive it is by incantation.
Let them see, eze!
I sacrificed a colt.
O-o, when my half armoured coat swings open,
When the doors of your land are open,
Then we shall see, eze!
*
What payment will they take?
We will stand guessing, (comparing-considering).
I find the mouth-tongue customs-traditions.
I will try and share half the place.
If the door to your land hangs off and sways,
What judgment will your lying body pass on us?\fn{Reaching the grave of the mother the kam disturbs her spirits in order to
know of their decision or judgment}
The seven defences, which you counted on,
Could not compare with my power.
Shaking the shoulders-head I go.
I find the mouth-tongue customs-traditions.
*
What judgment will you pass?
All is in the hands of the one with skirt.
Move up to her,
Take your measure from her, eze!
O-o, I do not know; may they consider all.
They are in meaning of equal standing,
In the midnight darkness judgment will be passed.
Let them see this, eze!
O-o, a-a, the judgment of the court is nearing.
They stood and compared, o-o!
When the court’s judgment is applied
*
Let them stand and compare then.
The judgment will be passed on the seventh night.
Let them see this, eze!
I implemented that trial,\fn{Initiation}
They counted on half the armour,
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Because the doors to the land were closed,
Because the land’s defence turned out to be light,
That judgment I implemented.
May they watch, eze!
Whatever payment you demand,
I make to bless her!\fn{Having disturbed the spoirits of those long passed from life the kam makes them offerings }
*
Do not wander from side to side,
Then you will receive my offering.
You have made it equal to the thirty-headed fire mother,
I will make the mourning head of sorrowful flame\fn{ Having disturbed the mother’s grave and learned of her decision the kam
tries to quiet her. Then the kam returns the way he came. On the return journey he pronounces words of incantation for a long time: “May
grasped hands fall to the side. May the worried heart be calmed.” }

Equal to white water.
Let them see, eze!
When the doors to the land open,
Then we will stand and compare.
May my land narrow.
Do not waver from side to side.
Drink my offerings, o-o!
*
Here things happen in a special way.
My land is nearing,
You will sense its smell.
Inhale the smells of division
While the door to the land is open,
While the shields of the land truly rise before us,
Value them, o-o!
Take measure from the thirty-headed fire mother,
Why are there no four shields to the land?
The four corners are so dark,
*
The guest imposed a punishment on them.
This we will see!
That is the court’ decision I have implemented.
When the defence of the land truly rises, o-o,
I shall leave the land
Of the thirty-headed fire mother, o-o!
May it measure to the judgment of the court.
You will see, eze!
May the heads of friends not rock
O-o he was probably captured.
*
May clasped hands fall to the side
And the anxious heart be quieted.
May the land not shake from side to side.
May they pull her so that she stands level.
May the thirty-headed fire mother
Impose no punishment, shok!
That is the decision I implemented,
That is how I judged it.
May the incantation hold sure, not wander here and there,
Let them watch, eze!
Don’t put up the seven boundaries,
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*
Impose no punishment, change places,
Don’t look around, up or down, neither look at yourself;
I stand and compare,\fn{Evaluate}, shog!
When I implemented the judgment,
Cause no humiliation,
For there is metal at the end of the lash,
I will hold the balance, o-o!
For order will remain unbroken,
Don’t turn back or look around,
Change places.
*
That is the decision I implemented,
May they accept our payment kindly,
So that this healing substance take effect,
Change places.
Don’t turn around and watch.
Not acknowledging the mouth-tongue customs-traditions,
Not inclining the moon ears,
Change places, sheg!
That is the judgment of the court I administered,
O-o, when the door to the land stood and beat,
It came to pass, ku-ku!
*
I shall try to return
I shall drive the many-coloured horses.
What was opened will close,
It can be heard.
I shall try to return, listener,
Nine belts, listener,
Tied in a knot, listener, ku-ku!
I shall try to return.
*
I will try to change place.
Here and there, listener, do not wander
Listener, make more offerings, ku-ku!
O-o, I shall rise, slap the swinging reins,
May the end of my lash plunge.
I find the mouth-tongue customs-traditions,
O-o I will try not to shake the shoulders-head.
U-u, if the swaying reins flap,
I will slap them now.
Finding the mouth-tongue customs-traditions,
I incline my tight ear to listen.
May they open the board-door.
*
Receive the mouth-tongue customs-traditions, o-o!
O-o, I incline my right ear o-o,
You will see this, eze!
I will try to shake the shoulders-head,
May the end of my lash lunge.
May the road I walk be open, o-o!
May the tips of the grasses sway, o-o!
May the tops of the trees twist, o-o!
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*
Let them watch, eze!
I tried to rock the shoulders-head,
May the tops of the grasses bloom,
May the tops of the trees, twist.
May they watch, eze!
O-o, I make to visit the Tudegeshev churt.
And you will hear of what they speak,
And you will hear what they speak,
Which laws this churt lives by, to which higher court they swear.
May they see this, Eze!
I incline my right ear.
*
May the road I walk be open.
Do not wander from side to side.
May the tips of the grasses sway,
May the tops of the trees bow down, o-o!
May they see this, eze, o-o!.
May the head of 'kyrchyn' be rounded,
May the end of the lash be untied,
May the head of the bone shine,
This you will see!
My moon ears incline, o-o!
*
What judgment will be passed, o-o!
If the free doors swing
They strike, sound, o-o!
If the land truly had defence,
They would stand firm and secure.
Let them see this, eze!
I secure the support-pole of the home
When the court is uncertain, divided,
When the shoulders-head rock,
I try to follow the mouth-tongue customs-traditions.
*
May your judgment pass.
When the shoulder-head rocks,
May the decision of the court be open, o-o!
For when I went I had healing substance,
When I arrived it was with magical incantation.
Let them see this, eze.
If your judgment is well considered,
Declare it, we will see it,
Do not swing from side to side,
Passing the decision, declare it.
*
Your judgment has been passed
The court has made a final decision, o-o!
We will see!
When you approach the spirit-helpers,
I will implement the judgment, o-o!
May they establish the mouth-tongue customs-traditions.
May they open the board-door,
The shoulders-head will begin to move, o-o!
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Let them see, eze!
May they think on the verdict.
I incline my moon ears, o-o!
I will slip through the land’s door in time, o-o!
*
May the road by which I go be open. o-o!
I find the mouth-tongue, customs-traditions.
Inclining my moon ears, I stand.
May the doors with six handles open.
When I arrive it is with incantation,
The incantations appeared when I reach the end, o-o!
Having taken half the armour, I stood,
When the half armour appeared
The road by which I travelled was open, it seemed.
I walk the land, light my way,
I force my way through the taiga,
*
In the land I visit may they too
make their way through the taiga,
In which side are we, what a harsh, scorching lash,
For the end of the lash was untied.
What judgment will they make?
Because the doors to your land stand open,
When I came, I came with incantation,
When I arrived I arrived with healing substances it appears.
O-o, I have travelled half the journey.
My moon eras I incline,
What judgment will you make?
*
O-o, seven mountain passes I shall pass,
Seven rivers I have waded across,
A colt I shall sacrifice.
Seven skies I shall pass before I arrive,
Let them watch this, eze!
May the doors with rusty handles-locks open.
When I go it is with healing substance,
When I arrive it will be with incantation.
Let them watch, eze!
I sacrificed a colt.
*
O-o, when the half armour opened,
When the door to the land opened,
He will see, eze!
What payment will they take?
We will stand and guess\fn{Comparing-counting}
The mouth-tongue customs-traditions I find.
We will try to share half the place with each other.
If the door to your land hangs and sways
What judgment can your lying body pass on us?
The seven defences that you counted on
*
Could not compare with my strength.
Shoulders-head rocking I go.
I find the mouth-tongue customs-traditions.
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What judgment will you pass on me?
All is in the hands of she with skirt, it seems.
Approach her,
Takes one’s measure from her, eze!
O-o, I do not know, let them take measure.
Those equal in standing\fn{In meaning} have implemented punishment, it seems.
Let them see this, eze!
*
O-o, a-a, the judgment of the court is nearing,
They stood and compared, o-o!
When such a judgment is implemented,
May they stand and compare.
The judgment will come on the seventh night.
Watch, eze!
That is the trial I have implemented.
He counted on half the armour, eze.
Because the doors to the land were closed,
Because the defence of the land turned out to be light.
*
That is the judgment I have implemented.
Let them watch, eze!
Whatever payment you take,
I make to bless her!
Do not sway from side to side then you will accept my offering.
You have put it equal with the thirty-headed fire mother.
I put the mourning head of sorrowful flame equal to white water.
Let them see, eze!
When the door of the land opens,
*
We will stand and compare,
May my land narrow.
Do not sway from side to side.
Drink my offering!
Here things can happen in a special way.
My land is nearing,
You will sense her smell.
Inhale the smell of division.
While the door of the land is open,
While the shields of the land truly rise before us,
*
Enjoy them, o-o!
Take measure from the thirty-headed fire mother.
Why are there no four shields to the land?
The four corners are so dark,
The guest imposed punishment.
This we will see!
That is the judgment made.
That is the judgment, o-o!
When the earth’s armour rang, o-o!
I will give place to the thirty-headed fire mother, o-o!
*
May they listen to the judgment.
Let the watch, eze,
May the heads of friends not rock, o-o!
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They have probably been captured.
May they let go their clasped hands,
May the worried heart cool.
May the land not sway from side to side.
May they pull you up, I take measure.
May no punishment be imposed,
By the thirty-headed fire mother shek!
*
Make no kind of punishment,
For the end of the lash may have a clump.
I will place her equal, o-o!
For order will be This is the decision I have made, compared.
Evaluating I stood.
The incantation which I made,
Has not ended\fn{Not closed} since that time.
Let them watch!
Do not put up the seven boundaries,
Impose no punishment, change places.
Don’t look around, back or down,
I stand, compare, shog!
When such a judgment I implement.
*
Undisturbed,
Do not look back or turn around.
Change places.
That is the decision I made.
May they take
Our payment kindly.
So that this healing substance take effect,
*
Change places.
Don’t look round, don’t watch.
Not perceiving the mouth-tongue customs-traditions,
Moon ears not inclining,
Change places, sheg!
That is the judgment I implemented.
O-o, When the door to the land began to stand and beat,
It was manifested, ku-ku!
I will try and return,
I shall drive the many-coloured horses.
*
You can hear that what was pulled out is closing.
I shall try and return, listener, ku-ku!
The door of the land, listener,
Are arrows being fired?
The end of the lash, listener,
Is sometimes tied in a knot, listener, ku-ku!
I will try and return,
I will try and change places.
Don't wander hither and thither, listener.
*
Listener, make offerings of libation again, ku-ku!
Ku-ky, o-o!
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30.94 The Blind Fisherman\fn{by Viktor Astafiev (1924-

)}

Ovsyanka, Saratov Oblast, Russia (M) 10

The team of municipal gas workers, headed by a large man, resilient to wine and cold weather, Kir Kirych, had
at its disposal a powerful, covered truck, to which swamps, ice and mud presented no problems, because its.
driver came from a category undesignated anywhere in any documents. He was able to drive cross-country or
over places where the roads had been built during Peter the Great’s reign and had not been repaired since then.
The driver, who was called Grisha, was a somewhat puny man; skinny and white haired, he never raised his
voice, but was well aware of his own strength and of his secret mastery of the technical side of his work, and was
quietly proud of this, and, when those in the work association who dealt with him spoke approvingly of him, he
received their restrained praise with equanimity, or even resentment, but in his heart he rejoiced, and felt proud of
himself: he needed such praise “for the sake of his independence.” His wife, Galka, a woman of well-rounded
mind and body, had been able to achieve only one thing in her life—she had given birth to a child weighing fiveand-a-half kilos—and this had given her an inflated idea of herself, and so she despised her husband as a person,
but respected him as a technician, for he knew how to do everything about the house, and to her surprise, almost
amazement, was highly esteemed in his work collective, which was seized by one common passion—fishing,
especially winter fishing.
Grisha did not like fishing, and did not even have his own rod. While the valiant work association was plying
its trade, he always busied himself with household matters—he fitted out his truck, and how. The first time I got
into the “saloon” of his truck, I was struck by its amenities: the plywood seats along both sides were trimmed with
tin and had raisable tops, in which the anglers’ stools were stowed, and the fishermen’s clothing and footware, and
there was a separate compartment for axes and other ice-breaking tools, and yet another compartment for
saucepans, plates, and spoons, and another one, felt lined, for bottles. There were little boxes fitted in wherever
possible for herbs and salt. A gas ring was installed at the head of the bed, the cylinder tucked away under the
seat. And there were folding bunks as well—though Grisha had never been in prison, he had profited from seeing
how someone, probably a gas worker with one of the mobile work teams, had made a trestle bed. There were
draughts, chess, dominoes, a few books and journals long past the return date to their respective libraries, mainly
on technical subjects. But when the ceiling was taken down, turned upside down, folding legs were opened out
and it became a table, everyone gave me a meaningful look. Even Uncle Yasha, the fifth man there, the sixth
counting me, an eternal pensioner and indomitable fisherman, admitted to the family circle of gas repair men on
the basis of his angling talent, smiled triumphantly and asked me with his eyes:
“Not bad, eh?”
I rocked the table and said:
“Yes!”
As far as the gas workers were concerned, there were no barriers on earth to them, so they went off fishing to
deserted reservoirs and made it to such remote districts that the occasional inhabitants, seeing out their remaining
years, whom they did encounter there, came out to stare at them as if they were dentists or visiting officials at the
time of elections to the Soviets.
The gas workers had held their own election this time, and decided to try the Voronovka river system, where
there was timber felling. In the depths of the now silent woods and the depopulated villages someone unseen,
most probably a recruited worker, had felled and cut the timber, but it had taken a long time to think of a way of
moving it. Help came from some specialists in land reclamation: they pointed out on the map a chain of lakes into
which the river Voronovka poured its waters in spring when it woke up and linked them into one great reservoir
more than a hundred versts\fn{1 verst = 0.6629 mile, or slightly more than ⅔ of a mile .} long. All you had to do was clear
certain bottlenecks here and there, fell the old trees, hack away the undergrowth, deepen the river course where
there were any blockages, and keep your eyes open during the floods.
In the summer the Voronovka lakes filled out, went quiet, the waters stopped flowing, and lilies bloomed on
them, a huge rash of water lilies bursting out on the water’s surface; masses of small fry, roach, ide, ruff, all fed
off water-logged timber, and having stuffed themselves all spring on this free caviar, beat a drunken path to
anyone and anywhere, biting lazily, but irresponsibly, at anything they came across. Rotting debris in the lakes led
to the extinction of dace and grayling, and crab disappeared, but on the other hand pike and perch were given
complete scope for their vandalism and pillage.
When the gas workers had cut a path through to the Voronovka lakes, they kept quiet about it and for a long
time did not divulge to anyone the whereabouts of their propitious spot, except to Uncle Yasha, who knew how to
keep his mouth shut. They stopped overnight in a village with the gloomy name of Muryzhikha. It stood on top of
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a hill surrounding a silent, many-spired church. There were still a few families living in Muryzhikha but for the
most part there were only single old women, those unchanging custodians of the now silenced Russian village and
her overgrown fields. The other little villages around were empty, ramshackle, strewn with rubbish, and those
deep in the woods had been converted into logging “bases” and lumberjacking sectors.
Hard by a bend which connected two neighbouring lakes there stood a big peasant hut, black with age, with
some outbuildings which had collapsed, a wide dormer window in the roof, the glass of it broken and one frame
flapping in the wind, banging in the night, but not falling off, for it had been made to last. The outbuildings were
being sawn up for firewood, and where they had once stood, there was now a wall of giant burdock, wormwood,
bristle-stem hemp nettles, and common nettles, and long since untended brambles with their coarse time-honoured
foliage running riot over it, producing no berries. The osier which had been pushed aside by the lumberjacks, the
spurge, alder trees, bird-cherry trees and elders had all retreated from the banks on to the once fertile fields and
vegetable gardens, and had got into the gardens and choked them, were threatening the huts, surrounding them,
devouring them. Half of Muryzhikha, if not more, was already captive to the freebooting wild forest, and only in
the centre of the village could you find well-trodden paths, dogs barking and cats fighting.
Here, still alive and opening once a week, was a miserable little shop, with some foresight renamed, according
to the sign, a storehouse for everyday goods, and thus, as it were, utterly alienated from people. But the people,
especially village folk, were used to signs being changed; they knew from their children and grandchildren, who
all came back to visit in the summer, that no matter what happened elsewhere, in the Russian village no amount of
renaming or permutation of the unit parts had any influence on the end result, or rather it did, but only in one
direction—downhill. No goods of any kind—neither everyday necessities nor consumer durables—were to be
found in the newly named trading center; all that remained from the erstwhile shop were moth-eaten felt boots,
some horse collars and bridles for animals now deceased, a child’s iron toboggan, though there had been no
children here for ages, some iron sheets with naked mermaids etched on them, some bug-eyed plastic dolls, a few
scythes, rakes and iron stoves, which no one had bought. There was no one to do any scything, digging or raking:
the people who lived in the lakeside area were living out their days, and gradually forgetting the land, the trades,
rituals and toil; once again, just as in the year dot, the Slavs were washing themselves by their Russian stoves,
poking about in their vegetable patches at meagre, enfeebled potatoes that were turning black in the middle, the
odd carrot or radish growing here and there, while to get cabbage, onions and garlic, or apples, they traveled in to
the nearest little town on the lumberjacks’ tractor. The women had forgotten what to cook and how to cook it,
they’d lost the art of rustling up something to eat, or of weaving, doing needlework or saying prayers, but
everyone swore like troopers, gossiped and found the “wherewithal” for booze, earning a kopeck by handing over
some cranberries, mushrooms or herbal medicines to the shopping association, “renting out” to drinking
lumberjacks, or in summer to random tourists and holiday-makers, who, under the pretext of a fishing trip,
snooped around in empty huts in search of ikons, spinning wheels, doormats, kerosene lamps, samovars, oldfashioned flasks and other antiques.
In the spring a tractor, caked with mud up to its cab roof, brought dirty sacks to Muryzhikha containing gray
bread, which when it was heated fell to pieces, and when it was cooled down became as hard as concrete, nasty
little cakes the mice had got at, yellow, damp granulated sugar, a tub of vegetable oil, three or four boxes of
Bulgarian pepper, which none of the villagers bought—they did not know if you were supposed to eat it or not.
Squat, bulging pots of what was called “tourist’s breakfast” containing rotten sprats, which had poisoned people
more than once in the past, death-like bluish sweets stuck together, and above all one trump card, a delightful
commodity—“grunter” home-brew—and the enticing ornamental bottles almost full to the brim with “gleaming
child’s tears” and bearing labels not written in Russian:

Russian Vodka
From out of the woods, from beyond the hills and the lakes and the swamps, the folk, who led their own
separate lives throughout the villages and hamlets, rose up, as if going to an ancient peche, and made their way
into Muryzhikha, and if it happened that someone from some village or other failed to show up on hearing the
roar of the tractor, then it meant that for yet another Russian the allotted span on earth was at an end: he had drunk
the cup of life to the full and no longer needed either the affordable “grunter” or the expensive “gleaming child’s
tears” they drank on public holidays; he needed nothing—neither favors, nor pensions, nor rewards. He lay in bed
without God watching over him, in an empty village, in a half-rotting peasant hut on a cold stove, lay there
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unconscious, belonging to no one, needed by no one; and he would lie there until he was torn to pieces and
dragged off bit by bit to dark garrets by wild cats, and the mice finished nibbling him, until his remains were
crushed by the rotting roof of his own hut—his last refuge, his own home now transformed into a tomb.
“God rest his soul!” his or her fellow countrymen would say, crossing themselves by the shop, and them
promptly forget about the deceased, for there are more important things to attend to: keeping an eye on your place
in the shop queue, listening to news brought from afar, and getting nearer to the grunter, which drowns out the
memory, and attacks the kidneys, liver and spleen—“Let God be the judge of these people whom we have
forsaken.”
The gate of one house which stood on the river bend girded with cornel and dogwood was still intact, and there
were rusty little stars on the timber gatepost, hung up there as it were. Five of them. The top one, the biggest, was
for the owner, the head of the household, the other four were a bit smaller; no one had come back from the war to
this house, there were no father and no sons to tend this yard.
The woman of the house had boarded up the summer half of the property, which was difficult to heat. But the
winter half, which consisted of a kitchen and a “hall,” was spacious: the hut had been built for a large family. The
woman may have been toothless, but she still had her wits about her, and she was well disposed to the gas
workers. To start with she charged each of the fisherman twenty kopecks for a night’s lodging, but when Grisha
mended her roof, patched up the floor in the kitchen and on the porch, used the power saw to cut up firewood for
the winter, and more besides, she, with sinking heart, refused to take any rent. And how could she help but refuse:
when the fishermen went away, they left behind piles of empty bottles that she could get the money back on, as
well as bread, salt and occasionally rolls, cakes, and “tinned meat,” and sugar lumps; and they’d give her a little
tipple of something for nothing, and chatted to her and cheered her up.
It was more fun with fishermen in the house. God give them strength and a bite for their bait!
I noted with interest that the woman of the house never gave her patronymic, but the fishermen-cum-gas
workers teased her over this:
“Go and ask old patronymic there!” they’d say, and this would have them all laughing. And in reply the
woman would say:
“I couldn’t care less about a patronymic! I’m no Lady Muck to be putting on airs and graces.”
Uncle Yasha informed us on the quiet:
“She’s called Adolfovna. As if the priest was taking the mickey out of her, as if the long-haired rascal knew
that Adolf Hitler would gobble up all her family …”
Oh, Russian land! Where is the end to your majesty and suffering …
A spring sun shone over the Voronovka lakes. Black specks of larks traced blue circles in the well-washed,
fathomless sky. The starling houses in the villages had all fallen down, but the starlings still came and trilled and
whistled, setting up home in the hollows of old trees; rooks cawed in the fields, breaking twigs with their beaks
and dragging them off into their rotting nests, to carry out repairs; snow was still lying around the woods and
swamps, but it had been eaten up on the lakes and along the Voronovka river; the ice on the banks had been.'
sucked in, and the winter land underneath was just about ready to be raised and dried out, but for the time being
there was water pouring into the lakes and river from all directions, pouring in with helter-skelter panache,
bringing rubbish, fir needles, old foliage, branches broken off by the wind and the heavy winter snow. The dirty
water on top gushed through the gullies towards the fishing holes, and swirled around in them in eddies,
devouring the ice. Though freezing cold in the morning, by midday the fishermen were throwing off their capes
and short fur coats and Kir Kirych stripped to the waist—to get a tan. Grisha, having nothing better to do, had
knocked up two starling houses and climbed up on to the gate to fix them to the posts: he was shouting out
cheerfully from afar, while the others waved their arms at him, approving his actions, and pointing to a great big
fish, a large pike which had got at the live bait during the night; they kept on pointing to it and from different
positions, Grisha thought they had caught three bags full of pike.
The perch bit condescendingly, only by the banks and then only going for grubs or the yellow-colored
weighted hook: they had eaten too well, sod\fn{ Damn.} them, and thought too much of themselves, so they fed off
the weed and roots, whereas the roach and ruff did not even give the line a chance to get under the ice.
Uncle Yasha had stuck to the fishing hole on the river bend since morning and had not straightened his back,
just tugging the line now and then, and deftly pulling it out of the hole with its booty. Fish of all shapes and sizes
were writhing on the ice all around him, like a silvery halo.
A warm wind from off the fields, which unevenly abutted the lakes, was wafting a now green haze over the
little passes between the hills, drying the slopes, and hastening the yellow, murky rivulets on their way,
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augmenting their girth and passage, encouraging the fleshy marsh marigolds along the banks, and breaking the
ground with just a pinch of dove-blue lungwort shoots. There were gentle, white anemones all over the wet alder
groves, and above in festive heaps were the yellow pussy willows, the osier, while the catkins in the aspen and
alder groves showered everything with a brown dandruff.
Peace and springtime reigned over the sleeping Voronovka region, and spring strove to warm it up, and wake it
up from its tedious slumber, populate it with cattle, fowl, and all living creatures, with flowers, grass and seeds.
But there was no reciprocal joy to be heard, none of the springtime, festive hustle and bustle to be felt; no cocks
crowed in the villages, no cows lowed, no sleepy, moulting horse neighed in the empty field, and there was no
ploughman kneading in his hand the drying earth, or sniffing the new grass, or cracking the seed in his teeth to
sense in it its yearning to be planted; and then the fertile earth itself, devalued, empty, squeezed on all sides by
undergrowth and weeds, cringing orphan-like in the wind, giving admittance to the impure, uneven waters of the
thaw, dried out into wrinkles, crumbled and cracked, turning into ravines, and then mysteriously disappearing
somewhere.
At midday, when it had got really warm and the air was clear, by an isolated hut which stood on the other side of
the lake opposite Muryzhikha—the only surviving hut of what was once a riverside farm—there appeared a man,
carefully making his way down the slope over the wet grass. He shook hands with Uncle Yasha, stood next to
him, had a word with him about something, and turning his cheek to the wind, took mincing steps sideways along
the lake edge, stopping by each fisherman and not failing to offer him his hand. In this way he eventually reached
me, tested the fishing hole with the heel of his rubber boot, threw into it a lure which gleamed in the sunlight, and
jerked at the fishing rod. After a couple of jerks, he looked over my head and asked:
“You’re new to the lake here, aren’t you?”
Suddenly it dawned on me—he was a blind fishennan! In my surprise I could not say a word.
“Go on, carry on with your fishing,” said the fishennan reassuringly.
“Don’t pay any attention to me. I’ve been blind since the war. My name’s Zhora. A piece of shrapnel hit me in
the head. I was laid up in a field hospital. It was all right, I could still see a bit. When I got home I managed to get
married. I should have gone into the town and let the doctors have a look at me, but there was work here. The
collective fann was still in one piece. Crippling taxes. Then my sight really started to fail, from strain, I suppose.
And I got shocking headaches. Then I went completely blind. When that happened, my head got better. I could
remember our lakes from my childhood. I was really miserable with nothing to do. So I went out one day and
tried with someone else’s rod. It was all right. Easy. Sometimes I caught a ruff, sometimes a roach, sometimes a
perch; more often than not I’d catch my own sleeve or my trousers. Once I caught my lip. Look ’ere—they cut it
out.”
He poked his finger into his upper lip, where there was a little red scar like a bird’s wing.
“They were biting so good that I asked the other fishermen to cut it out with a knife, so that I wouldn’t waste
time going to hospital.”
The garrulous fisherman told his story to every new person he met, in an ordinary voice, using ordinary words,
and explaining that he most often went out to the lakes when there was a wind—it was easier in the wind: he
would turn his cheek to it and sense where and which way to go; he knew all the winds by their sound, smell,
force and other features. If it was an easterly it was damp and nasty—a piddlec they called it in these parts—and
then the fish in the Voronovka lakes hardly bit at all, and then only ruff. The north wind was cutting, often cold,
inhospitable, that’s the northerly for you—the fish hardly biting in that too, maybe a starving hungry pike, if you
stuck a lure right under its nose, will take a snap at it like a dog, and tear the lure off out of sheer disappointment,
just stand there chewing the fatherland’s metal. Then the Moscow wind, the westerly, and also the southerly, the
south wind—they’re a blessing, they’re a treat, the fish bite, and the old sun warms you up, even in winter, and it
really brings the folk out from all over the place, and he, Zhora, loved people, and he came out not so much to do
a bit of fishing as to have a chat, learn what’s new and make a bit on the side out of fishing tackle: they didn’t sell
anything in Muryzhikha, no hooks, no lines; well, there was no one to do any fishing there—all the “fishing” was
done in the shop.
That very day the lumberjacks’ shop, rigged up on a tractor sledge, arrived in Muryzhikha. Things started to
liven up throughout the lakeland region: the shop had wine labeled “Volga,” and vodka labeled “Special” and
“Pepper”—specially for those who got cold and wet. The gas workers had a whip-round,\fn{ Pass of the hat.} even
though they had vodka back in the house, but Grisha was adamant—he would not let them have a drop before
they’d finished fishing, before evening, that is, before they had had the fish soup, for “it wouldn’t tear their
trousers or beg their bread off them” to save it for a while. Even I put a green three- rouble note into Kir Kirych’s
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horny hand—how can you escape the collective, especially one as fine as ours? And Zhora put his hand in his
shirt front, and felt around in there for a long time, muttering:
“Where is it, that torn one I had?”
The other fishermen gave me a warning wink, as I was about to pay the invalid’s share out of the three roubles
I’d put in. At last Zhora fished a rouble out of his old, patched coat; it barely resembled present-day money, it was
such a crumpled, worn-out, tatty little rouble note.
“There you are, lads, order me a drop,” he said, proffering it to the fishermen with the advice: “Don’t get
‘Volga,’ it’s not very strong, better and nicer to spend a bit more and get vodka. That’ll do the job! And cheer you
up. And it won’t give you a bad head afterwards.”
Of course the fishermen refused to take Zhora’s rouble, and he stood there, with hand outstretched in the
direction of the one who was sent to do the buying.
“What’s going on? I’m not used to sponging off others. Take it, lads.”
And the wind actually stirred that tattered one-rouble note, blackened at the corners, which, as it turned out,
had been known for many years among the fishermen as “Zhora’s non-negotiable,” and had helped its owner
“preserve his good name” and sense of equality with other people.
Ah, what a fine, soft-hearted man he was, but not humiliated by grief—in aspect and manners so like his own
native northern land. I used to see all sorts of people when I was out fishing. I even met people with no arms.
Among these Major Kuporosov sticks in my mind best of all. He had been the commander of a separate battalion
of sappers and was used to giving orders and wielding power. He bore his misfortune not so much with pride as
with bad temper, shunning people, refusing their help and assistance. At home, among his own kith and kin, he
probably accepted some sort of help, but when he was in the company of others, especially when he was fishing,
he ranted and roared at anyone who offered to lend him a hand. The bones in one of his arms were splayed out,
and the major moved them about like sticks. The bare flesh had grown over them unevenly and was itself covered
with red skin, and tufts of hair, black here and there, but gradually thickening, so that on the healthy part of his
body it covered not only his chest, but his shoulders and back as well, just like an animal’s coat.
Major Kuporosov kept his bifurcated stump tucked away in his chest, under a short fur coat: the poor bones
used to get freezing cold, and he wore a woollen cap on the left one. If he got a bite, he would pull out his claw
and clamp it on his rod, and lifting it up, he would catch the line in his teeth and step back from the hole, pulling
the fish out on to the ice. Then he would put a worm on his knee—he couldn’t cope with grubs or weighted hooks
—and spend ages fixing it on to the hook or lure.
Major Kuporosov always did his fishing on Holy Lake, traveling there in an invalid carriage that creaked and
belched smoke, and he always set a lure under the ice together with the rod. His lures made you envy their
efficiency, being made in various shapes and of rare metals. Before Holy Lake became polluted with fertilizers
and effluent from the pig-breeding complex, zander and pike often took the bait here, and just as often the
stubborn, bad-tempered major found that he could not cope with the huge fish, and banged it against the ice and
dragged it along … and then the retired major would sit on his box, staring motionlessly into the distance over the
lake and the heads of the other anglers, his eyes filled with deep suffering, his face turned to stone, the bones
prominently outlined, each one separately, and the thick gray stubble becoming more noticeable on his gray
cheeks and under his blue lips, lacerated by the line.
But if Major Kuporosov did succeed in pulling a large fish out on to the ice, he would crow loudly and
triumphantly, roar, look at everyone, and even offer people a drink with him in honor of such a victory. But no one
ever responded to his invitation, and he drank alone. Everyone who knew Major Kuporosov thought how hard it
must have been for those who were near and dear to this man, embittered by his invalidity and his own vanity.
Grisha set up the starling houses, which had been made out of some old offcut boards, on long poles and they
towered proudly over the last hut in the village. In no time two pairs of starlings had trodden down the “saucers”
in the houses and were flitting in and out of the hole, and soon fighting with those who hadn’t got anywhere to
live. The people still milling around the lumberjacks’ shop looked at the starling houses, listened kindly to the
mockingbirds, and kept saying:
“Look at it! Look at it! Husband-to-be has cleared off! And the bride has spread her wings! Look at her
wagging her tail, wagging her tail—just like Akula from Khomutovka playing up to that soldier! Do you
remember, in ’43 the woods were swarming with soldiers …”
As he went down to the lakeside, Grisha kept stopping and looking back at the starling houses, feeling as
pleased as Punch with himself. There were masses of ruff all over the lake, it was just a question of sorting the
wheat from the chaff. The crows stood with their legs apart, like men, and swiveled their heads in a businesslike
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fashion as they walked, gobbling them up, jerking their necks and tails, and then standing still for some time,
listening carefully to their own bodies, as the coarse food gave them a peculiar sensation. Grisha collected the ruff
up in a basket, and the crows, flocking away from him over the lake, cawed out their oaths: the ruff had been
caught for them, and you shouldn’t rob poor little birds!
Grisha boiled up the roe-bearing ruff, poured them out into a rub, and concocted a whole bucketful of fish soup
out of the water they had boiled in and the striped, hunchbacked, pot-bellied Voronovka perch. You could smell
the aroma of the soup as far away as the lake! The gas workers reeled in their rods, took Zhora along with them,
and set about celebrating Easter. When they had found out from their landlady that the Easter festivities began on
that very day, the respectful work brigade had decided to celebrate the holy day: the brigade revered, and enjoyed
revering, public holidays, the old ones as well as the new.
The ikons were covered with clean towels. Beneath the Virgin Mother of God and Fertility, which was
positioned in the middle of the ikonostasis—even though no seed had been sown in these parts for many years and
there was nowhere to pray to God—they praised the Virgin, and an ikon lamp burnt below the ikon, which was
crumbling away at the comers. As there had been no holy oil in the house for many years, it was sunflower oil,
brought in by the lumberjacks in a barrel, that was giving off fumes and crackling in the ikon lamp. In the centre
of the broad, round tabletop with its chipped, crenellated, carved edge, in a patterned, rustic dish, stood some
resplendent, beautiful small eggs which the gas workers had brought; the eggs were from incubator hens, colored
with the water from boiled onion skins.
There were no chickens in Muryzhikha, nor sheep, nor cows. Though there was half a dozen cats in every
house. When people left, they abandoned their houses and their cats. The latter did not want to die: in summer
they survived all right in the woods, but when winter came on, they crept in to the old women in the houses—
nothing could get rid of them! The cats had litters three times a year, hiding the kittens in empty houses away
from people until they had their eyesight and were playful. So how could you throw them out: then, and where to?
As the atmosphere among the friendly company became even livelier, the gas workers broke the fast with the
eggs, each man recalling something from the past, and expressing the view that there was no finer coloring for an
Easter egg than that produced by onion skin, mainly because you got three colors from it: the first gave you an
egg with a nut-brown, thick, ancient colour; the second color was thinner, but gave the egg little circular stripes
and little blotches at the top and bottom; and the third color was very watery, all the strength boiled out of it, and
that gave you yellowish eggs - they came out like dandelions—and there was no difference, all of them were nice,
all of them were pretty!
Before tapping it on the tabletop and shelling the egg, I held it in my palm. Screwing up my eyes, I could see a
little village street with close-cut grass and smartly dressed little children rolling painted eggs down it. If someone
broke his egg, then he lost. This was a game of skill: you had to acquire the knack, and know which hen to take
your egg from. If a hen’s comb burned red after winter, she would lay larger eggs with brighter yokes, and tougher
shells. My grandmother had known which hen’s eggs to give me. I was always lucky at this game. I used to clean
the lads out: I’d stuff my pockets full of eggs—brown, pink, violet, yellow and blue—and I’d be cock of the walk,
while all around me there would be tears and grief.
But what a holiday! It was spring, it was warm, there was the holy spirit of a public holiday, nature and the
soul were both infused with it and appealed for your mercy and sympathy, so that having tyrannized my “victims”
I would give them back their broken eggs. And then the merriment, the boys jumping for joy, and my soul softening, having performed a deed.of mercy, and the desire to keep performmg them over and over agam, to bring
myself and others nothing but joy, to swell with happiness and a feeling of goodness …
What had happened to us? By whom and for what have we been flung into an abyss of evil and troubles? Who
has extinguished the light of goodness in our souls? Who has blown out the ikon lamp of our consciousness,
tipped it into a dark, eternal pit, and left us groping around in it, seeking the bottom, seeking some support and
some guiding light for the future. Why do we have it, that light leading into fiery Gehenna? We used to live with
light in our souls, a light acquired long before us by the performers of a feat; it was lit for us so that we would not
lose our way in the dark, so that we would not bump into trees in the taiga,\fn{The boreal forest, the enormous expanse of
largely coniferous trees lying south of the tundra north of the deciduous belt (birch, willow, poplar); and consisting of larch, pine, Siberian
cedar, and fir.} or into each other in the world, and not scratch each other’s eyes out, nor break our neighbours’

bones. Why was all that stolen from us and nothing given in return, engendering faithlessness, all-embracing
faithlessness? Whom was there to pray to? Whom could we ask for forgiveness? After all, we used to know how
—and we still haven't forgotten how—to forgive, even forgive our enemies …
The work team raised their glasses—just before the fish soup. The landlady brought in a little old vodka cup of
803

tarnished silver from the “hall.”
“It used to belong to my grandmother, God rest her soul! Christ is risen, men!”
And those of us round the table who still remembered how to respond sang out individually:
“Risen indeed!”
And for some reason felt a childlike embarrassment. Smacking her lips, the landlady took a sip of wine from
the vodka glass and then addressed herself to the cup of fish soup, repeating:
“May God grant you health, men! God grant you health! Look what a celebration you’ve put on—and for an
old woman like me too!”
Grisha was wearing the landlady’s apron, and was serving out the fish soup on the plates and dishes.
“Well, what’s it like then?” he kept asking, and on receiving approval, beamed brighter than the Holy Savior,
Who had been placed next to the Mother of God and Fertility and looked as if He were supporting her under the
arm with His secret affection, and with a suggestion of eternal bliss and salvation.
Then they got on to the singing.
With a resonant voice forged in frost and wind, the veins standing out on his throat, Zhora shouted with all his
might:
Oh my rifle, hit the mark,
And ruthless strike the foe!
With my sabre sharp,
To your aid I’ll go-o-o.

The gas workers, not knowing these old war songs, willingly joined in with the “go-o-o.” But Zhora knew
some city songs as well, which he had learnt off the radio, and he lent the team a hand when they roared:
Unfortunately, your birthday comes
onlyo-o-once a ye-e-ar.

Having soaked up the sunshine, fresh air and fish soup, the fishermen had soon had enough, and crawled off in
various directions—into the “hall,” up on to the sleeping ledge, on to the stove, on to the floor, or beneath the
ikons. The hut was filled with resolute snoring. As she helped Grisha to clear the table, the landlady was shaking
her head, and saying with a laugh:
“You should have seen the size of the cockroaches. They could have run off into the forest. The smaller ones
died …”
For some reason Zhora was in no hurry to get home, and no one was pushing him. He started to look sluggish,
and tried to tell stories about the war. I realized that he had seen very little of the war, and maybe hadn’t been in it
at all; maybe on his way to the front their train had been bombed. Zhora had listened to the radio too much and
now made up stories about the war, which the kids in the kindergartens, children in the lower forms and
pensioners who had lost their memory liked listening to and believed.
I offered to see Zhora home, but at this the landlady said:
“He’ll get there by himself. It’s all the same to him whether it’s day or night …”
In the yard outside we stopped and listened to the rustling of the weeds’ pointed shoots, shedding their old
seeds and thoms, and to the spring torrents babbling in the night. It was a warm night. The air, heavy with humidity, filled everything around with the slightly bitter freshness of buds, of waking grass, and of herbs peeping out
from under the grass. And in a thin layer, sweet and tender, the willow exuded its honeyed fragrance. The chill of
the expiring snows, washed away, blew in from the forests in a feeble gust, carrying with it the breath of clinging
mould, filling the soul with faint regrets over the transcience of life, its short duration, and the inevitability of
renewal.
A kerosene lamp was burning in the little porchway of Zhora’s house, but there was no light in the house
proper. Zhora took his shoes off carefully, and did not so much walk as creep stealthily into the hut, pressing his
finger to his lips so that I would keep quiet. But as soon as the door opened a crack, a figure in white in the bed
stirred, and a hand groped around for matches.
“Ah-ah, you blind-eyed drunk! You've come home at last, have you, you hopeless alcoholic!” said a clumsy,
large-mouthed woman wearing a shift of Chinese silk, who, striking and breaking matches, jumped off the bed
and lit the lamp. Without mincing her words she gave vent to her anger, which had accumulated in the dark,
shaking her fists in Zhora’s face.
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“Up to your old tricks again! Again! Why don’t yer peg out?\fn{ Die.} Why don’t yer choke? I picked you up
out of the gutter, washed yer, clothed yer, fed yer, and you—”
“Nyusha! Nyusha!” prattled Zhora, trying blindly to grab his wife’s hands. “Don’t hit me. I’m a sick man. I’m
going to die soon. Calm down … I understand … I understand everything. I was with friends, people from the
town … it’s Easter today … it was for the religious festival. Don’t ruin yourself, don’t tear my soul apart. I would
go away to the invalids’ home, but it’s too far. I’m going to die soon, I didn’t drink my own money away. Look,
here it is. They were friends with good consciences, Soviet people, they didn’t take it … Look, my friend here
will tell you—”
“Ah-ah, a friend! Another alcoholic! Another tramp from out of the gutter …”
I sat Zhora on the stove and went out of the hut to the accompaniment of the housewife’s shouting, which
gradually turned into a lament:
“A poor wretch like me, who have I linked my life with! I’ve ruined my life! What a miserable fate I’ve
landed. I’d as soon kick the bucket, or run off into the dark woods. My mother, God rest her soul, used to tell me,
warn me …”
I did not like the women in these parts. They had low backsides, and their buttocks banged against their heels
when they walked along; they were colorless, flat-chested, common, they had been possessed since birth,
quarreled among themselves, and nagged the menfolk, young and old, to death. For every thousand or two like
these, you might get one white-haired beauty in the world with sky-blue eyes, sweet-natured, and fertile, as if to
prove that this earth, forgotten by God and man, can still produce miracles, only that it lacks something, or
perhaps that the will is not there—after all, giving birth to something bad and evil is simpler and easier, it doesn’t
require any intelligence, effort, or love.
For a long time I sat on the porch of the hut, from which came the low rumbling of the gas workers’ snores,
like the distant peals of a gathering storm, and listened to the spring night, attending to the sounds of the earth,
filled with soft breathing and the distant, unceasing hum of awakening. I thought of nothing, wanted nothing. My
soul heeded trustingly this springtime, night-time, restive quiet, which filled it with bright hopes and the
expectation of changes to come. You could believe that no man could help but heed this age-old tranquillity of the
earth, and her humble, efficient readiness to love, give birth, multiply.
I also wanted humbly to trust all that was taking place in the night, in the expanses under the stars—hark, oh,
you man, the assured progression of spring, unite with it; you must not work at cross-purposes to nature, you must
not fight against yourself, otherwise everything around will be laid waste, and become over-grown with weeds,
and man will degenerate within himself, will turn mangy, and be deprived of his finest reason.
In the morning the distant woods fell silent, the waters went quiet, and a faint rustling through the dry cocklebur grass surviving from the previous year and over the timbers of the old roof reached my ears. A whispering
arose in the willows and the alder trees. I felt the tender kiss on my lips of the first spring rain, in which there was
more willow pollen than moisture.
I moved off to the shelter of the awning, pressed my back against the cracked boards of the old hut, and fell
into a deep sleep to the gathering sounds of the teeming rain, after which people still sow wheat, barley or oats in
places, and the newly washed winter crops shine green out in the fields. Once they have stirred from their sleep,
the grass and flowers grow apace; people plough and harrow the rich earth, showered with heavenly abundance.
Spring gathers pace, the woods fill with foliage, and the birds’ nests with eggs; spring does not pass by in hustle,
bustle, worry or work, but all the same, the long-awaited spring still flies by.
At night the ice on the lakes was covered with a thin layer of meltwater brought from the taiga by the
Voronovka. We went out to fish on the raft, hacking away with icebreakers at the loose edges of the porous ice
floe, where it had begun to get thin and had bulged out with gray surf:
Zhora, who still looked half asleep, came down to the bank.
“Well, how are things?” we asked him.
“Oh, it’s no problem, I’m used to it,” he said with a wave of his hand and then he ordered us to get off the ice
floe so that there wouldn’t be an accident, saying that he’d heard the Voronovka pouring its upper waters into the
lakes.
The water in the holes had indeed begun to stir and froth up; debris began to well up in the sluices and the ice
strips on the banks, and suddenly the water burst out in a gush from the ice holes, as if from a fire hose; everything was in a whirl, there was a roaring noise, and everything was awash; reeling over and floundering around,
everybody started gasping, oo-ing and ah-ing, snatching up the fish and rods as they ran for it, dashing like mad to
get off the ice.
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Two of the gas workers got water in their boots on the lakeside ice strip and collapsed on the ground, lifting
their feet up in the air to pour the cold water out.
From the opposite bank, now receding because of the headlong torrent of water, in full view of the widening
lake, whose ice was now washed and cleansed of debris and had been smoothed out, flights of ducks soared skywards. The torrent of meltwater was covering the hump of the ice more thickly. All you could see was the glitter
of the winter armor as it submerged into oblivion, disappearing under that deluge of reckless water. It made you
think of a new eternal flood, of everything that was yet alive in the stilled heart disappearing. Birds, especially the
crows, jackdaws and rooks, cawing with excitement, added to the disharmony and anxiety in the heart.
From the area on the other side of the lake, from the mouth of the Voronovka, now thrown wide open into the
lake, the figure of a solitary fisherman, cut off by the flood, kept waving his hat at us. When we left Muryzhikha a
herd of young cattle, about two hundred head, forced our truck off the road, just on the edge of the village. The
lads on horseback were beating their dumb beasts with savage ruthlessness and making them bleed, just as foreign
invaders, slant-eyed warriors, used to whip their Russian captives when they swept down into the forests from the
dusty steppelands.
The calves and bull calves, which had grown up indoors, unused to the herd life and the free range, ran into the
bushes and the mire, trying to escape the knout, bunching together, piling on top of one another, and the drovers
shouted at the senseless cattle, whipped them, and rode their horses into the dirty mass of that plodding, panting,
wheezing herd. One man, with a billowing clown-like jacket on his back and a smart knitted hat with a foreign
caption on its red brim, evidently the leader of the drovers, was especially vicious. He had a little steel nut tied on
to the end of his knout, and he had already used it to knock out the eye of one meek white calf, which was caked
from its horns to its tail in mud, so that it looked motley colored rather than white.
The lads stopped for a smoke and explained willingly that they were driving the young herd off to be fattened,
taking them out to abandoned pastures, fallow fields and meadowland, and if their first experience of fattening the
herd turned out successful and brought down the cost of producing a kilo of meat, then they would repair the
roads, and the living quarters, and perhaps even build a complex for a thousand head, open a permanent shop, and
even a club, start ploughing again, sowing rye and oats and barley, so as not to have to bring fodder to the cattle.
By the pen, which had fallen down, just as in the good old days, the herd was met by the meagre population of
Muryzhikha. Our landlady, Adolfovna, immediately fed the calf with the blinded eye a bit of bread and scolded
the loudmouthed drover.
“You ought to have a taste of the whip yourself,” she said. “How would you like it?”
“Well you kiss the calf better, go on, you old woman,” said the kid of school age, with his pimply face and his
greasy hair down to his shoulders, badgering the old woman. A little gadget with flashing lights was bouncing
about on his belly, and playing some foreign song.
Our landlady, quickly putting on the huge, much-repaired boots that Kir Kirych had left behind at the end of
last season, not even bothering to put on socks, wiped away her tears of pity with one hand and tried to get the
mud off the calf and somehow clean it up with the other.
“I will kiss him better! I will!” she shouted in a trembling voice. “What are you grinning for? You've never sat
in an empty hut, listening to the wind in the chimney, and wept over those killed in the war …”
The long-haired youth was going to taunt Adolfovna further, but the leader, the one with the fancy hat, came
over, brandishing the knout with the steel nut in it.
“Pack it in! Aye, women, who’s gonna put us up?”
“Put up you devils? You robbers!” said Adolfovna, throwing up her hands in horror, and trying to stamp her
foot; however, the boot slipped off, and while she was pulling it back on properly with her twisted, rheumatic
fingers, and hopping around on her other foot, another old woman, tall, hollow-cheeked, wearing a man’s hat with
earflaps and with a cigarette in her nicotine-stained fingers, told the lads to come to her place.
Sensing that the lodgers were being snatched from under her nose and that the profit, the living profit, would
slip from her grasp, Adolfovna shouted:
“Don’t you go to her! She smokes! Her hut’s cold. My place is—just you ask the men here.”
“Oh, fuck you!” said the long-haired one with the transistor, rounding on her with his filthy language. “You
shouldn’t make trouble, so we’re not going to see your place!”
“Oy, you, whippersnapper!” shouted Kir Kirych, looking straight at him from the open door of our ‘saloon.’
“You use that filthy language again, and I’ll knock your teeth out! Right now! Got it?”
“Ooh, look what a hard man we’ve got here!” was what the long- haired one was about to say. But when Kir
Kirych appeared in the doorway of the truck, filling it with his bulk, the lad realized that it would take more than a
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horse to trample him underfoot, so he just lashed out with the whip at a calf or two, thrust his finger into his belly,
and the transistor blared out all over the Voronovka region:
Forrrgive me, my countreeee,
Forrrgive me foreffer,
A ma-han has offended you …

“There you are then, woman!” said the long-haired youth in a conciliatory tone, poking himself as if
unintentionally below the belt. “That’s a time machine singing, woman. Our time. Your time’s finished.”
“You call that singing? You call that singing?” she retorted, putting her arms round the calf, still cleaning it up
and getting the mud off, feeling its head with the protruding little horns, and with her age-old peasant experience,
assessing from the bumps on its head, its lips and its tongue, how many young it would have, what its milk yield
would be and even what its quirks as a future cow would be.
“Shouting and bawling, as if he’s been castrated this autumn.”
“Castrated?! Ha-ha-ha! Ho-ho-ho! Now come on, you old cow, shift yourself! Get cracking! Otherwise the
shop will be closed. The la-a-ast parrra-ade is co-o-ming . . . Goodbye, you peasants!”
And he pressed another button. Someone with a voice like a ram started yelling even more barbarously (in
English), and the long-haired youth joined in skilfully:
Goodbye, girls, boys, granny and aunts!
Till new meetings and parts!
Adios! Partings!

“What language is that?” asked Adolfovna in a timid whisper. “Heathen language! What language! Don’t you
criticize others! Don’t!”
Adolfovna pretended not to hear or see anyone; she just stroked the calf, kept talking to it, and perhaps she
really did not hear or see anyone.
“Look how he’s beaten you, the monster! Beaten you. They’ve taught them no different from what they know
themselves! They’ve taken the last crumbs away. He grew up in the town, in the town, and he’s got a brick there
instead of a heart, and a cast-iron stove where his head should be.
“I'll give it to you!” she said, shaking her fist at the prancing horseman. “There was a time when we didn’t give
a damn either, didn’t graze cattle, didn’t look after anything. So take a good look at our farms now. We spoilt it
all, wasted it, frittered it away.”
“So what yer gonna do now then? You can’t turn the clock back.”
The old woman smoking the cigarette sighed, then suddenly she yelled out desperately in ringing tones:
“You used to run about carrying a lighted torch, you did!” She spat the cigarette out into the mud, and went on,
louder and more determined:
“Down with the church, the opium of the people! Let’s have a club! God don’t exist and we don’t need a tsar,
we’ll live our lives up on a hummock! And we’ve stayed on a hummock ever since.”
“Forrrrgive me, my countreeeee!” sang Adolfovna, mimicking to aT the transistor. Apparently at one time she
had been a great actress in Muryzhikha.
“Is there anyone to give forgiveness, eh? And who’s to be forgiven? Us? You, you wretches?” she said, glaring
at the drovers. O-oh, you devils! I won’t have any swearing in my house in front of the ikons, or any smoking.
Don’t burn the lamp for too long—the kerosene has to be delivered.”
Grisha pressed the starter, and the truck immediately roared lustily into life and set off at a brisk pace. When
we bounded up the hillside and began to run into the roads that were turning to slush at the sides and the fields
ragged with weeds, we saw through the open door of the “saloon” a great piece of ice, glistening like silver in the
sunlight, rise like a white moon in the middle of the swollen lake, which pushed its surplus water over the edge
and down the ravines, ruts, gullies, gorges, round comers, and through cracks. A sunlit haze danced hesitantly
above it, and bright rays of light shattered against the edges of the Ice. Seagulls hovered above the lake in sweet,
drowsy sleep.
Then suddenly something appeared on the ice, flashed by and was lost, breaking the ice to pieces as if in a
silent film.
“An elk! An elk!” the cries rang out. Kir Kirych pulled out his binoculars from under the seat, held them to his
eyes, then muttered gloomily:
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“It’s a calf. They’ve run it to bay out there, the rats! Turn round, Grigory.”
The engine roared as we turned around in the mud. Women carrying poles and planks were running from
Muryzhikha to the lake edge. The drovers were using their horses to force the stricken herd, which was ready to
fling itself into the water after the first calf, on to the ice. On the other side of the lake, from the direction of the
former farmstead,a man, his shirt ruffled by the wmd, and a woman, also wearmg white, were rolling an old boat
over logs towards the water, to help the people save the cattle and generally to find out what was going on in the
lakeland region, in Muryzhikha, and the reason for all the noise and for all those people, what it was that had
almost brought back to life this long-silenced little corner of abandoned land.
Oh, Russian land! Where is the end to your majesty and suffering?
87.140 Promoxys\fn{by Bulat Okudzhava (1924-1997)} Alania (now North Ossetia), Russia (M) 9
“I do like fresh milk, but I won’t have any after all, because, my lovely Nastasya, I don’t want to think I care
about such things. So why don’t we just forget it? Better to look at the sky all above us: isn’t that something?
Besides, I didn’t come here to taste your fresh milk, but to enjoy your loveliness. That’s what has brought on this
flood of grand words, although I’m a simple sort of fellow as a rule and try to avoid fancy ways of expressing
myself. But where I live, downtown Moscow, that is, people have somehow got out of the habit of letting their
words free, they say only what’s strictly necessary in any situation. So kindly allow me to let the words out as
they come and not give a hoot for the impression they make on these distinguished surroundings. I promise you, I
shan’t say anything off color, because I think only good thoughts; as for the mode of expression, let me worry
about that. So, my lovely, I—”
Just then, however, she came back with a mug of fresh milk, which she held out to him, at the same time
turning her head away, so as not to embarrass him probably, while he drank the milk gratefully and forgot the
words he had been preparing for her. Well, why say anything, anyway? What was the use? He didn’t even know
her name. He had simply been passing by, had seen her in the window, and wanted to tease her a little; but then he
found himself abashed before her blue gaze and with rather a pathetic air begged her for a glass of fresh milk.
Why had he picked on milk? He hardly knew.
He emptied the mug and took his time handing it back to her. As she took it and made as if to leave, he had an
awful fear that he would never see her again, though, of course, he had spent thirty years up to now without her
and (or so it seemed) had survived.
This fear made him jump up from the steps where he had so strangely seated himself.
In this world where there are butterflies, dragonflies, and all sorts of creatures living all together, trees
growing, clouds floating; in this world where people invoke love with kisses, songs, and flowers, where laughter
and fear, birth and death rub shoulders: in this world nothing can exist for no reason at all, but every last thing has
its grounds for being—there can be nothing strange or redundant in this world, for unto each thing goes its own.
Probably this was what was at the heart of this world’s supreme philosophy, and at the heart of this world itself
were these steps where—at this very moment—Pavel Sytov was sitting face to face with his destiny.
He was holding a guitar in his left hand. The Sunday was nearing its end and the time had come for him to go
back to town, but he went on sitting there trying to work out how things were going to go for him now; she didn’t
seem to be making a move to go back into the house, either, but stayed on there plaguing him with the sight of her
that evoked the elusive image of his stately Marussya.
The devil only knew how it had all happened. As for himself—he was he! He imagined himself going up to
strangers, looking them straight in the eye, and saying: “Greetings, I’m Sytov, the guitarist. In the general course
of things I’m a screw cutter. But on Sundays I play the guitar, oh, it’s an instrument of very old origin, coming
from the ancient Greeks, who called it a cithara and played it by pinching the strings. So, greetings, I’m Sytov. If
I can be of any service to anyone …”
Suddenly he felt her looking at him fixedly. She just stayed there looking, not moving at all. But he wouldn’t
let himself lift his head to find out just what she was doing. Perhaps she was simply looking at the thinning hair
on the top of his head and wanted to give him a remedy for baldness?
But when he managed to control his misgivings and force himself to glance in her direction, she had gone.
It was both sad and ridiculous for him to go on sitting there alone on the step. Just behind that door she was
tiptoeing about, listening hard to hear if he were going or not. Oh, to the devil with her. And the milk had tasted
horrible as well. He ought to have had beer. Well, anyway, was she Nastasya or someone else? And what if he
went inside? Not bothering to knock, just went straight in? Here I am, Sytov’s my name, the guitarist. Of course,
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you know, I really don’t think it’s worth my while coming here again and again just because everyone does it, but
let’s get on with it, shall we? I’ve got some qualities, you know, that aren’t to be sneezed at. I’m Sytov. Who are
you?
But time went by, and it got darker and darker—in fact, the sun had already set, and it was dusk, soon to be
night. In August the nights are so dense and dark you lose all hope of morning.
Right away Sytov knew he didn’t want to get up off the steps. Can you allow yourself not to get up when you
don’t want to but you know you must? It’s the very last moment of your life, and you ask yourself: So what have
you done with your life, brother? And answer, Well, nothing, really. What scared you? How do I know? I was
scared, that’s all, ashamed, I expect, or perhaps I just couldn’t get the hang of it. You don’t say! But it’s too late
now, brother, isn’t it? Yes, I suppose it is. … Really, there is nothing you can say. And that’s probably why you
sometimes have to allow yourself just a little license—let yourself forget all sorts of fiddling rules, that is, as long
as you weren’t going to murder, plunder, or otherwise offend anyone. He certainly wasn’t going to do any of that,
all he wanted was not to get up off these alien steps, just so as to wait for her, or not even that—just to go on
sitting there because that was where he was sitting.
It was really worthwhile sitting there: evening, rustling leaves, shining stars (that means fair weather), silence,
the guitar snuggling against your back on the warm side. It was a cithara, sure enough! As for the other matter, it
is reasonable to assume she has interests of her own. Someone else? Where is he, then? Having a good time
somewhere? Or does he sleep at that house? Lying on his back with his mouth open, feeling no need of her at all?
But if that was so, there was no reason to put on an act, only wait. … Or could this fellow be madly, hopelessly in
love with her? Well, and where was he, then? Why wasn’t he at his post, sitting here on the steps beside Sytov?
Although, come to think of it, why wasn’t he, Sytov, sitting on Marussya’s steps?
Meanwhile, the evening went on. August is not July: the nights are cold. All was quiet in the house. Perhaps
she thought he was gone and that was why she was showing no interest. Why didn’t she look outside, then? She
could at least come out for a moment. But suppose she thought he was gone, why didn’t he strum on the guitar? It
would be a reminder for her and a diversion for him.
He touched the steel strings with fingers chilled by the damp of the evening air. At once a window lit up, and
the yellow glare fell on Sytov.
No, it’s hardly funny, thought Sytov, crouching here with a guitar and all. Another man wouldn’t have sat on
out here. He would have gone up to the door and knocked.
Sytov plucked the strings again, in despair and in hope. But she didn’t come out. Instead, up came Marussya,
as if she were standing there before him, warm and vital, looking at him with reproach.
Of course, you could conjure up what and whom you liked, but there was also your conscience to reckon with,
and for some reason his seemed to have gone astray.
“All right, step-by-step reasoning now! Marussya is available. So what more do I want? But who can figure
out the what’s and wherefore’s? Why am I sitting on these steps like a fool, in the pure cold night, nursing a
guitar? Why won’t the one come out of her house and the other get out of my head? It’s as good as having her
here beside me, standing by that bush. Like seeing her hands clasped in prayer and her eyes full of reproach and
her heart … what a lot of rubbish can go through a man’s head. A complete romantic fabrication. Complete oldfashioned rubbish, you mean!”
Again he touched the cords. Marussya fluttered unsteadily near the bushes. You may well flutter—it’s pretty
cold! So, “Summer, good-bye …”
Marussya took a step closer to him, then another, and held out her hand.
“Are you out of your mind?”
“No,” said Sytov, “well, not so far as I know.”
“Sitting on somebody’s step like that. You are!”
“Don’t tell anyone,” he said, “it’ll pass. I was beginning to feel sorry for the guitar, anyway.”
She took the guitar from him and moved away. He followed her, walking or rather prowling along like an
Indian—now, he thought, the stag would not come on him unprepared; no sooner did it leap out of the thicket than
it would fall dead on the spot. And he raised his gun and fired at the sky, yes, actually fired it. And gone
Marussya, gone the stag, gone the gun. The same flight of steps, the same step, the early morning, the dew thick
as the foam on beer. It was bitingly cold. There was a motorcycle by the house. And the owner of the motorcycle
was knocking on the window. He was wearing boots and a leather jacket with a streak of lightning on it. Tall,
broad-shouldered. Sytov wanted to callout to him: no use rapping on the window so early in the morning, but he
refrained—the house didn’t happen to be his, did it?—the window wasn’t his, either, and what’s more, the girl
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behind the window was a stranger.
The other went on sharply, insistently rapping, like a woodpecker on a tree trunk. Sytov decided to take cover:
you never knew, he might win yet.
Then the door opened and she came running down the steps, in such haste that she didn’t notice him sitting
there. She put her arms around the other one in the leather jacket, placed herself behind him on the pillion, and
clung to his shoulders.
And away they went, straight across the grass as if Sytov did not even exist, and he wanted to cry out to them,
ask them where, I say, where are they off to? Can they really be so happy?
Then he found himself near the station at the level crossing. And just where the ways crossed, there was a beer
stand, and just as this stand stood the motorcycle, but no sign of its owner. Pine trees, passengers on the platform,
leave-takings, morning air—they all seemed to be mocking Sytov, who was late for work.
Moving quietly up to the stand, he thought, “To hell with all this. I’m for contravention! Look at them all,
watching the clock, afraid to be late for work or an appointment, while to me, the screw cutter, the progressive,
walking among them, it all comes easily, exquisitely—if you took my photo now, I’d come out enviable, worthy
of respect. So respect me! Sytov, the guitarist, lives and walks among you, Sytov, brimming with love and other
fine sentiments, loving you all because he’s stronger and more beautiful than any of you. And even if this is so for
only a moment or a single morning, it is so, and no one can say it isn’t.
Just then an attendant came out of the beer stand—a thin little man with a mustache—seized the motorcycle by
the handlebars as if they were horns and began laboriously trying to push it inside. The motorcycle opposed itself
to this, thrashing about with its horns, refusing to be led inside, but it could not overcome the man.
How is it that anyone can take someone else’s object in broad daylight and stow it inside his shop in full view
of the passers-by? And where did the other two go, who shot away locked in their own embrace and their own
happiness? Sytov hurried onto the platform, looking at the faces. As if especially arranged for him, they were all
in pairs, and each couple stood at a distance from the others, their backs turned to the rails, talking quietly.
Here are these people, thought Sytov, happy, minding their own business, waiting for the train to take them
somewhere on time, and all the while there’s a power in the shape of a clock watching over them, telling them
what to do: how is it possible? And how is it possible otherwise? And only he, a screw cutter of an advanced turn
of mind, had allowed himself to spend the night on somebody else’s steps and then to take his time passing
through a forest, wandering around here, leaving his supervisor to imagine that he had got a sore throat or broken
his leg. Only he, his August horns thrashing—a bull who would not suffer himself to be put in a stall—he went on
meditating on anything and everything, while these other people could only look at one another.
Meanwhile, it was a pleasant thing to contemplate the love all around him running on, like time, without
argument or commotion, according to the most high-minded principles. Supposing, he thought, the platform
suddenly broke from its moorings and went galloping off, they would hardly be surprised or move, but would stay
on it and be carried off who knows where, with every sign of happiness in their faces and gestures. And here he
remembered Marussya saying to him: “What is it that makes you go to Klyazma every Sunday and take your
guitar? I bet you’ve got a girl friend over there. Or maybe you’re looking for something you lost there once? He
goes again and again, the crazy fool. Other people go and visit one another and see movies and walk in the park
and think about their future.”
And he imagined himself sitting beside her, teasing the curls on her neck, listening to her grumble, and for
some unaccountable reason he no longer wanted to shout with the burden of his feelings, break a glass, throw
something on the ground, anyway, and catch his happiness in the joyous sound of breaking glass.
After all, he had begun to imagine how he had really wanted to do all this and had actually jumped up and
down, shouted, dashed something to the ground, and started to whirl her around and around and run off with her
to the throbbing roar of the motorcycle. But it turned out that he was running alone. He had started the wild caper
in vain: Marussya always fell back somewhere along the way. .
When he saw the women with their long legs, their bright dresses and bracelets, was he envious of the men
who walked beside them? Then, so that he might compare, Marussya would fly up before him, ironic, severe,
someone to whom all is as self-evident as the nose on your face; it was a useful attitude to mask herself with amid
all the confusion of the street.
“I don’t see you careening off on a motorcycle with Marussya hugging you from behind, shouting and
rejoicing, or leaving the machine near a beer stand, or forgetting about it while you go off somewhere, together
with her so you pay no heed to other people.”
What else could he have done except get his head broken? Meantime, things were all out of whack at the
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workshop, or perhaps they weren’t—and he was still here. And no one yet had been able to divine that great
mystery: to whom goes what? The electric train charged in impetuously, rather as if it had been creeping along
like a thief before them. As he sat down, Sytov suddenly saw those two. Her! They were sitting by the window.
He was telling her something. She listened, her lips moving very slightly. She looked as if her hair had been done
in a hurry, or not at all, a lock of it fell across her face. But the high forehead above her thin little face was free
and it was as if she bore it forward to some distant, unknown place. Her hands lay in her lap like a nun’s. She
listened. As for the man in the leather jacket, he was not so young, and his arm had disappeared somewhere
behind her back.
What could they be saying? It was hard to guess.
Now why had Sytov spent the whole night on that step? So that an overbearing, bold-faced fellow like that one
could simply come along and whirl her off on his motorcycle? Ah, Marussya, there’s not a place on earth that has
any real substance in it. If I’d had some breakfast, yet, but here I sit on an empty stomach. And here I sit looking
at her with her hair flopping over her eyes. But, oh lord, I just can’t break away, that’s all. There’s Old Leather
Jacket talking away, and as she’s next to him, she has to listen, in fact, she seems to be delighted with what he’s
telling her.
“Marussya!” cried Sytov inside his soul. “What more could I have wanted?”
He let his chin drop forward on his chest. The guitar lay quietly beside him. The train ran on and stopped, ran
on farther and stopped again.
It was suddenly as if the strings had stirred abruptly. Sytov snatched up the guitar, but it was silent. But, look in
front down there! Leather Jacket was flashing in and out from seat to seat, among the passengers, who shouted at
him, “Move on! Move on!” It seemed the impudent fellow was actually crawling on all fours toward the aisle. …
At that moment Sytov got a glimpse of her blue eyes, her slender little hand stretched forward. … her elbow …
shoulder … scream.
Somebody in a checked coat would have dashed after the crawling Leather Jacket, but the press of people
prevented him. Now a tall fellow in a cap leaped onto the bench as airily as an acrobat, but Leather Jacket let fly
with an upper cut, and went crawling on; the people drew back against the windows: move on, on. And she—she
was standing in front of the man in the checked coat, who was wider than she.
“What’s going on?” ripped through the drowsiness in Sytov’s brain. “Are those two beating up Leather Jacket
because of his bold face? A fight!” He had grasped it now. And tried to make his way nearer. Leather Jacket again
lost his footing: over he goes! And the shouting that went on, it was savage, fearful.
Sytov drew closer and there before him was a sort of bloody cross on Leather Jacket’s forehead. He was
coming straight at Sytov with his bloody cross, the boldness gone from his eyes, which blinked and burned like
the last burst of gunfire from a hunted man who knows he’ll get no quarter. “Lord, I forgot the guitar,” thought
Sytov unaccountably.
“Sergey! Sergey, darling!” she suddenly cried. “Get up! Get up!”
Wiping his lips, the fellow in the cap seized Leather Jacket and raised his fist with a key in it. “He’ll fit it into
him!” thought Sytov.
Suddenly again she cried: “Sergey!” her voice trailing, “look out!”
It was such a cry that Sytov went lurching forward. His fist sent Cap Wearer reeling on top of someone who let
out a yell, while the key flew off like a sparrow, no one knew where; then Sytov grasped Checked Coat and
dragged him fiercely close to him: “Now see here, buster!” And Checked Coat folded like a man of straw.
Just then Sytov caught the beam of her eye. She was looking at Leather Jacket, though, not at Sytov, no. “She
doesn’t remember,” he thought, “she’s forgotten.”
Look at that, they were already cuddling close to each other again—she and Leather Jacket, who'd been able to
wipe off the cross and the rest of it. The other two had slipped off toward the next car.
“Don’t let them get away,” said Leather Jacket—or Sergey, if you like.
“Oh, let them go,” said Sytov. “They’ll be thrown out sooner or later.”
At that moment Cap Wearer turned and shouted at her: “Just you wait and see, you bitch!”
Sytov hurled himself at the shout, for he had seen the two blue eyes in her anguished face, while the Cap was
bobbing near the exit in the wake of the Checked Coat.
Well, before the last stop, the two of them had jumped off the train in despair. Sytov had gone to work with his
fists in the passage between the cars as if he would never stop. He had gone on for too long, in fact. Now he
would be having fits of nausea for a week. The guitar was unharmed, that was one consolation. The old girl was
lying on a seat, humming resonantly. She was a real cithara, that one.
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Blue Eyes was already smiling again and went on smiling as she dabbed at Leather Jacket’s forehead with
what was probably her hanky. Then she looked at Sytov and nodded with rather a vague air. “She doesn’t
recognize me,” he thought, “she doesn’t remember. And that man of hers, such a fine upstanding fellow. The
others were tagging on behind her, most likely. Monday’s a heavy day.”
Sytov was having quite a pleasant time on the train; Blue Eyes didn’t seem at all sorry for herself, or
frightened, or mad. So could one bet on the other two having cleared off, after they jumped out? Sytov smiled
spitefully and secretly felt the muscle in his left arm: not at all bad, quite impressive, in fact.
He changed his place—moving closer to them, he felt shy, he would even have to force himself to do it. But he
simply had to change his place.
“Thanks,” said Leather Jacket, and laughed.
“What did they want to fix you for?” asked Sytov.
“They didn’t fix us, we fixed them,” said the other with a chuckle. “We fixed them once and for all, didn’t
we?”
She nodded affirmatively. Sytov was now sitting facing them.
Her eyes strayed over the guitarist and back to her own Leather Jacket. “She doesn’t recognize me,” he
thought, “she doesn’t remember.”
He wanted to say, “We took care of them all right, eh?” but he said nothing. He wanted to ask her, “You going
to Moscow?” but did not. Obviously she was going to Moscow. Platitudes—it all meant nothing to anyone. But
then, why had he gone to sit there? Why hadn’t he gone into the next car to think out where he would take
Marussya next Saturday? When you came to think of it, this girl had long legs, too. Another thing, her hair wasn’t
well done. Why couldn’t she say something—anything—so he could shut his eyes in relief, or even if he didn’t
shut them, even if he kept them open, look her straight in the face?
Sytov was actually looking at Leather Jacket, whose name was Sergey, and he didn’t see how shamelessly she
was stroking her man’s head and shoulder to the surprise of the entire coach. But the people were surprised
because they were ashamed, nobody knew why. Why be ashamed, anyway? All they needed to do was grab them
and throw them out! But the fact was, they were ashamed—ashamed of themselves—look how they’d scattered to
the far corners—and ashamed of those two as well—how could they sit there embracing? “But they don’t pay any
attention,” thought Sytov, “I’m on my own.”
“You fixed them good,” said Leather Jacket Sergey. “I thought I was done for.” He laughed.
“Fistwork, that’s all it was,” said Sytov, amicably. (“Never mind, he’s not so bad.”) “They got behind you, took
you by surprise.”
“They were annoying this young woman,” said a lady.
“You ought to have wrung their necks,” said Sytov, not looking at the lady.
“He’s not allowed to,” piped up Blue Eyes all of a sudden: she drew into herself, shivering, and went on
caressing her young man. “He’s got some very valuable glass things on his chest.” She laughed gently, taking no
notice of Sytov.
“But what makes her tick?” he wondered.
Then from under his leather jacket Sergey brought out a number of test tubes colored sky-blue and pink: inside
bubbles were rushing around and some green species of cricket were sitting with their legs against their chests and
their knees crossed. They were dead, of course, and it had been in the cause of their anonymous glory that he had
gone crawling down the aisle with the red cross on his forehead.
He showed his crickets, holding them up to the light, while she looked at him and nothing else; not at Sytov
nor the lady nor the window, through which a splendid panorama of forest, touch you or say anything: just
exchange kisses, go for walks, take your lunch.
Meanwhile, those two had got involved in this business—everyone else was going to work, you notice,
whereas they were showing off the stomoxys and not bothering about anyone. Perhaps this was their own way of
overstepping the limits and supporting contravention?
To think of him hurrying to her on his motorcycle—in fact, that was probably why he had the motorcycle, just
to hurry to her and then dash boldly with her along the highway.
“Marussya!” he cried inside his soul. “We’ll go to Klyazma and walk arm-in-arm over the grass and forget all
about every- one. Life is short, and I hardly know you.
“Pashka, you crazy thing,” said Marussya, “are you telling me you don’t love me any more? Hmm. You’re like
a little child.”
And then, daringly, she whispered, “Give me your hand. Put it here. What about that? You are silly.”
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“So are you, my dove, d’you know it? Why can’t life itself be enough joy for us all?”
“Don’t take me right up to the door, my folksll see us. You’re mussing my dress. Pashka! Remember where
you are!”
Inside the test tubes the crickets hung suspended with their legs folded under them. She was looking at her
young man and could not take her eyes off him. In ancient times, could I have been snatched up by a bolt of
lightning and suspended like that in there? Stomoxys. As things are, I’m guilty of unwarranted absence, not
because of drinking or sheer foolishness, but I’m guilty all the same. Why? Because I just had to sit here and
watch them looking at their stomoxys and at each other. And we’ll have to say good-bye. She won’t even look at
me, because she needs all her eyes for the one with the tubes on his chest.
Oh yes, she has eyes only for him. And she’s nothing but a slip of a thing, yet she looked quite plump, even
overblown, at the window, or when she put her arms round Sergey on the motorcycle. But now she seems quite
slender. Her thin arms are tanned. Her face is tanned. Her cheeks are even rather hollow.
And when she smiles at that man of hers, there is a dark place among her white teeth. But what does he care
about her faults, looking at her, devouring her with his eyes, not noticing that she’s skinny, and her hair’s not
done, and she’s half asleep, and has a black tooth that shows. So go on, smile. Marussya’s teeth are a picture, and
then she’s an athlete, she swims like a fish, and any dress she put on would never be such a crumpled rag as hers.
And there she sits holding his shaggy head between her thin little hands, and she even likes his hair all ruffled,
with bits of straw in it, and she isn’t holding his head to show off ("See how much I love him!”) to others, but for
her very own delight, she isn’t looking around with a self-satisfied smirk on her face.
Then the train stopped. They had arrived without noticing it. Moscow was around them on all sides. And
people were breaking into a run.
Sytov tried to get out so as to be able to see—might be for the last time—how they went off together. He got
out of the train, thinking over the farewell nod Sergey had given him and the uncaring way in which she had
waved good-bye.
There they were, walking along on the double. And he had his hand on her shoulder in the same way as before.
What a good thing the guitar was undamaged!
Just then Sytov felt his arm seized in a grip not fierce but demanding. The grip belonged to a lieutenant of the
local militia, a red-haired young upstart in a brand new uniform.
And he was calling to someone: “Come on, come and get this one as well. They’re getting away. Taken off,
have they?” he asked Sytov.
“Huh?” said Sytov.
“Your pals, I mean.”
“Just let go of my elbow, youngster,” said Sytov very softly and deliberately. “And don’t address me in that
familiar tone.”
“That’ll do, you!” said the lieutenant. “No wisecracks.” But he did let go of his elbow. “Get on and be quick
about it.”
“Ah, that won’t do!” said Sytov, hiding an ironic smile. “It doesn’t suit you. You’re such a fine young man.
Why behave like this?”
“I’m taking you somewhere to sober up,” said the lieutenant.
“Look at him swaggering before me!” thought Sytov. “He has to prove his complete power, his complete
authority, because he can’t be replaced, and if it weren’t for him, everything would be inside out and fellows like
me’d be treading on people’s hands and beating them on the head with my guitar.”
They went on to the station.
“It’s like a store,” thought Sytov on entering the duty officers room, for the barrier looked like a counter, and
the captain behind it like a storekeeper. Sytov wanted to laugh at the whole scene and almost said out loud: “Half
a pound of sausages.”
Sergey of the leather jacket was there, too, standing near the counter, and the girl with the blue eyes was
leaning against that man of hers; his hand was still on her shoulder in exactly the same way.
At that moment Sytov could take in only that her badly crumpled dress was green. Why hadn’t he noticed if
before?
“How many kinds of devices have they used,” thought Sytov, just to make sure I don’t come out of my little
niche and get into someone else’s!”
Just then the captain came out.
Sytov collapsed onto the bench, because his empty stomach made it hard for him to sit upright.
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“No sitting here!” said the lieutenant, and the guitar reverberated.
Then Sergey winked at Sytov and said to the red-haired, good-looking young officer: “Why are you so, uh,
severe with us? We’ve done nothing.”
“Just you hold your tongue and stand up properly,” said the lieutenant, and the guitar hummed again.
“What’s ‘properly?’” asked Sytov, with an air of complete innocence.
“Take your hand off her shoulder. Lovesick—”
“Why act like that?” said Sergey again. “Suppose we’re not guilty? How’ll you be able to look us in the face?”
“Put that guitar down,” the lieutenant ordered Sytov. “What are you strumming it for?”
“I’m not strumming on it,” said Sytov.
“You are!” said the lieutenant. “It’s sounding off.”
“It’s sounding off because it’s sensitive,” said Sytov. “It can’t bear to see me roughly treated.”
Blue Eyes laughed, and the red-haired officer glared at her. “Well, I couldn’t help it,” she said.
The lieutenant said nothing as the captain was already there; it occurred to Sytov that this young redhead
would now be tame and gentle. Now we’ll see if you dance in front of him or not.
Then he began: family name, first name, occupation, address.
“How much have you had to drink?” the captain asked Sytov. “A mugful,” answered Sytov obediently.
“What did you drink?” asked the captain. “Milk,” said Sytov.
“Don’t let him tell you that, Comrade Captain,” said the lieutenant, showing his white teeth in a grin. “That’s
enough of your cracks,” he said to Sytov.
“All right, all right,” the captain told him. To Sytov he said: “You know where you’ll be going with your jokes,
don’t you?”
“But I’m not drunk!” said Sytov, astonished.
“And suppose we thought you were?” said the redhead. Sytov, listening, watched her, how she stood with her
shoulders slightly raised as if amazed, whereas it was the questioners who should be amazed at those two standing
there so full of love, making no outcry, breaking nothing.
“Monday is a heavy day,” thought Sytov. Suddenly he felt relieved and somehow indifferent as he saw how
serene they were before this harsh world, which was as it was. Of course, all kinds of stomoxys could go on
peaceably kneeling in alcohol and would not be thrown out any which way, together with the broken glass.
“That yours?” the captain asked Sytov, and pointed to the guitar.
“It’s a cithara,” said Sytov.
Then everything was made clear, oh yes! Two respectable young taxi drivers (one wearing a checked coat, the
other a cap) had signed a complaint that they had been on an innocent outing in the suburbs and were just on their
way home, sitting quietly in the electric train like anyone else, looking out the window at the environs of Moscow,
so dear to us all, when they were suddenly set upon by three toughs, who even used their fists, and that was why
those two young drivers had jumped out of a moving train with bloodied faces, whereupon they were seized by a
constable of the local militia who just happened to be passing on his way home from his beat. Now they were too
ashamed to show up looking like this at their progressive worker’s center. Meanwhile, the three toughs had gone
on into Moscow as if nothing had occurred. To think that this could happen in a country like ours, where the
working class was held in such high esteem!
Sytov burst into loud laughter and said; looking at the captain’s sullen face: “Well, that’s a twist! You could
read it all back to front, and then you’d get it right. A man could write a book!”
“What book?” asked the captain.
“He’ll get you all mixed up, Comrade Captain,” said the red-haired lieutenant.
But those two weren’t laughing. They’d probably realized long since what had happened and were not
surprised, as Sytov was, for instance. Truly, who was to say that Sytov wasn’t a tough? Or the one in the leather
jacket? Or the blue-eyed girl with the crumpled dress and untidy hair?
“I suppose I’m the third tough,” said she.
The captain pursed his lips, but he asked, “Were you in the fight?”
“Of course I was,” she said so defiantly that Sytov quivered and held his breath.
Suddenly it came to him: why were their family names different, and even their addresses? God, she was his
mistress, then, just that, and not his legal wife—think how close they’d stood with his hand on her shoulder.
Sytov saw her looking at him now, but as if she were far away, in another sphere. “She doesn’t recognize me,”
he thought, “doesn’t recall …”
“All right,” said the captain, scratching the back of his head, “I’ll be back in a moment. Sit down.” And he
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went off.
Those two exchanged a few words in low tones, God only knows what. Sytov bent his ear to the faint
humming of his guitar, “No rest,” it hummed, and against the deep bass of the sounding-box the wires rang like
bells.
The redhead had already dwindled. (There hadn’t been enough to bolster him up for long!) He probably
thought he saw now what it was all about, he’d got the hang of it at last! For some time he had stopped shouting
and swaggering. His eyes glanced at Sytov, now at the other two, watching for any movement, for him to fix a
lock on her forehead, or something. Therefore the redhead was able to say with a broad smile: “Could you use a
comb? Be better with a comb.”
They made no response, did not even glance in his direction. When Sytov leaned over his guitar to hear
whether the strings were now mute, the redhead hastened to say: “It’s still twanging. Might be alive.”
Sytov didn’t look at him either. He said to Sergey: “What I could do to some food! Somebody’s played me a
rotten trick.”
“I hope this jok’ll be over soon,” said Sergey.
“Just be patient a while longer,” said the redhead in a friendly tone. “At least there’s no war on to make things
more difficult.”
But again no one glanced his way.
At that moment the captain came back, and the red-haired officer’s eyes darted everywhere. He wanted to hear
what the other had been able to make out in order to decide what his own conduct should be.
“Well, now,” said the captain, throwing some papers on the table, “it’s all been cleared up. What a waste of a
day’s work! The two who brought charges against you were toughs themselves, it seems.” And that was all.
The redhead looked at them, a happy expression in his eyes (and perhaps he really was happy, who can tell?)
“And now,” said the captain, “I have to apologize to you. I hope you’ll accept my apology. This is a rough
neighborhood.”
“Well, what d’you say?” said Sergey to the redhead.
“Why, what d’you mean?” he said.
“You can go,” said the captain. “I’ll have the necessary certificates of absence made out for you to show at
work. Excuse me, please.”
“Certainly we’ll go,” said Sergey firmly, “but, before we do, this citizen (indicating the young lieutenant) must
personally apologize to my girl friend here.”
“What?” shouted the redhead, blustering.
The guitar hummed on several notes in response.
“Get on with it, then,” said the captain wearily.
“Why apologize?” said the redhead, lowering his voice. “Arresting them and bringing them here was my job:
you gave the orders.”
“Get on with it,” said the captain again.
“Well, all right, I apologize,” said the red-haired officer to the blue-eyed girl. “I apologize.”
She was standing with her Sergey’s arm around her, staring at the red-haired young man as if he were some
kind of stomoxys.
“People are always mad at the militia,” said the redhead, laughing.
The guitar hummed.
“Oh, why speak like that?” said Sytov to the lieutenant. “Suppose you were working at a beer stand, and
somebody gave you flowers to hold, wouldn’t you be nicer?”
“What?” The redhead had not caught on and glanced quickly at the captain.
The captain came up to Sytov and said: “About the milk you said just now you drank. Why did you say that?
What milk, pal? Anything to make it tough for us, eh?”
“No, I did have some milk, I did,” Sytov laughed. “last evening. She was the one who poured it into the mug
and brought it to me. Truly. That’s her.” And he pointed to the blue-eyed. girl. He saw a light come into her eyes,
but only for a second, then it went out again.
“She doesn’t remember,” he thought, “she’s forgotten.” They went out into the square. Again Sergey nodded to
Sytov, and she waved her little hand, then they plunged into the subway.
Motors were throbbing all around, and the guitar hummed on a trailing note as it rubbed against Sytov’s side.
Cithara! Suddenly he remembered Marussya. He had forgotten her while they had been standing at the counter,
when Sergey had had his hand on his girl friend’s shoulder—she was probably his only girl, too—Sytov was all
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alone with himself, unless, of course, you counted the guitar.
Then he walked for a long time in the streets. Night fell, but he went on walking. The rain came down, but it
didn’t matter to him. Even the certificate in his pocket that said he had not been guilty of an unwarranted absence
didn’t matter.
He stood and rang a long time at the door, soaked to the skin, yet, for some reason suffused with joy. He rang
and rang until a man called out in a hoarse voice: “Who is it?”
“A friend of the family,” said Sytov.
“Some friend, I must say.”
“Where’s Marussya?”
“Marussya’s gone,” said the voice in astonishment.
“Gone?” (She really was gone.) “When?”
“It’ll be two years now.”
It really was two years. And no letter.
“And who might you be?” asked the voice, still astonished.
“I’m Pavel, Sytov. We were such—”
“What’s the use if it’s all over and done with?” said the voice. The safety chain rattled, and all was silent.
The rain went on falling as it had two years before, when they still remembered Sytov in that house.
“Stomoxys: that means ‘poking chin,’” he said laughing, “I’m Promoxys; that means “soaking skin.’”
He went on his way, light of heart.
88.208 The Color Of Scalded Milk\fn{by Viktor Loganov (1925-

)}

Bolshiye Veski, Vladimir Oblast, Russia (M) 4

In dreams I go back to my childhood—stars seen through mist, a cobbled road, slippery after rain, trees with
wet light running up their trunks, and Dochka the little cow—the color of scalded milk. Have you ever seen
scalded milk, that substance so peculiarly Russian, when milk is warmed through slowly and for several patient
hours in an earthenware jug, beside a Russian stove, and judged ready only when its color has turned a rich
oatmeal, with flecks of amber on a brown skin? Ah, the sensuous richness on the tongue, the bliss that no
Sybarite\fn{A voluptuary; originally, one of the inhabitants of ancient Sybaris, who were noted for their love of luxury and pleasure .}
could equal!
And the mist itself, swirling through the long valleys, was as white as milk—even at night. Perhaps the
cobbled road shone dully in that mist, but when it cleared the brilliant stars struck light from every stone. As for
little Dochka, well she was like a sister to me, I loved her so. I grazed her in the rich, roadside ditches by day, and
at night I slept beside her in the warm-smelling barn, her milk-laden breath tickling my neck. At that time I never
thought of her color as being something special; it was only later, with childhood long gone, that I knew I would
never see her like again, never love with such passionate innocence. I had not remembered her for years—until I
began to dream of my childhood …
… It was all real to me; the stars, and the mist, and the sparkling cobblestones. I was walking along a road with
a thorn stick in my hand. Right under my nose Dochka’s tail flicked from side to side, and her hoofed hindlegs
clip-clopped rhythmically on the cobbles. Sometimes I even caught a faint glimpse of embryonic horns, seen
faintly as though through tissue paper, and a little above them floated my father’s cap; he was leading Dochka on
a rope. Sometimes, as in a dream, the tail and legs and everything else would disappear, and even the sound of
Dochka’s hoofs would die away. And I would be left alone in the mist, in an unexplored world, and every time
this happened I would experience an ecstasy of fear—the sort that only comes in dreams, or in childhood.
Terrified, I would launch myself forward through the mist and soon Dochka’s tail would flick from side to side
again before my eyes, and the hoofed feet patter calmly on the rough road. On, on, she would trot to her new
pasture—dear Dochka, our provider. And on, on, I trotted after her—headed for discoveries and adventure—as
barefoot urchin, innocent as a star in the gray sky of morning.
When I was a child I was convinced that all the roads I walked along were made by my father. And that all the
bridges over rivers, streams or wide ditches were also made by my father. He used to say: “I am a roadman.” He
had been a foreman, later a technician, so that “bridge,” “gravel,” “road,” were words as familiar in our house as
“bread,” “milk” and “salt,” and all of my childhood, all of my youth, in fact, I saw as an unending road, always
leading somewhere. To think in terms of roads was as natural to me as breathing, and when I see my childhood I
see myself walking, and always along my father’s roads, my father’s bridges, and ever a few paces behind him
while he led Dochka, our little cow.
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From Bessonovka,a tiny village near Rybinsk, we moved to the south of the Ivanovo region, and that was a
terrible time, leaving behind all that one had ever known, adventuring in the real—and frightening—sense; not at
all like adventuring in the mist, making believe. Almost all our goods and chattels had been sold. A large trunk
crammed with mattresses, pillows, fur coats, felt boots, goatskin capes had been taken to the station, and wooden
traveling chests, heaped full, and baskets were stacked outside the door of th ehouse, awaiting their turn for
removal. I stood at the door of an empty room and listened to my mother and father talking. They sat on a wooden
chest, debating the fate of Dochka. Outside the window waited the man who wanted to buy her—a bearded
peaswant in clogs and a faded shirt with mother-of-pearl buttons. He held a knotted piece of cloth in his clasped
hands; it contained the purchase money for Dochka.
“You know we must sell Dochka,” said my fahter, and my mother burst into tears.
My father spat with exasperation. “Listen,” he said, “imagine leading her across the whole region on a bit of
rope!”
My mother continued to cry. I moved further into the room and began to snuffle. “You can’t sell Dochka,” I
said. The idea was unthinkable—where would we ever find another Dochka? Of such a beautiful color …?
My father sighed, glared at me, softened his glance for my mother, and stood up. “All right,” he said. “We’ll
take her.”
My mother’s tears ceased miraculously, little smiles brightened here eyes, her mouth twitched ina pleased way.
And I ran out to the front door and shouted at the peasant: “Go away, uncle, go away! We’re not going to sell our
Dochka—we’re going to lead her on a piece of rope!”
Since dochka was coming with us it was decided that I should accompany my father; we would walk the one
hundred kilometers (as the crow flies) to our destination, avoiding main roads wherever possible. The prospect
filled me with alarm and pleasure: I was just nine years old. My mother, wih the trunks and chests and baskets,
was to go by train, and I felt very, very sorry for her—how would she be able to endure such dullness …
As I remember it, we left early in the morning, but perhaps that was another time an doccasion, for my mother
always assured me that we started out in the evening when the sun was already low in the west, and the first wind
of dusk stirred the trees. Yet I remember it quite differently. I remember the chill of early morning, dew on the
meadows, and a sunthat was rising, warm through the shoulders of my shirt. We were walking straight into the
sun, and I remember quite clearly asking my father how many days it would take to walk to the sun. “Could you
get there in a month?” I asked.
“Not even in a year,” my father replied.
I was awed by the concept of time. “Why not?” I asked.
My father turned this over in his mind for a time, then he said: “Why would you want to go there, anyway?
Nobody does, not even the birds—their wings woul dget burned away. Somebody\fn{ His name was Icarus. In Greek
mythology, he was the son of one Daedalus, the Athenian architect and inventor who designed the labyrinth for King Minos of Crete. It
was built as a prison for the Minotaur, a man-eating monster that was half man and half bull, of which Minos was strangely fond. This
construction was so skillfully designed that no one who entered it could escape from the Minotaur; but Daedalus revealed the secret of the
labyrinth to Ariadne, a daughter of Minos, and she aided her lover, the Athenian hero Theseus, to slay the Minotaur and escape. In anger
Minos imprisoned Daedalus and his son Icarus in the labyrinth. For some reason the prisoners could not find the exit, so Daedalus made
wax wings so that they could both fly out. Icarus, however, flew too near the sun; his wings melted, and he fell into the sea. His father
survived.} tried once, a long time ago: he pretended he was a bird, and he made himself wings from feathers which

he stuck on with wax … but when he got near to the sun it was too hot and the wax meltedand he fell down to the
earth and died.”
“What sort of feathers were they?” I asked. “Were they chickien feathers?” I remembered the chickens we used
to keep in the garden—fat brown ones and red ones and haughty white and, prettiest of all, the speckledy black
and white ones with very red wattles.
“How should I know?” said my father impatiently. “It was a long time ago, I told you.”
“Well, could you get to the moon in a month?” I persisted.
“I shouldn’t think so. There’s no road, for one thing—and why would anyone want to go there?”
“It’s beautiful,” I said. “Like a great round button—like those mother-of-pearl buttons the peasants wear.”
“Ah, well,” said my father, “it may be beautiful and all that, but you can’t walk there, that’s for sure.”
“You could if you made a miracle,” I said, but I said it under my breath, because I knew he didn’t believe in
miracles: how many times had I heard him say to my mother, “Miracles don’t happen …”?
But miracles were always happening for me, and on that journey they began with that first morning, when we
were walking straight into the sun. It seemed to me that the sun was stationary only a few kilometers ahead of us,
a mere step, just waiting for us to catch up with it. It was so big and heavy that the rim, against the limitless
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horizon, actually rested on the road, squashed down flat, a vast golden ball that beckoned yet impeded: despite
what my father had said, how could we get past it unless we walked right throughit?
I shivered with delight at the idea of a real miracle at last. The scene was so beautiful that it has remained with
me ever since, and when I close my eyes there it still is—that great rosy gateway to another world. I had only to
run up to that gateway, step over the threshold, and there I would be in the courts of the sun. What amazing rosepink grass must grow there, and what rose-colored trees—gigantic trees, giant trees to match the majesty of that
great glowing world! And across the strange grass, wandering through rich meadows, must surely stroll such
beautiful, rosy people!
I couldn’t bear the slowness of our walking. We’d never be in time; the sun would take off at any minute,
lifting itself from the road, getting higher and higher while we were left behind, insignificant figures on a lonely,
morning road. “Please hurry,” I begged my father, but his stride—though long—was measured, never altered, and
he laughed at my imjpatience, and I ran on ahead, determined to step through that rosy gateway.
“Wait,” he called after me. “Don’t tire yourself too soon. We’ve a long way to go still …”
I knew then that I could never make him understand, and that he could never come with me to the courts of the
su. And I slowed my pace, and I looked at him, but he was intent only on leading Dochka; that was all that
mattered to him. Joy diminished, and I took my place behind Dochka. Alreaday the sun had risen a little, rested no
longer on the road, yet I was stiill convinced that had we hurried a little we would have at least glimpsed those
rosy meadows, might even have been saluted by the keeper of the gates … Sadness descended on me like a
shroud—until I looked around my own world, and was suddenly transported, and I thought that perhaps the
keeper of the gates of the courts of th esun had taken pity on me, and had scoooped up a handful of the rosy stuff
and flung it over me … for when I looked at Dochka her horns were pink! Really pink—and her flans were all
rosy, too. And my father’s cap was pink. And the clouds were pink, flaming pink—even the air seemed tinged
with pink. And when I looked down at myself I was all pink as well! Everything, everything was pink! Even the
road, and the rosy maeadows on either side—when and where had we stepped over the threshold of the sun? How
could we not have known? I looked back, and the pink was there, too, right back as far as our village. I jumjped
and skipped and ran and shoutred. “We’re in the sun, we’re in the sun,” I said. “Look, papa, we’re all pink like the
sun …”
“But the road is still the same road,” said my father.
The pink clouds had faded to white. The dew on the meadows sparkled like raindrops. Dochka’s horns
sparkled, too, like white fire, here and there even the dusty road sparkled.but I was no longer surprised that the
world, and we three, had changed so quickly from rosy pink to sparkling; this was as it should be. After all,
somewhere, at some time, we had crossed the threshold of the sun—the rosy gates were far behind us, and now
we were striding out across the spacious and jewelled courts of the sun: and, of course, it was a miracle.
We strode on, not talking much. The sun was high in the sky, it had left us behind, and somehow we were back
in our own world—again the transition from one world to the other had been invisible, at a moment in time
unknown, mysterious, inevitable.
We passed through a cool, quiet wood, then through a sleepy village, another wood, then the dusty road again
—our steps flagging a little with tiredness. The moon, which had long been visible in the sky, transparent as a
little cloud with the blue showing through, vanished suddenly, as though it had dissolved into thin air. “Where’s
the moon gone?” I asked my father. “Why does it shine only at night?”
“What moon?” my father said, surprised. “I didn’t see any moon.”
“But it was following the sun,” I said, depressed because I was going to be proved wrong again, puzzled
because I could no longer see it.
“You’re making things up,” said my father crossly. “I’m tired of your silly questions—first the sun, now the
moon, what’s got into you? … Keep quiet and save your breath; we’ve a long way to go still.”
I was astonished: hadn’t he seen the moon, really? Didn’t he ever look up to the sky? Still, of course, he had to
lead dochka carefully so that she didn’t step in the wrong places … but not to see the moon! I was going to ask
him why he never saw anything in the sky, why he never looked up—then I thought better of it. He would shout at
me, tell me to shut up, box my ears if he was exasperated enough.
We passed through another wood—big and gloomy—where a cuckoo was calling, a deep, throaty sound that
comforted me with its familiarity. It called “cuck-oo” thirty times, so that meant I had another thirty years to live:
it seemed an awful long time, an eternity away. “I shall live another thirty years,” I said to my father. “I’ll be
really old then, won’t I?”
“Eh?” said my father; he had not been listening to the cuckoo, or counting the number of times it had called.
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He stroked Dockha’s head, talking to her softly.
The wood was infinite, it never ended. I was tired. We moved on to a dusty road, then back again into anotyher
stretch of woodland. It was gentle and bright, tender beech trees, some birch, gnarled oaks, a group of silver birch
sculpted against the sky—infinitely beautiful in their careless elegance, a group to etch upon the mind and
remember for ever. On a grassy stretch beyond the trees flaxen-haired girls danced in a ring. On their heads were
wreaths of dandelions and wild marguerites, and they were beautiful, mysterious strangers. Here they lived, in the
courts of the sun, on a little meradow ringed with trees—a fairy meadow that, sometimes, on a summer morning
was bathed in rosy pink.
I wanted my father to stop for a little and talk to these privileged girls, but he strode on, taking no notice of
them, leading Dochka, a man excluded from wonderland. But I stopped for a moment to look at them and envy
them. If only I could spend the rest of my life here, I thought—but I knew that I could only stay if my father and
mother and Dochka were to stay, too. Yet there was my father leading Dochka further and further away; even
though the courts of th esun were wide and spacious, still he was leading her to some other place beyond themn. I
ran after him unwillingly, looking back longingly at the girls. They had noticed me, and waved, and called me;
they wanted me to stay with them. But I shook my head regretfully, and ran faster to catch up with my father.
It was evening when we reached the main road, which was cobbled, but in those days even cobbled roads were
rare enough, and I thought it was the largest road in all the world. I was so excited that I asked my father: “If we
walked and walked and walked, would we get to the sea?”
“The sea?” said my father. “What next? First the sun, then the moon, now the sea! What do you want to go to
the sea for? Why, it’s a thousand kilometers or more—you’d never get there, it’d take too long …”
“But the lovely blue sea!” I pleaded, in love with color.
“Ah-ah!” sighed my father.
The cobbled main road led into a dark forest of firs, but before we went through it my father called a halt. He
was tired, and he knew I was, too. While he milked Dochka I gathered wood for a fire, then he went into a village
close by to buy bread and eggs. He came back with a large crusty loaf of new bread and some brown eggs, and
then he made a small fire. He tied a bell to Dochka’s neck halter and then waved her off to a near-by meadow to
graze; she lumbered off, her udders no longer swollen, the bell tinkling merrily. The fire burned higher and higher.
We cooked the eggs in a tin plate, and drank Dochka’s warm milk. We were tired and drowsy, and utterly content.
One after another the stars lighted the sky; it was already dark, and in the distance Dochka’s bell tinkled.
My father lay down beside the fire. I hugged my knees and listened to Dochka’s bell, and looked into the
bright heart of the fire. Another miracle, the fire. It was never the same from one moment to the next, either in
shape or cdolor. The scarlet tongues of flame seemed to detach themselves, flickering and dancing of their own
volition, and in their flaming hearts there were pictures—now a tower, or a castle turret, or trees, or faces, some
sinister and frightening, some beautiful and calm as a dream. My father fell asleep, but I could not sleep, and in
the meadow Dochka’s bell still continued to tinkle. The wonderful and mysterious fire gave off sparks that flew
upwards, above my head, out of sight. Where did they go? To what sort of world were they attracted that, moving
inexorably upwards, they blinked out in some kind of ecstasy?
There ws the softest of movements beside me. I looked up, and there was my dear Dochka gazing into the
glowing fire. “Dochka!” I said in love. My father sprang awake immediately. “Have you filled yourself?” he
asked her affectionately. “Then lie down, little one, lie down!”
He slapped her on the flank and she lay down obediently, and she heaved a great sigh, almost a human sigh, and
I knew that she was missing my mother. I wanted to tell her that everything was all right, that she would soon be
seeeing her again, but all I did was to caress her neck lovingly, making the little bell tinkle and tinkle with each
small movement.
“Try and sleep a bit,” said my father. “We’ll go on through th enight then … it’d be better to have a proper
sleep in the day, when it’s hot …”There was still plentyof milk left in the pot, so I put the lid on, then I scraped
the last of the fire into a little heap and pressed the covered pot deep into it. By morning it would be scalded
enough. It would be rich and creamy with a brown skin, it would be the color of dochka herself. I slept fitfully,
but probably well, because there came a moment when I woke up and knew that I could not sleep any more, and
the smell of scalded milk was in my nostrils. I pulled the pot from the ashes, cooled it a little in the dew wet
greass, then drank my fill. Dochka stirred beside me, her breath warm against my shoulder then my father moved
and opened his eyes and said he would drink what was left of the milk.
He drank deeply, wiped his mouth, then said: “Let us be off. Stamp out the fire, little one.”
The embers were still hot, but I stamperd and stamped, and suddenly the fire took on a new lease of life. It
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wavered then flared up, and a while pillar of sparks showered about me. Dochka lumbered to her feet and gave a
frightened moo. “That’s not the way to do it,” said my father. “Here, let me show you …” and he sprayed the
glowing embers from his water bottle so that they glowed momentarily as crimson as clouds at sunset. “You see?”
he said as the fire hissed then went out. We were on the road again.
We walked into darkness. The fir trees were tall and still and hid the sky. The night was full of fear, and soft
sounds that could not be identified. I slept while I walked, careful to cling on to Dochka’s tail lest I be lost for
ever, swallowed up by the dark, unrelenting forest.
Morning came, a white morning ofmist. We disappeared into it as if into a white tunnel and, once again, it was
as though we had stepped over some enchanted threshold. The road led downhill, and we waded down into the
swirling mist as into a lake, first to our knees, then to our chests, until finally it closed over our heads. I was the
first to go under completely, and it was then I realized that the mist really was hite. White as milk.
Dochka slipped on the wet cobbles of the road, and my father shouted at her.
“Papa!” I called, pretending fright. “I can’t see a thing!”
“Of course you can,” he sdaid impatientely. “It’s only low-lying mist—whyk, I can see the trees and the
stars…”
“That’s becfause you’re bigger. I can’t see anything.”
I jumped up, then jumped higher, and there were the stars! But after a time I got tired of jumping—but still, I
knew the stars were up there, not yet crowded out by the morning. The road began to descend even lower, and I
clung on to Dochka’s tail, and the cobbles were wet and slippery, and I couldn’t see a thing. It was like walking
with one’s eyes closed. Even my fahter began to grumble. “What a white mist!” I said.
“What do you mean, white? It’s dark, like any other mist!”
I didn’t argue, but for me the mist was white, and when I see it in my dreams it is still white, and has texture. I
feel it, I pick it up in handfuls, I let it run through my fingers.
We were soon off the low road, climbing upwards again. I jumped to see th estars, and I was just going to jump
up again when suddenly the stars shoine out clearly: we were out of the mist, and a star struck the first spark from
the wet cobbles. We were on a dry stretch of road, and we shook ourselves like wet dogs. I felt my jacket; it was
soake dright through. “It’s nearly morning,” said my fahter, shivering.
To the east a poll of light had formed, and below us the mist heaved and writhed awe-inspiringly.
Our road went over a risse and now I saw the mass of white mist rising like leavened dough in front of us.
Once again we were knee-deep, breast-deep, out of our depths in mist, but it was thinneer than the mist on th elow
road, and I could feel a little weind on my face blowing the mist from our path. I was so tired I fell asleep on my
feet, with dawn alrady in ther sky, and ht emist thinning, thinning … My father was itred, too, and he dozed as he
walked, leading the gentle Dochka, whose hoofed feet clip-clopped rhythmically, whose tail swished comfortingly
against my hand.
I woke with a start. At any moemnt the sun was due to rise, and I wondered what enchantemnt was in store for
me. But th emist was still all about me, thinner in laces, but in others so thick that it looked like a curtain
obscuring my view. I was on a dusty by-road. The dust was covered by tiny gray drops of water, as though
studded with beads. Birch trees glimmered through the mist. The stars had all gone, but a half-moon was there—
but in a different place than where I had seen it the day before. There was no sound in this empty world, ads I
realized I was quite alone. The cobbled road had disappeared, and with it my father and dochka. I was afraid. I
shouted with all my might, and a brief echo bounced my voice round in the midst, frightening me more.
I ran forward, but immediately found myself on th eedge of a dark, dripping forest. I ran back again, then set
out in the opposite direction—it must be somewhere, the cobbled road, themainest road in all the world …
Suddenly I noticed my own footprints in the dust. Neither my father nor dochka had passed trhis way … had I
passed a new threshold all by myself, and was now all alone in a world I didn’t know …? Tears streaming down
my face, I ran full tilt on to a wooden bridge—then stopped, almost turned to stone with wonderment. On all
sides, it seemed, and beneath my feet most of all, a river gleamed gray, and mist writhed above it as if alive,
curling into rings, flowing efrfortlessly, dissolving like pale smoke. The center of the bridge had collapsed into the
wateer, and although it was not a big break—still, it was a break and now yawned at me like the most impassable
abyss. How had I crossed over it? Had I jumped? Had I crossed by a plank which had later collapsed into the
river? I stood thee tyerrified, under an enchanted spell—but this was not dream. I was not asleep. I was wide
awake, and I could see the wreckage under my feet!
“How did you get there?” my father’s voice asked, his incredulity plain to hear. He had suddenly materialized
on together side of the bank, and weas staring at me as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. Beside him Dochka stood
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chewing the cud, her large brown eyes—so touchingly lashed—gazed across at me. “Did you jumjp?” asked my
father sternly.
Dochka stretched her neck towards my bank and mooed.
“What a fright!” said my father. “I thought you’d got lost. I went back to look for you—what did you think you
were doing?”
He was cross, but I laughed for joy because he had found me again, and because the river was enchanted and I
had been carried safely across it. “Papa!” I creid. “Wshere is the ainest road inall the world?”
“There you go again,” said my faher, taking off his trousers and wading down into the water. “Stay where you
are and I’ll try and find a ford lower down—now, mind you don’t disappear again!”
“No, no, no,” I shouted, but I crossed my fingers behind my back because I didn’t want the enchantment to
think I meant it.
*
I can still see that white mist, and the wet cobbles of the mainest road in the world, and sweet Dochka—the
color of scalded milk. I sit by a wood fire and it flares up and covers me with brilliant red sparks. I walk the
infinite cours of th esun, through rosy meadows and enchanted lands. I hear the strange voices of night on the
edge of a forest of tender young trees, and I swirl through a swirling whit emist, and a gray river sparkles beneath
feet that never crossed a broken bridge … and my life flows and flows, and there are so many thresholds still to be
crossed, so manmy miracles to be seen, to be discovered, then retold for th eenchantment of others. Every man
should walk at least once across a rosy meadow, and see how the light of a star strikes living sparks from a stone.
31.130 Yellow Clover\fn{by Olga Kozhukhova (c.1925?-

)} Voronezh?, Veronezh

Oblast, Russia (F) 15

No, the time has not yet come for turning over in memory the things of the past. Besides, there are plenty of
other important subjects, urgent and difficult. Nevertheless, now that many of those close to me are beginning to
depart this life, each departure like a conclusion, like a line drawn across a page, perhaps it is still possible to
approach the past anew, to shed a living, clear light on the path traveled so that the farthest distances come close
again. Then the flower casually trampled rises again, and you feel a sudden desire to caress the dog you hit in
childhood days, and to tell that stern, silent man that you have at last understood him, forgiven everything and—
most important—admire his inner fineness, his inner moral strength.
Sometimes, you have a vision of a path crossing the steppe and a lonely stooped figure receding along it. You
want to call to him, to overtake him, but you have no strength, no voice, and when at last you do call—he is
already dead. How can you tell him now that you love him?
Then you go out into the great spacious world he loved, you look about with wondering eyes—his eyes—and
smile to life again as he did, life urban and rural, life of forest and steppe, to every blade of grass and every
feather of a bird, for this is your inheritance. All this he gave to you on the day of your birth; cherish it, love it, do
not scatter it to the chill wind or let it fall in dust. Gather up all the flowers that he gathered, stalk by stalk; let
them be withered, yellowed by the hot sun of the steppe, those grasses and flowers, but still breathe in their dry
fragrance, it will give you renewed health and strength.
*
For some reason only the good things of childhood remain in my memory.
Our hamlet consisting of three houses stood on a mound surrounded by gullies, a dry airy place amid long
strips of wooded windbreaks stretching out like ribbons in every direction.
Those gullies, some deep with steep banks and bottomless pools overgrown with cat-tails and water lilies,
some dry and shallow, criss-cross the steppe with countless branches and depressions, often barely visible but
threatening to turn into ever new hollows and gullies.
Our hamlet was a special one. At one time it had belonged to the forester who looked after the adjacent
wooded windbreaks; now it was a scientific centre. Our family had come here from Gremyachy on the Don; my
father was an agronomist, and it was his job to stop the spread of those gullies, to find ways to counter the work of
the hot dry winds that gouged them out, to study the virgin life of the unploughed steppe, its connections with the
forests, the winds, the water in the gullies and the long chains of ponds, and finally to sow grain under the
protection of the forest strips.
It was like living in a kind of oasis. Round about for a radius of many kilometres lay small treeless villages and
steppe dried up by the scorching winds as early as by the end of May, a colorless place, all grays and dull yellows;
whereas we were surrounded by trees and flowers, with grass growing waisthigh, with birds singing their heads
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off and nightingales in the bird cherries.
I remember my father as a tall and broad-shouldered, handsome man—always dissatisfied about something.
Mother, on the other hand, was cheerful and kind, with a song on her lips but traces of tears in her eyes. She
would sit embroidering with colored silks ears of rye and cornflowers on the collar and sleeves of a shirt of coarse
linen for my father, and singing her favorite song about the black currant bush.
Oh my sweet black currant,
Oh my sweet white flower,
My soul’s chilled and withered,
My heart can bear no more.

Where had that song come from? I never heard anybody singing it afterwards.
In the winter as dusk fell the sledge carrying my father well wrapped up in his long sheepskin coat would
disappear round the curve in a cloud of dry churned-up snow, leaving mother and me alone. Mother would turn a
roughly carpentered stool on its side, pad it with cushion and blanket and seat me before the stove to watch her
light the fire. From the kitchen she would bring newspapers, a handful of frost-cold straw, twigs and resinous
chips, bed them down in the stove, hold a match below and above, then as soon as the fire had taken hold, arrange
a lattice-work of chopped dry birch wood over them. Soon the flames were roaring up the chimney while outside
the wind flogged the windows with driven snow, and we would sit silently, looking dreamily into the fire.
Sometimes mother rose and peered out into the darkness through the frost-dimmed window, thinking there were
wolves about. The stove burned down, the embers turned red, then blue-gray, then drew over themselves a blanket
of grey ash emitting sparks, and I fell asleep leaning against mother’s side and saw nothing more except the
wonderful toys, the picture books and the fantastic sweets of my dreams.
Unfortunately those dreams remained dreams. Reality was different.
In the spring when the snow was just beginning to thaw I, still a very little girl, would go alone along deep
gullies. The sun touched with crimson the crust of snow frozen during the night
I and icicles hung from the bridge over the racing water. I broke them off to build a wonderful snow-town with
towers and cupolas, inhabited by white snow-people; the beautiful horses and dogs and furniture and pots—all
were white, made of snow. The town lived, lived in beauty, but then it began to sink and gradually melt in the
strong spring sunshine, and on the slopes where tall towers of ice had stood there would then spring flowers and
grass.
That spring is now far distant,
Faded are those flowers.

Nevertheless, something of all this remains within me; how is it possible that nothing should be left of those
blue embers, the howling of wolves outside the window, the warm darkness by the stove where, tired with my
day’s play, I fell asleep on a pillow smelling of warm feathers and dry guelder rose—that deep sleep in which
there is no past, no regrets, but only growth.
I am sure something remains.
*
In those years, as I now realize, father taught me a great deal, if not in essence everything. But he did it
unobtrusively, cautiously, for some reason keeping in the background, as though occupied with something else.
I was probably not yet six when he first put me on horseback and made me ride about the yard. The horse was
clever and obedient, fond of humans—dear Boy.
I could barely hold the reins and slipped onto the withers but I did not cry out—in our house it was simply not
done to give way to any expression of fear. In any case the fear was limited. I was not afraid of the horse but of
that unfamiliar sensation of unstable height—stable height held no terrors; my sisters and I climbed trees,
clambered up the heights of the dam and the dry concrete weir, or walked along the narrow handrail of the bridge
over the deep concrete hollow—naturally, when there were no adults around.
Now, however, the feeling of that high, bony animal back was strange—alarming but pleasantly exciting; I
kicked Boy with my heels; he started off at a gallop and losing my grip I slid over his head on to the grass. The
same instant he stopped, turned to look at me with a kind of reproachful surprise and whinnied softly.
“Never mind, that’s nothing,” said father and went calmly on with his business about the hamlet; he knew that
the first, I most important step was taken, the others would follow of themselves, that all my life I would
remember this exciting moment that I would always be hanging about Boy, helping our stable-man groom him,
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feed him, water him, take him to bathe in the pond and to the night pastures. And he continued unobtrusively to
encourage me, having me hold the bridle while he mounted, or hold the reins when he and I went to the village in
our old tarantass, or letting us three girls drive alone, without any grown-ups, to the library, or to get hay from the
field; these were always happy events for me.
On winter mornings the stable was still dark. The big double doors gaped a deeper darkness against its pale
silhouette; they emitted steam and the smell of warm animals, manure and rotting straw. Inside was a trampled
earthen floor and a lantern hanging from a hook on the wall glimmering faintly in the dark steaming winter air.
Behind an invisible partition would be our stableman Roman Vasilyevich, short, crop-headed, with a low forehead
carved with deep lines; he whistled cheerfully as he shoveled up manure and spread clean straw.
“Aha, howdy,” he answered my greeting. “How’s things?”
“All right. And you?”
“I’m all right, too.”
“Well, then, everything’s all right.”
The morning is our own with nobody to disturb us. Every day I stand by the limewashed wooden partition
watching with deep excitement that fascinating performance—fascinating for me, at any rate—when Roman
Vasilyevich takes the currycomb and grooms the horses—first Boy, then Roan, then Skewbald, Orlik, Gray and
finally Jackdaw with her pretty yearling colt for which I feel a very special affection—as everyone in the hamlet
does for that matter.
“Now then—keep your teeth to yourself, none of your sauce!” Roman growls and pushes away the colt as it
makes a mischievous grab at his cap or forelock.
That yard is familiar to the last straw and chip. They say Dokuchayev\fn{ A note reads: Vasily Dokuchayev (18461903), an eminent Russian scientist, founder of the science of soils, one of the first men to study scientific agronomy, and prominent in
public life.} once lived there. The squat thatched cottage at the end of the woods with its one room, Russian stove

and unheated passage-way has been in a tumbledown state for a long time, but nobody pulls it down. Alongside
the cottage is a well with a tall sweep, and nearby the stable where I go every morning. In the summertime
everything is very still, windless, comfortable. The woods stand around motionless, the blue twilight is reflected
by the small windows as by deep pools.
Now, however, the woods and the damp straw on the roof, the cutting, every leaf, every frosty twig is white,
tinted red where the first rays of the December sun catch it. My feet are already frozen; I too have been standing,
like the horses, and Roman hurries. He leads out Boy and with a slap sends him off to the horse-trough glazed
with a thin sheet of ice; as he runs hoarfrost gathers in a white tangle round his nostrils and forelock. The bridle is
dangling round his feet and his tracks form a slender winding line in the soft snow. The water is ice-cold but it
steams from the night chill of the air.
Boy is in the highest spirits, he races up to the trough, thrusts his muzzle into the water and drinks greedily,
wrinkling his nose and his rubbery purple lip, sucking noisily and even snorting a little. Then he suddenly turns
his big shy eyes with their straight lashes and stares guardedly at Roman, then at me, clumsy in my thick coat and
hat.
“Ho-ho, getting scared, a real timid one you are,” Roman steadies him roughly but at the same time claps him
affectionately on the crupper.\fn{ Rump.} “Now then, move over!” He gives the horse a push, turning him to make
it more convenient for Skewbald to range up beside him, followed by Jackdaw with her colt.
“A real egoist you are, spreading yourself!” And he starts whistling softly as much as to say: Go on, have a
good drink to last you through the day’s work.
I don’t know what Boy thinks about as he gazes into the distance where smoke rises from the chimneys of
snow-covered houses, where the forest stands thick with rime on the horizon, where silvery tails of ground-snow
drift like whisps of mist, but I delight in his slender neck, his handsome head and strong crupper, darker along the
spine, I feel as though all the joy of life were contained in that animal, as though I had found a friend, a real good
friend whom none could replace, not even the best and wisest people. After all, if you look at it, everything on
earth has its time and place, and it may be that now my understanding of friendship is much broader and deeper
than it could ever have been had I not known Skewbald and Jackdaw and Boy on the steppe.
*
Instead of toys my father gave me puppies.
Palma, a shaggy white Caucasian sheep-dog, grew up with me and during the year when I was away at school
in Voronezh she pined so desperately that she was actually chained for fear she might go mad.
It was late spring when I came home. The dyke leading from the pond to our house was set out with willows,
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and all the time their green whispers were urging me to hurry:
“Quick! Quick!”
Every leaf shone, hurrying with me. And I myself was impatient, I sat sideways, legs dangling, aching to jump
down and race from the cart to the house, but my old friend Roman kept asking me about Voronezh, about the
school, about my marks, so I had to bite my impatience back to answer him.
All of a sudden something wild and shaggy, a dirty yellow, covered with burs and trailing a broken chain came
charging at me and hurled itself on my chest. I jumped down by the road- side. Palma whined softly as she licked
the joyful tears from my cheeks, then whining again more loudly jumped up to put her paws on my chest, my
shoulders, with tail beating in all directions, squealing like a puppy as though reproaching me: Why did you go
away? How could you leave me all alone here?
“Palma, Palma—there, there, good dog, good dog. No, don’t get excited like that, calm down, there, there, I’m
back, yes, I’m back …”
All that summer I ran with Palma over fields and gullies and by the pond thick with blackberries and burnet.
We clambered up the half-ruined dyke where an old bee-keeper lived and he treated us both, Palma to bones and
me to bread and honey. And I was such a young, silly fragment of the great harmony of life that I never even
thought how sadly incomprehensible that great harmony comes to be later on, when we grow up and become
sensible and cruel and renounce forever that careless, thoughtless but happy kinship with horses, dogs and birds,
with the trees and grass.
*
One day in May father and I were strolling along the gully behind the machine shed. The grass for me was
waist-high. Wild strawberries were flowering, there were already brown tails of horse sorrel and a lot of tiny
parasols with a heady scent whose name I did not know.
“What are those things, Dad?” I asked.
“This is hemlock. It’s poisonous. Rub a leaf and smell it. You’ll find it smells like mice.”
“And what’s this?”
“Cowparsnip. That’s edible.”
“And this?”
“Swamp fennel.”
“And this? And this?”
“Awnless wheat … angelica, it’s very useful medically … honey plant … that’s hemlock, it’s said to have
poisoned Socrates.”
I listened attentively, memorizing everything although I did not then know who Socrates was. Around me the
world breathed and sang with all its summer play of color, its wealth of flowers. For some reason that multitude of
new names delighted me—awnless wheat, angelica, water-hemlock. It was wonderful to have beside me a man
who understood leaves and grasses, even the tiniest flowers. I looked up to him—in both senses, gazed at him
with timid respect as at someone divine but like all divinities stern and aloof.
“And what’s that?”
I wanted to continue the game but father, hands clasped behind his back, was watching passing birds which
looked as though they were diving and emerging again in the air. Twittering, they hovered over their nests,
fluttering their wings, calling—as though weeping.
For a long time he was silent, observing, withdrawn. And when his gaze returned to the earth and myself upon
it, for some reason I asked no more questions. I was abashed by his abstracted look, the reserve drawn over him
again like a veil.
Much later, grown-up, sitting in the theatre or reading a popular play, I often asked myself why we don’t write
our dialogues simply, about simple things—the kind of talk a father could have with his child, disclosing the
world, giving to all things their significant names.
But who would venture on it, whose talent could show the importance of such talk—the insurmountable
speechlessness of the birds, animals and plants which surround us—if nobody had told us in our childhood what
they are for, in what ways they can serve man—or on the contrary, injure him. There is some mystery in the
amazing simplicity of these quiet talks.
Everything told to me at that time, everything I saw in childhood is incised in my memory like a carving in
stone. I remember the sweet chervil by the Don, their green fan-like leaves and such juicy reddish stems—I have
never seen them since but I shall remember them to the end of my days. Yet I was only three at the time, or four at
most.
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*
In the forest strip beyond the gully a cuckoo was calling. Somebody was loudly counting the monotonous calls
“How many years will I live?”
But I remember an unpleasant little scene my father showed me in the woods one spring. A fledgling cuckoo
was in a robin’s nest, a disgusting-looking creature, naked, with the stubs of future feathers sticking out like
splinters from under the bluish skin, standing on its head like a clown to push out of the nest with crooked legs its
tiny brothers which had only just pecked their way out of the egg. Or to be more exact not brothers, but the lawful
owners of the nest.
After ejecting the last fledgling the cuckoo with the same assured clownlike agility turned itself right way up,
sat on its rump—quite at home, the master—opened its wrinkled yellow beak with a red lining, for all the world
like an old-fashioned gramophone horn, and gave a brief, hoarse, imperative caw. The mother-robin placed an
insect in the horn. But what was an insect to that? The robin herself could have flown into that greedy maw, so
tiny did that unhappy bird look before it.
Nature, however, had taught the bird to be careful. The next insect she gave the greedy cuckoo in flight,
without alighting, fluttering her short wings.
Now the prophetic bird was counting out some body’s years of life, in a languorous voice, with pauses, as
though it understood that the lilac and hawthorn were out, and felt the headiness of the forest freshness, of the
pink and white blossoms of tatar honeysuckle and the bright-pink wild roses. The bird must be a good
psychologist, it knows that it will be forgiven everything for the sake of that plaintive languor, that sad
monotonous “cuckoo” which blends so harmoniously with the silvery waves of winter grain on the fields, and the
young birches, the scent of lilies of the valley and the everlasting, deceptive faith in the future.
I was terribly sorry for the baby fledgelings of the robin, I was ready to hate the insolent cuckoo. But father
said, “Never mind, the cuckoo’s a useful bird.”
“Is the robin harmful?” I asked—annoyed by his words.
“No, the robin’s useful, too. But the cuckoo destroys hairy caterpillars and those neither the robin nor the
nightingale eats.”
I thought about that. It was such obvious injustice. The bad ugly cuckoo was useful. Why couldn’t nature have
made it so that the songbirds—like a robin which gives such pleasure, beautifying field and forest—would be just
as useful? Or even more useful than the cuckoo? At least, it didn’t kill other birds so as to live itself.
“You’ll understand when you’re bigger what’s useful and what’s harmful,” said father. After a moment’s
thought he went on, “There’s an explanation for everything in nature. Take poppies and henbane—you can get
both medicine and poison from them.”
We were following a path along the edge of a wide gully overgrown with trees—oaks, maples and aspens,
crab-apples and wild pears, too. Juneberries were in flower and there were a lot of golden acacias. But I took no
joy in the beautiful mossy path, the flowering woodwax on the mounds. I was wondering why the bird fed that
impudent cuckoo fledgeling. Why did it so meekly surrender its nest? Perhaps that tendency to yield also had its
two sides, like the poison in the henbane? And then, again—why should the mother-cuckoo be deprived of the joy
of maternity? Who had punished her like that, and what for? For the caterpillars she ate? For being useful? Or
perhaps for that deception, calling out the secret: how many years one would live?
Father spoke again.
“As a matter of fact, it isn’t the hen-bird that calls, it’s the cock. He’s the one you hear.”
We stood for a long time listening to the call of the prophetic bird.
I do not believe in omens—broken mirrors, spilt salt, crows croaking and all the rest of it. But ever since then
and probably to the end of my life I shall listen in hope and inward excitement to the monotonous languorous call
of the cuckoo, and sigh, and wonder how many times he will call—‘shall I live to see another spring?’
*
I have been thinking, wondering why it is that in the company of an empty-headed babbler—a gasbag, not to
put too fine a point on it—we feel light and at our ease, but with a wise, taciturn person we all feel uncomfortable.
Perhaps he knows something about us, understands us too well, that strange man of few words? So we feel fear,
and shame. Or perhaps his lack of social chat is infectious and spreads to us, too?
A difficult question. We children always seemed struck dumb when father was about. But we chattered and
laughed again as soon as he went off to work. His taciturnity would last for months, without a word to show what
he thought of anything happening at home. Sometimes he would smile a little into his graying moustache—but
not at anything to do with us, simply at some thought of his own. Sometimes he would frown. When mum asked
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about anything to do with the house he seemed to be called back from whatever occupied his thoughts and he
would make her repeat it, almost roughly:
“What? What’s that?”
But what his lonely thoughts were and what he smiled at—who could say?
He was strong, active and bold, good at all games; he liked fishing and in particular, hunting. I have vivid
memories of mum busy in the kitchen cleaning perch or pike, plucking teal or frying a hare in a special way of her
own. In the evenings crawfish would be boiled in a cauldron over a fire on the grassy patch in front of the house,
beside the volleyball court, both for those who had caught them and for those who had stood on the bank giving
advice. And for some reason I can only see myself as I was then, barefoot, sitting by the fire in the darkness with
the long shadows of the grown-ups stretching out over the grass—father, the workers and my older sisters, while
alongside sat the dogs panting with eagerness, their long tongues hanging out.
Afterwards we would play tag, father too, running, overtaking, catching.
In the summer the seasonal workers, men and girls, reluctant to sleep, would stroll about with singing and
games behind the bunkhouse and the logs which formed such convenient seats; there would be the twanging of
guitars and women’s voices. And all night long the lamp would burn on father’s table; he would be working,
writing sometimes very fast, sometimes lifting his head to think; biting the end of his pen he would gaze for a
long time through the window at the outlines of the hamlet glimmering in the darkness.
What was he writing? What was he thinking? I don’t know. And later, after many years, already grown-up, I
still did not venture to ask him what he was working on. All his many years of work, his phenological
observations, the result of painstaking experiments in grass cultivation and rice-growing he gave before his death
to the people he had worked with, hoping that someone might find a use for it. But whether those notebooks
contained observations about life, about people—I do not know.
The times I liked him best were not when he was frowningly writing or making calculations on his
arithmometer in the office, but when he was doing simple work about the house—chopping wood in the shed or
working in the kitchen garden or the flower garden or—still better—just sitting smoking in the porch. At such
times, although still silent, he seemed closer to me, more of a dad. And I always marveled at his ability to love—
not so much us, his children, but puppies, kittens, young birds fallen from the nest, foals and particularly his
grandchildren. He had never been so tender with us, never had spent so much time with us.
*
In our house one rose with the cock-crow and father went off to work long before the workers gathered by the
office.
Returning in the evening from the fields he would strip off his dusty, sun-faded shirt and call me to pour water
for him to wash. He would bring a bucket of fresh water, soap and jug and stand waiting on the grass by the
porch. The sharp sunburn boundaries made him look as though his body were formed of differing materials; when
the white had given out dark brown had been used for hands, face and neck.
Father would wash long and enjoyably, splashing water over his neck and chest and rubbing his face hard.
Then I would pick up the half empty bucket and pour the rest of the water over him for a final rinse; then hand
him an embroidered towel. He would rub himself till the white part of his chest and back became red, and then put
on the clean shirt mum had washed and ironed.
To me there is something ceremonial in that ancient rite, it is as though that wash divides the day into two parts
—the longer, harder, hot part called work and a short, sweet, dark part called rest, at table and in bed. But those
two parts can exist only together, always linked by a feeling we children could not yet understand, the sense of
duty done, and rest as the reward for work. Yes, it seems to me that there is no reward for work so desirable and
sweet as well-earned rest, everything else is a supplement, and perhaps sometimes an unnecessary one.
We sit down to our simple meal—potatoes boiled in their jacket, boiled lentils or millet cereal, always with
milk, or bread fresh from the oven with soured milk—a silent feast, because food, too, is a reward—to father and
mother for their care of us, to us for growing.
Silent, filled with deep thought was the brief, authoritative daily teaching of us children how to grow, and for
what. To grow for honest work and for the love of our wonderful, joyous motherland.
*
For almost half a century father churned up the black soil with his weathered top-boots. But we, his children,
went our own ways. Only my eldest sister followed in his footsteps and became an agronomist, never wavering on
the chosen path. The rest of the family have long been captives of town, urban through and through, and far
removed from nature. Now it is only in books that I meet occasionally my kindly old childhood friends—maybe
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you remember how Tolstoy\fn{Leo Nickolayevich Tolstoy (1828-1910), Russian author .} begins his Hadji Murad?\fn{His
last novel (1904).}
I was returning home by the fields. It was midsummer; the hay harvest was over, and they were just beginning to
reap the rye. At that season of the year there is a delightful variety of flowers—red, white, and pink scented tufty
clover; milk-white ox-eye daisies with their bright yellow centres and pleasant spicy smell; yellow honey-scented rape
blossoms; tall campanulas with white and lilac bells, tulip-shaped; creeping vetch; yellow, red and pink scabious …

Stop! It was there on that distant steppe so wonderfully made over by man, protected by forest strips, watered
by canals and a chain of ponds that it now seems incongruous to call it the Stony Steppe that I first recognized
that modest flower. Scabious! Few know it; and for some reason I have seldom met people who are fond of it like
Lev Tolstoy. Yet it is very lovely in the tall grass with its joined stem, with its delicate scent, round and fluffy,
flowering from spring until late autumn. How glad I am to meet it again even though not in the summer fields
amid tall grass but in the town, on a snowy, blustery winter opening an old book and finding an old childhood
friend there.
I have a feeling nowadays that I shall never again come across anything new, anything I did not in essence
know as a child. Because those distant years were so rich, so colorful, so generously filled with noisy, happy,
multicolored varieties of life that today I can only draw comparisons between beloved old times and what I see
now, and evaluate it according to a special scale: is it better or worse than what I knew already in those old days?
Yes, there were the flowering forest strips loud with the humming of bees and the song of countless birds. And
feathergrass. And enormous sunsets filling half the sky over the steppe. And the spring-flooding of the rivers, and
miniature icebergs floating down when muddy water rushed through the gullies. All that there was. And wolves,
and foxes, and wild duck. And hares.
There was even “sparrow night.” Why sparrow? I don’t know. Perhaps because all night long the sparrows and
other birds as well flew about hither and thither, calling, fluttering over the trees as though to protect their nests
against some danger.
I shall never forget that night. First there was the July sunset over the steppe like the wing of a tropical bird—
with purple, crimson, dark blue and green feathers and in the centre a bright, burning orange eye.
Before it had time to exhaust its orange glow, its crimson colors, it was extinguished, smothered in the silently
approaching army of dark clouds.
The clouds advanced in close formation, heavy and bulky; their grim darkness was frightening. The darkness
spread to the zenith with occasional breaks and the wind came to flog the trees, raced like a dog that has broken
its chain, bore their crests down almost to the ground, tore off leaves flinging them high up and then dropping
them, and rushed away over the plain. Doors and windows banged and there was the tinkle of broken glass.
In those years I was still small; I had seen nothing of. war, and could not imagine anything like it, but now I
would compare that night with a hard-fought battle to encircle an enemy and destroy him utterly. Thunder
growled and roared from four directions round our house and forest belts like a softening-up artillery barrage. The
lightning flashes now here, now there were like gunfire, and something crashed and rolled noisily on the roof like
the explosion of a shell. It was terrible and it was exciting—just like a battle. There were the cries of ftightened
birds, noisy agitated flocks of them; dust and feathers from their nests, leaves torn off and mutilated by the wind,
fragments of hay, sand and road dust were carried—past our house in prickly columns which suddenly fell and
scattered. Now and then something flashed, winked on the horizon like an exchange of signals before a new
attack and died away in a mysterious silence, just like in Tyutchev’s\fn{ Feodor Ivanovich Tyutchev (1803-1873), Russian
poet.} verse.
Long fiery lightnings
Flashed in turn—
Like deaf-mute demons’
Talk of signs.

Again the dry thunder crashed and rolled over our heads like some huge empty barrel. Clouds swept low over
the earth, solid as rocks; they moved swiftly but without releasing any rain. The hot, sultry air swollen with
electricity gave birth to nothing, no downpour, no rare drops, not even a fine spray of the moisture evaporating as
it descends, so long awaited, so much needed.
The thunder roared, terrible in its rumbling and slowly withdrew with a last gutteraI groan into the distance.
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Dawn came in a thin yellow strip in the east. Sparrow night, exhausted, had rolled away, faded to nothing. But
—why “sparrow?” Even the all-encompassing Dahl dictionary gave no answer. It merely spoke of the autumn
equinox. But our sparrow night—a night of thunder and lightning with no rain—came in the July of a dry, hot
summer. Only once, many years later, I found in Turgenev the name “sparrow night” with the same meaning as
ours, but only named, without any explanation as though people knew all about it. And it suddenly occurred to me
that our distant forbears withdrawing farther and farther down the centuries were also deaf-mute demons.
Standing somewhere below on earth we see the flashes, hear the thunder of their speech, but the sense of their
fiery work, their great, their all-embracing thoughts we cannot catch or understand.
Sparrow: Why? Incomprehensible. Eagle would better fit the strength, the feeling of it.
*
That was the time when something happened in our family—but my little brother and I, the youngest children,
naturally had only the haziest impression about it.
I can remember a gray fence, a bare garden, and the barking of a little dog with only three legs. We were in
Voronezh without father. It was a hard year, a hungry one. I was going to school but my real school was the street
which ran through the whole town, the garden with its Persian lilac, and books. And the constant complaints:
“Your youngest daughter’s been throwing stones!”
Yes, I threw stones at boys. How awful of me! And the boys cried!
Father was somewhere in Asia. For me he hardly existed. Except that now and then some trick of association
would bring back the memory of a shirt embroidered with colored silks, of a soft moustache smelling of tobacco,
and of a fire—we children were lying on huge bundles in father’s office, clouds of smoke rolled in through the
open door and mum fed us spoonfuls of sweet, spiced port wine and unwrapped fragrant oranges in soft paper—
that meant we were somehow very ill.
But now, without father, even illness was different. Everything in the house was different—without port wine,
without oranges and often without bread. And when the long, bony white-headed and white-bearded postman
brought us money or a letter from that distant Asian town we felt a wave of warmth. At those times I always remembered the steppe and our home there with its spartan severity—a dining table, five stools, a chest of drawers,
a cupboard, beds and father’s writing table. In the corner beside the cupboard was a chest covered with a piece of
carpet, alongside it a fishing rod and a double-barreled gun. The kitchen was mainly occupied by a Russian stove.
The passage was pretty well filled with a big warm sheepskin coat for driving over the steppe in winter, big
swamp boots and a number of hare-skins stretched out to dry. There were five steps leading up to the porch and
our old dog lay underneath it when the weather was not too bad. .
Anyone who thinks that the primitive simplicity of country life leads to primitive or even coarse feelings has
got things upside down. Looking at trivial things, at countless people who also appear trivial, deflects one’s attention. But the stern simplicity of life where people are few, with sunset outside the window, with milk and brown
bread, and a broad unhindered view right to the horizon, with this clear arching sky, bleached with heat and frost,
washed with rain to transparency, your heart gathers everything into one whole as though it were a conjuring
trick, so that it is bright, close and great. So everything is not coarser but simply clearer, deeper, more vivid and
powerful.
In that life there were especial joys and especial courage: to understand your role in the surrounding world and
not demand anything higher than the simplest pleasures of one who works, to value bread and water, fire and
wood as the only necessities. Not everyone is capable of that, these days.
*
They talk of protein incompatibility. There must also exist a psychological incompatibility of' characters and
attitudes to life. Why else should one feel dislike for a person one does not know and be drawn to another, equally
unknown? And what else could be the cause of those family dramas, invisible to the outside world, where all the
participants seem to be sensible people and even ready to give way—only no concessions seem to make things
any better for anybody; in fact, they continue to get worse until the limit is reached.
Children have their part in these processes as a tremendous force which bears down equally on the innocent
and the guilty. They learn to understand it all when the grown-ups have had their day, have seethed and simmered
down—which means, actually, too late. Lamentably late.
Father and I were separated by vast distances and many years apart—almost decades—school, then the war
and college, and after that the constant journeys my work brought me. Another thing which divided us was my
unshakable conviction that the one who left home was always wrong. And yet I regard the world through the eyes
of one who left, the one to blame, and that world is great and splendid. Strange! At times I so keenly long to go
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along the path in step with father asking, “What’s that? And that? And that?” and get a reply as I did in those old
days, quietly complete. But father was far away in a distant, hot country I could not even imagine, in a low flatroofed adobe house surrounded by walls of yellow clay. What his life was there, what he did, what were his
thoughts, his feelings I, to my sorrow, do not know.
*
Childhood was filled with things uncomprehended and lovely.
Later, there was more that was comprehensible but less that was lovely. The old tales of mermaids, forest
gnomes and house-goblins left our home, ejected by the multiplication table, then algebra, and geometry, the
anatomy picture of man and woman; all mysteries were explained and instead of poetry we had prose.
Only one riddle remained—my childhood itself. I wonder today where it was lost and when. Why did I not
value it then, why was I in such a hurry to grow up? I see myself in childhood as a sweet, comical little person,
dear and close to me but not very much understood. As though I felt shy of coming near, looking closely, and did
not quite know how to make friends with that child.
Later when many years had passed I regretted my past self as an adult—why did I make no attempt to
understand really well what my strength was for, my exultation, laughter, gaiety, health? It is only for age I shall
have no regrets. But probably in old age too we never really know ourselves, what possibilities are within us, of
what we are capable.
I think that at war people sometimes solved that mystery. Suddenly as if in a flash of lightning they saw
themselves, to the very depths of their beings. And gasped in surprise—so that’s the kind of person I am! What
gigantic powers I possess! How glad I am that I am better, more beautiful and brave than it has seemed to me
once.
*
For some reason you don’t know how to value home and family when you have them.
It was only at the front I really. felt what it means to have mother, father, a small gate into a yard, a porch badly
needing a fresh coat of paint, a door leading into a room, a room with venetian windows, all dear and familiar. But
in icy trenches or on dusty roads I remembered them, remembered them often, and then I knew their value. I
remembered the green, grassy road with the shining rails in the middle; once or twice a week, rattling and
whistling, our little shunting locomotive would come puffing along, smoky and oily, smelling of fuel oil and coal,
bringing empty cans from the mechanized dairy. Then some time later it would return with the gray greasy cans
filled.
I remember the gloomy elms with their wrinkled elephantine skins that grew right up before our windows, so
that the sun could never shine in fully but lay in quivering patches of greenish gold on the table and floor,
reflected in bright splashes from the mirror on to the walls and our exercise books.
I always pictured myself opening the creaking little gate and walking along the sanded path across the yard.
Mother would look out of the window and clasp her hands:
“Heavens, look who’s come, it’s my soldier-girl from the front!!”
But war has its own ways. In its black ruthless fury it refused to leave the fighters life or health, or even the joy
of homecoming longed for like bread or air—and as natural, as much needed.
Victory came and there was no place for me to return. My town was burned and devastated. And my house was
burned down. There were no elms, no windows, no creaking little gate, only piles of bricks, the remnants of the
foundation. Half the country was covered with similar rubbles. Wherever you went, life had to start again from
nothing. And you were still a soldier, because the only thing you knew how to do was to fight, and that wasn’t
needed any more. It was different things that were needed now—restoring, building—in a word, working.
That meant learning, or rather, unlearning and relearning, throwing off army ways and becoming part of the
still strange, unfamiliar world of peacetime life with its as yet strange conditions, without shoulder-boards which
gave the right to command and the duty to obey, without sergeant-majors who fed and clothed you—well or badly
but somehow, without any need of the ability to distinguish an approaching shell or a bomb.
The whole of my family was in distant, unknown Kzyl-Orda where father had been living, in a house strange,
unknown to me. That was the place where I must now go.
*
I was astounded by the modest, squat little house in Kzyl-Orda. It was as plainly furnished as the one on the
Stony Steppe—a table, beds, stools, a stand for books and a basket for linen covered by a knitted cloth.
“Well, so you’ve come,” said my austere father; he embraced and kissed me, pressing his dried-up, sunburnt
face to my tunic. He seemed not in the least surprised that I had emerged whole from the flames, not burned,
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undamaged.
“Yes, here I am.”
“Good girl.”
He seemed just as tall and handsome, except that his hair was a bit thinner and less curly and his moustache
drooped a little. He was wearing a faded blue tunic—a worker, not a scientist. And his hands were a worker’s
hands.
“Hurry up and get the table laid,” he said gently to mother over his shoulder, although she was already happily
fussing.
How many years was it since I had seen them? Mother—four years but father—a whole fifteen. The things that
happen! Millions were separated for ever by the war, but my parents were brought firmly together again. When
the Germans began to bomb Voronezh and I left for the front father sent for mother to join him. So she picked up
my youngest brother and went.
“It’s an ill wind that blows nobody good,” remarked father once in a sudden access of frankness.
And I can understand now that he could say it, although I would not have expected it formerly; he was sparing
with such remarks.
*
It has been said that the blossom-time of an apple tree is brief but one’s memory of the fragrant white dress of
silky petals is long. I look back on those past years as on a swift river, the bottom cannot be seen, only the shining
reflection of the sun and the rippling of the surface. However life might toss me here or there, however unceremoniously it might rumple me, some- thing of those sunny days always remained in my heart.
It not only remained; even in my old age there will still be an echo of pain, or the joy of some fragrant wormwood, or a path through the rye, or a warm sunset over the forest or the lake. Or Kzyl-Orda with its scent of
melons.
Later I lost count of the kilometres. And again, as at the front, I traveled on everything, on the ground and in
the air. In the busy hurry of those years I did not often manage to tear myself away, but if I did …
If you have drifted away into quietness, what bliss it brings to heart and soul.
*
Life changes before your eyes; but it does not change gradually and smoothly, it changes by fits and starts,
with a sort of turbulence.
In days within my memory—yes, I remember them well though I was still a child—peasants in the Voronezh
villages used very primitive ploughs, sowed grain by hand, wore the kind of things long forgotten, such as bast
sandals. There was no radio in the cottages, no electricity—they used primitive lamps. That was in my own
childhood, and I have lived to see a Voronezh lad, Anatoli Filippchenko, “take a ride” in space with the help of a
clever electronic machine.
There are also changes in other directions. A highway cuts across fields and gullies and absolutely treeless
villages. The landscape is gray. But not because it is poor and ugly from the aesthetic point of view although that
is there, too. It takes its gray color from the countless flocks of domestic geese feeding on the meadows, on the
stubble, by the ponds and the drying trickles of streams. One gets the impression that the earth is blanketed in
gray goose down. You remember Esenin’s, “Maybe instead of the snow on the fields it’s the swans have settled
there?” But these are not swans—they are geese, and instead of winter they bring the gray of autumn. Beside
white houses, renovated or newly built, flocks of thirty and fifty geese roam. That is why it all looks rather untidy,
the grass is messy and the air is filled with hissing and hoarse gobbling. The orchards on the rises are heavy with
fruit but the leaves too are covered with flying down.
It is very pleasant and one thinks involuntarily: let this be the only grayness in the world, we don’t mind this!
But we do mind there being no more wild geese on the meadows, and no more swans; the steppe beauties,
bustards, too, have disappeared. I remember them—big and awkward, hardly ever flying, making off at a run at
the approach of man. But the year when the steppe was ploughed up the bustards made off for good. I remember
the pike playing in the swift streams running down the gullies, leaping heavily a half-metre from the water. I
remember the flocks of cranes flying past. And the huge numbers of ducks that used to settle near us on the
swamps, in the gullies and among the reeds and sedge on our old pond. All the windbreaks, all the bushes on the
steppe, all the grass for many kilometres round the hamlet was like a great cauldron bubbling with a feathered
multitude, all clucking, quacking and chirruping. In the evening an owl would chuckle to itself and moan in the
darkness and a nightingale after a few preliminary false starts would pour out its crystal trills.
Yes, if happiness increased by a simple division of cells how good life would be. One could depend on it
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increasing in a week, more in a month, until within a year there would be enough and plenty for all.
But—the swans, and the wild geese …
*
There are times when you are struck by the feeling of deja-vu at the sight of some landscape, a feeling arising
from a mound trampled by cattle or the grass-grown bank of a feeble brook.
An isolated village in the very centre of Russia. A cottage and garden, both very old, with a history going back
to forgotten years. If only the threshold, the stove, the garden seat could speak they would have many a tale and
legend to relate.
It was a chilly day, cloudy, with alternating rain and sunshine—the sun could even be hot, but then it would be
shrouded again by more black clouds driven by a cold wind; nevertheless, I was drawn to the freedom of wide
expanses, the watermeadows, the forest blue in the distance.
Our host was generous and obliging, he led us to a steep bank over the river, over the meadows, past the
village cemetery on a low hill, over grass thick with berries and daisies and steppe carnations. Thick grass was
like a mermaid’s hair, it moistly tangled our feet, our legs, it rose waist-deep, and everywhere there were flowers.
We ran over the meadow, broad and gently sloping—it was almost like flying, the air was fresh with a slight
chill, smelling of mint, wormwood and wild rowan. Our host kept saying:
“This is nothing—this is nothing—wait till we get to the forest, then you’ll see.”
Like a gray wing a shower came from the left, swift, heavy and noisy, and in a moment we were wet through—
but merry—that rain only provoked laughter and song. All this had been presented to us by our host—the
meadow, the flowers and the cool, flying moisture.
Suddenly, just before sunset, the sun peeped out again for a brief moment. Above us, above the meadow and
right overhead, as though in the cinema (it could only happen there) one above the other appeared two enormous
bright rainbows like a double arch.
“A good omen, good luck!” we cried, and our host, satisfied, said:
“Well, now for home!”
We walked to the village over the flowering meadow right under the double arch. Feeling happy and secretly
superstitious, I whispered a wish. After all, it isn’t every day you see a double rainbow!
*
During those same days we received another gift. We were walking across the fields, those rye fields with their
cornflowers, their simple beauty, following a track that ran straight across the furrows, for it is the way the
Russian people have to go straight ahead, even if the going is bumpy, across slippery clay. After yesterday’s rain
the track was moist and in places downright wet, but the sun was warm, very warm, as though making up for the
previous day, and we soon felt uncomfortably hot.
Perhaps because of that, or perhaps because the forest on the rounded hills ahead really was beautiful—as soon
as we saw the lovely tall pines and firs, the smaller aspens, the birches, we involuntarily quickened our pace.
There we would find that blue, green and gold coolness, that poignant fragrance of pines which for some reason
always brings back to me the war, the dug-out near Vitebsk, icy cold, with rusty subterranean water seeping up
beneath our feet, the howl of shells passing over and the hard bang of mines.
But that smell was sad and hopeless, and this was resinous, invigorating, living. Here on the hillside it was dry,
the wind was refreshing, it gently rumed\fn{ Permeated is apparently meant; but I can’t find this word .} our clothes and hair,
bringing the scent of flowers, gray moss, last year’s leaves and something akin to honey yet not honey.
We ran on to a cutting on a pine-grown mound and suddenly stopped dead. The whole glade, the whole hillside
was red—with wild strawberries. You couldn’t take a step without treading on dozens of berries hanging from
their short stalks like scarlet drops. We flung ourselves down on that crimson dew to catch the berries in our
mouths, to drink their fragrant, earthy, sweet juice. This was what had given the breeze its sweet honey-like scent!
We satisfied our first thirst and began to collect berries in our handkerchiefs, in huge dock leaves rolled like
green shells, but this made no appreciable difference to the glade, it remained crimson. The sun became baking
hot but we could not make ourselves leave that unseen abundance of berries.
“There you are, what did I tell you,” said our smiling host. Satisfaction radiated from him, although for him
too the glade of wild strawberries was a surprise, he had never expected to find such early berries here, and in
such abundance.
We returned home by the same path through the rye fields, tired, limp with the sunshine and almost oppressed
by the generosity of nature—the double rainbow, the furrowed field with its cornflowers and the forest glade with
the wild strawberries. And I mused over the joy of giving.
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How gladly I would give you the delicate fragrance of Persian lilac growing in a gully in Voronezh near my
grandmother Anosova’s house—but there is no more lilac, no house in Voronezh and grandmother is dead.
How gladly I would give you the sheen of feather-grass on the steppe, but there is no feather-grass on ploughed
land, just as there are no tulips on the steppe, no wild poppies, no irises in the gullies. You do not know the sweet
scent of Voronezh violets. I would like to give you all that good knowledge, but the way to my old home is
forgotten in the green dreams of my youth when I walked over a fragrant carpet of blue snowdrops and purple
violets.
You do not know, I am sure, the cry of the eagle-owl or how still the heron stands on one leg, or the beauty of a
path running between old elms in the late autumn when the wind blows and you can see through them, and the
golden fallen leaves rustle metallically under foot.
But how can I give you all this when I myself no longer possess it?
*
On that same long journey I found myself filling in one of those jesting “confession” questionnaires with over
forty questions. Everything was there: your favourite flower, your favorite writer, your favourite domestic animal
and so on. A whole encyclopaedia of likes, all my private preferences from the day of my birth.
Of course, my favorite flower was a daisy. And my favorite animal a horse although there were really three of
those favorites—horse, dog and cat. But the horse came first, it occupied a special place in my life and my tender
memories.
Another question was about my favorite tree and to the general surprise I wrote down eleagnus. Not birch or
apple or oak, but a tree that probably not everyone knows—silvery, trembling in the gentlest breeze and
possessing long sharp thorns. At the end of May and the beginning of June its tiny flowers of the palest yellow
like stars have a mysterious honeyed fragrance, slightly bitter, and the whole crown humming with bees is silvery,
a light cloud. In the Stony Steppe, the green paradise of my childhood, all planted places were surrounded by a
border of eleagnus; I remember it flowering, and bare, and with tiny silvery berries—very astringent, wrinkled,
slightly floury but not at all juicy—skinny, rather, but sufficiently sweet to have us hanging on the tree, tearing
our clothes and scratching our hands on the sharp spines hidden beneath the leaves.
Eleagnus has been my constant companion. It grew in Voronezh in a public garden. It grew by my father’s
place in the Kuban country in rusty-looking thickets by the road to a river and coming back from a bathe we
always stopped to admire the thick silvery crowns and breathe in that enchanting scent. I have encountered
eleagnus even in Maryino in autumn. There it stood, my old friend, on the edge of the forest before a bright green,
flowery glade and did not seem to recognize me, without a single berry, dry and thorny.
Perhaps this thorniness is the reason for my liking it? Its looks cannot be compared with any other. Thorny,
shut in on itself, a kind of touch-me-not, it must have been born only for the steppe with its scent, its narrow
leaves, its tiny yellow crosses of flowers, somewhat resembling at first sight that round, harsh, twisted, prickly
ball, the tumbleweed—a relative, a brother except that it is not carried along by the wind.
Silvery feather-grass, silvery eleagnus leaves, silver touched with rose on the fluffy balls carried by the wind
under the sombre, frowning sky.
Question number fifteen: your favourite tree? Eleagnus.
*
After wandering through the world it is pleasant to come back home to your parents. The home is as yet
strange to me, I do not even know the way there, but in their letters they have given me exact directions how to
get there—where to get off the train, where to take the bus, how to reach the river before sunset and not on any
account to be late at the ferry because the hot southern sun does not leave a lingering glow until midnight as it
does Moscow way, it dives into something like a black hole and the light is turned off quickly, within some ten to
fifteen minutes night descends on the fields, the villages, the river, the willows, and all life ceases until morning,
doors and windows are closed, dogs take up their positions on paths and under windows and you cannot pass anywhere.
I did not take the bus, I thumbed a ride as usual on a truck going my way, nervous about all these details. They
would expect me to take the bus which arrives far beyond that moment when the sun would sink into its black
hole, and they would be worried not seeing me, and where could I find a boatman in case I came after sunset, and
how would I find the ferry in the darkness, it was five kilometres from the house, that meant five kilometres on
foot, by the river path, with thickets and tall grass, and maybe toads and snakes.
A fluffy tail of dust stretched out behind our truck and drifted sideways to settle on the wayside grass. To right
and left plains stretched out, level as a table, with never a hill, a gully, a bush to break them. But then in the
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evening air water gleamed behind a row of poplars stretching out to the sky like some green projectiles, long and
narrow-patches of rice fields, a web of canals, then a wooden bridge; we rumbled across the dry boards
thunderously—and stopped. The driver was making for an irrigation ditch with a battered bucket. And the sun was
sinking.
The driver managed at last to scoop up dirty yellow water and pour it into the radiator. Then he lighted a
cigarette, stood, moved here and there—and the sun continued to sink. At last he got in, banged the door, the
engine sneezed, vibrated, gave a contemptuous snort and was silent—the swift metallic horse didn’t want to work.
It was late night and the people in the village were all sound asleep when I at last staggered into my parents’
house, with just enough energy to look around me; everything seemed alien—the veranda entwined with vines,
the porch, and the round bed of some sort of pinkish-lilac flowers. Distant stars, huge and bright, which had
lighted my path from the ferry and the river, looked down with friendly winks from the sky.
Lights went on, a lamp shaded in soft pink filled the room with a weak light which made outlines vague. But it
was not weak enough to hide the fact that my father had aged and my mother, once merry, quick and light, now
moved more slowly and with a quiet weariness which had already become habitual. But here too there was the
same old way of living, the same furnishings, rough and plain: table and cupboard, an uncomfortable bed, the
same writing table, the same barometer, clock and table lamp.
Looking at the familiar faces, at the oilcloth-covered table, at the narrow bed I suddenly understood the dark
power which had inspired Blok,\fn{Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Blok (1880-1921), Russian poet .} when still young and
handsome, to write these words:
When I, a man who’d seen old age,
Myself approached the time-set line,
I wished I could postpone that stage
Of inexhaustible decline.

Pain constricted my throat, but they, so near and dear to me, were already.in the middle of a great flurry of
laying the table and bringing food, just as though that great menacing problem did not exist, as though the passage
of time did not concern them, as though I were safe from the coming remorse, from tears which would be too late.
My compassion went out to them, my lonely, gray old parents.
But that is something you cannot say! Father only grunts and is ironically silent while mum regards any help or
sympathy as infringements on her sovereign rights as mistress of the house—her almost absolute power in house
and garden. The most she will allow is going to the well for water and that with reluctance. No, not by word of
glance can I say what I feel, my dear old folk would have none of it!
So I strolled along paths between dark arbor vitae and luxuriantly blossoming jasmine separating the field path
from the house, or in the old rose-garden surrounded by a wide, equally old border of lilacs. If there is an earthly
paradise, surely it is here on these old flat lands, always moist, fertilised by river slime, this heavenly oasis with
its vines and melon fields, its vivid green apricot and walnut groves washed by the deep river-fast, turbid, often
cold. But in this paradise there are exiles—exiled by age and illness.
*
Mother! Mother! We have lived to know this black day! For us life goes on, with its troubles and illnesses, the
birds in springtime and the melting snow beneath the window. But he is dead. His path has ended on his beloved,
ill-weathered land. He wanted a cup of coffee, he asked to be turned to face the wall and then—there was nothing,
no hopes, no desires, not even oblivion. He left the memories to others—to me, to you, to those about him whom
he had fed for half a century with bread he had sown, harvested and ground himself.
Can any of us ever forget that grain, and that bright, sunny June day when all around was blossoming, when all
breathed love and happiness?
Man dies alone, all by himself, but father was probably lonely all his life. For the concept of aloneness is not
arithmetical when 1 + 1 = 2; it is a higher mathematics where one can remain one, even plus many millions and—
the most terrible thing of all—solitary in a cosmic, planetary sense. And now nothing can be mended, you cannot
say, “It was my fault.” Impossible to find whose fault it is.
*
I begin to forget father's flowers. Yet it was in these that his reserved personality opened to the sun. The whole
space beneath the windows was a magical, rejoicing mass of flowers, each with its own hour, its own mood, its
own definite character.
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For some reason I particularly liked the alyssum—an unchristened flower which still has no Russian name,
only the Latin one. But pale and insignificant as it is, when sown along the edge of paths and the borders of
luxuriant flower beds it filled the whole surroundings with its scent, and the bees hummed contentedly as they
dived into its soft, velvety blossoms which lived on through the summer until the frost, disappearing under the
snow.
Sometimes in October or November the first snowfall was followed by a thaw, and then again there was that
somewhat plaintive, muted scent that caught your breath. But when you looked round there was nothing but pale
flowers beaten down into the ground, looking like remnants of snow. This was alyssum, everlasting toiler, nestling
down, keeping alive, living under northern skies, on an equality with the butterfly orchid, the marigold, the
scented tobacco, snapdragon and sweet pea.
Father’s last letter to me, in his neat, small, elegant handwriting, gave me details of his plans (he was always
more forthcoming in letters than face-to-face)—what flowers he intended to sow and what to plant in the beds
when spring came. He also asked me to send him bulbs of black gladioli which had once impressed him. I sent
them. But alas, they came up and bloomed too late, when there was nobody to water them, to sit on the porch
admiring their mysterious velvety darkness.
Yes, father liked all that was unusual. As far back as I can remember he had his flower beds under the window,
and the field by the estuary he made into a kind of laboratory where every emerging shoot was a hitherto
unknown, exotic and promising plant.
I would arrive home, get up early next morning and hurry out to the flower garden or field to examine some
new phenomena. It was amazing, the things I saw on our not so very hot Voronezh steppe—flowering cotton,
bellflower, ambary, and wonderful fragrant musk melons weighing a pood,\fn{A trifle over 36 pounds.} and peanuts,
and sweet potatoes, and rice of the waterless valley course, these would not be in the least exotic, just ordinary
crops, but for our region of winds and blizzards they were incredible, arousing astonishment.
When in his old age he moved south, to the Kuban, he kept up his hobby. You would see on his flower bed
orange gaillardias—I am far from sure whether he was more attracted to the flower by the beauty of its crown or
by its fanciful name; or moon-flowers with only limp, insignificant grayish leaves during the daytime, but as soon
as the sun sinks behind the roofs, go out and watch how quickly that greenish bud swells, how quickly it moves,
how it spreads its closely-packed silken lemon-green or yellow petals. Within some ten to fifteen minutes a
beautiful flower opens before your eyes, truly a moon-flower, as though it were created from moonbeams, gold,
silver and greenish.
He also had bison grass with thick prickly stalks growing along the ground like pumpkins, gray leaves shaped
like a hoof and a prickly black fruit like a big beetle with two horns curving inward, also prickly.
Father sowed this bison grass like a flower, on his precious beds. But it turned out to be the most obnoxious
weed, which was spread about by the bisons on the American prairies. Those seeds, horned and prickly devils,
were caught up by the fur of the great beasts and carried on their bellies and tails far and wide, choking the grass
and flowers and sucking the fertility out of the soil.
Our bison grass also crawled irrepressibly over the flowerbeds, smothering tiger lilies and dahlias and winding
its powerful stalks round canna lilies. In late autumn we burned the stems and leaves and dug up the roots, rough
as telephone cables. The only souvenir of bison grass was two black horned fruits, fist-size, lying on father’s
table, truly bearing the imprint of the foul fiend.
After my father’s death it was a sad business, walking amid the flowerbeds, amid the crimson cloud of
nasturtiums and poppies, the white narcissi; they still lived, a new generation, and knew of nothing—no sad
thoughts, no sad losses. They did not even know that winter would come, with snowdrifts right up to the windows
and vicious, icy winds from the Azov Sea.
I walked along the path and I saw yellow melilot, of the clover family.
Ordinary modest melilot clover.
It usually grows on the steppe along the roadsides—small yellow flowers, not particularly pretty. In the Don
region where I come from the men dry it to mix with tobacco for the aroma. After the tough, insolently spreading
bison grass this clover in the beds seemed so out of place that I had doubts—it certainly did not fit in with stock
and narcissi.
“Look, mum—shall I pull it up?” and I pointed at the clover.
“Heavens, no!” she cried. “Father planted it himself. He was always afraid of my weeding it out and told me
not to touch it. See how it’s grown and spread!”
Bunches of that yellow clover used to hang all winter on the passage wall in the old Voronezh house and gave
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forth scents recalling July, the hot steppe winds, the red sunsets. And now, settled in on the flowerbed, it was like
a brother, it reminded me of my native parts, of flourishing plantings, of the Stony Steppe. I sniffed its scent and
reflected that I had not known father even in this, his everyday life. What had he loved best? What had he
remembered, living here in the Kuban? How was it that from gaillardia, from moon-flowers, from bison grass he
had come to the modest, insignificant melilot, yellow clover? How was it that this simple plant had become
something especially dear—here, in the south, just before his death?
My father, a surprising man, never had much to say. And I never asked him about anything—perhaps out of
constraint, a fear of touching some sore spot, a hope that life is long and somewhere in the future some quiet
moment would come when we would talk, and understand one another.
Now, nobody answers my silent question. The yellow clover beneath the window, too, is sadly silent, spreading its green blades along the ground.
*
The nomads of the steppe have slow, long-drawn-out songs. They seem to be born of those endless flat distances, their breadth, their pallid indifferent sky. Probably I am composing the same kind of song, about the eleagnus, about the yellow clover, about father’s grave. It is born of the steppe, the steppe will hear it out uncritically.
Only one thing I regret—father does not hear it.
When I stood for the first time by that clay mound, not yet settled, on a hot sunny day, I suddenly felt that
father could see me, and that he was happy because I had come, I had not forgotten him.
I looked apprehensively round as though some living being really was looking at me from the grass, the green
leaves, the golden eyes of chamomiles.
But the mound of clay had no word. Neither had I. Nevertheless something was exchanged between us because
I went away a different person. My ears heard no voice but who can say how and why it sounded within me?
It may be that in each one of us sounds such an intimate voice—quiet and muted, or louder and louder. It may
be that is actually the voice of one’s homeland, an invisible thread, a mental link not subordinate to reason, an
emotional and psychological link in our blood with this or that clod of dry, yellow clay, or sticky black soil, or
grey podzol from which as though by accident our Russian grass grows so vigorously. Otherwise, out of all the
mounds on earth, why did I come here to pay reverence to this one alone? The dead, as we learn in textbooks, are
indifferent, it is all one to them. And it is all one to us who are alive, one would say, if it is only ashes, only yellow
clay.
But perhaps it is not all one to everybody?
Perhaps that instant of meeting is the impulse that elevates the spirit—from a hunk of yellow clay to the breath
of life, to thought? Perhaps without that painfully poignant meeting, as with a living being who observes and
understands all your foolish or pitiful actions, there can be no continuity in the possession of this sunny world, no
sense of responsibility for it, for this world, to those who have gone and those yet to come.
It seems to me that I have touched on something as yet unstudied by our none too sensitive science but very
real all the same. After all, happiness, pride, love, loneliness, the bitterness of long-past injury, the stern weight of
thought and a courageous facing-up to death—these cannot disappear without a trace. Something remains for
others, some thought, a glimmer of thought, its breath like the gentle breath of a wind in May; it is not for nothing
that we struggle, argue, quarrel and ponder, not for nothing that when we return from long journeys something
breathes in our faces from those familiar, dear fields, our own—can it be only dust suspended over that dry clay?
Yes, clay. And something else—the dust of centuries hanging over these plains, the voice of generations who
have walked this earth, their sorrows, their joys, their hopes, their live concrete essence. What can we know about
life in general when we do not know the meaning of these lives—departing, or gone—for those who are still
living? It may be there really does remain something of the Ego, as in the verses:
Some secret voice tells me softly
That not in vain has my soul
Known earthly love, and joy and sorrow—
The spirit’s life transcends them all.
Our life is not a fleeting moment,
It’s a blazing up of sacred fire
That lights for us and shows us clearly
Our earthly world and that on high.
And death is not annihilation

835

Of man—a living, throbbing cell—
It is an act of elevation
To higher spheres, where souls dwell.

I don’t know. But still, I have a special love for our steppe mounds, our long field roads; their rain-washed
crests, the brown ruts from long driving on the Black Soil roads for some reason give birth to melancholy but
sweeping thought. And the wind moans sadly in the grass, with a special note, that encourages pondering. The
high stretched wires whine in the wind as though carrying their messages not from town to town but from the
distance of forgotten years to our present, darkened with anxiety.
I do not feel lonely or lost on that steppe, because in summer the yellow clover blossoms, and in autumn the
leaves of the eleagnus tremble in the wind like the long narrow wings of a bird, and in winter the blizzards sweep
over the roads.
And their low, drawn-out, stirring voice contains very many voices dear to me.
88.250 My Sister’s Applegarth\fn{by Victoria Kochurova-Sandor aka Alla Ktorova (1926-

)}

Russia (F) 9

Do you remember, Granny,
How you used to tell us stories
About that applegarth?
—Zlatovratski

In fifty years’ time, Granny will say:
“I do remember, indeed I do. …” And she will squeak:
Oh, my sister’s applegarth,
Applegarth secluded,
Mountain brooks of clearest hue
Do not chuckle through it.\fn{A note reads: The first four lines of a poem by Pushkin.}

But today, being no grandmother as yet, she’ll only toss her head in curlers and sigh:
“It was such a lark that you couldn’t help but cry.”
*
I ponder what it might have been like, this “My Sister’s Applegarth,” and watch a man stretched out on the
grass in the Central Park Zoo. This is New York. The man is lying on the grass with his head screened by the four
sides of a cardboard box, while I sit alone on a bench by the dolphin pool and blissfully melt into daydream. A
thin thread of memory slowly spins out of the past.
“Pavel Sergeich—oh, Pavel Sergeich!” Fyodor Gurevich, the old usher, is talking mournfully to someone on a
bench outside the Provincial Theater. “It’s disgusting, Pavel Sergeich, it makes you sick. … Look, I even knew
Chaliapin, he used to talk to me, and now. … No, no, it’s all disgusting, quite disgusting, it’s time to die. …”
“What are you saying, Fyodor Gurevich! You still have …”
“No, no, don’t try to talk me round. …”
Then, a few days later, there is a soft tap at the door.
The gentle old eyes are shining after a tiny drink, no more than a thimbleful.
“Pavel Sergeich. Oh, Pavel Sergeich!”
“Well, what’s happened, Fyodor Gurevich?”
“Just that we’ll stay alive a little longer, Pavel Sergeich. To spite them! Alive-oh! …”
*
And so, the actors in this humdrum masquerade will be, in order of appearance:
VADIM PONARIN—a young man.
MORIZCHEN AND XONINKA—two turtle doves.
AUNT GRUSHA—a tiresome, semi-incidental character.
The action takes place on the revolving stage of “My Sister’s Applegarth,” in contemporary Moscow.
*
An antique little Fabergé egg marked XB (Christ is Risen) swinging over the ten-foot-long day ottoman. A
glued together antique porcelain cup from the Kuznetsov Factory standing on the first shelf of the dresser. On the
second shelf—photographs of Grandfather and Grandmother. Tucked into the frames were some of the white
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crane feathers with which Russian ladies used to embellish their aigrettes\fn{ Ornamental sprays of feathers.} long ago.
And the aigrette itself still survived. Kept in a basket.
The room contained: baskets, a picture and cardboard boxes.
BASKETS, stuffed with “priceless objects.”
Beaver jackets and an overcoat. “Organdy” Brussels lace of 1856—money could not buy it in our atomic age.
Three or four sable pelts (now worth seventy new roubles each at GUM Department Stores). Ladies’ yellowish
night-dresses of fine lawn and skeins of thick bay wool.
A PICTURE without a speck of dust on it.
A copy of a still life by Kiselev: two red-muzzled apples and a white pear. Also a priceless object.
CARDBOARD BOXES containing age-old capes of genuine silk satin. Kept in case they come back into fashion. A
frequent occurrence nowadays.
In short, all these fetching baubles were to be found in the twenty-two-square-meter room in Maly
Komsomolski (formerly Malay Zlatoustovski) lane, the domicile of:
SONINKA AND MORIZCHEN
I shall refer to them by these names, even though they are neither kith nor kin of mine.
The rumor that the couple were descended from foreigners who used to trade at the Kuznetsky Bridge was
substantiated by their full names: Sofia Franzavna and Moriz Yulianovich. They had settled in the Maly
Zlatoustovski during the early years of the Revolution and were distinguished from the other citizens residing thee
solely by the fact that they almost invariably spoke German to each other.
Soninka looked like a good natured, but dilapidated and suddenly shrunken toad.
Morizchen resembled a hungry little hare.
Returning from work in the evening, wrapped like a child in a muffler tied by a band at the neck, with a boatshaped Persian lamb hat on his head and enormous mittens—presented to him by some cabby during the cold
revolutionary years—on his hands, he would gently push open the door, so as not to disturb anyone by making it
squeak, and shyly coo:
“So-o-nika, Puppele …”
“Mo-orr-i-zchen … mein Leben …” came the reply chirping back to him.
They would melt into a tender embrace, and then proceed to dine. On Polish silver late made by Norblin, with
napkins tucked under the chin and pigeon-bone tooth-picks. … Morizchen would peer at the saucer of fried
potatoes, stretch out his neck like a cock-bird focusing on a distant grain of corn and ask timidly:
“Soninka, Puppele, could I possibly help myself to another morsel?”
Sofia Franzevna and Moriz Yulianovich were a pair of turtle doves. They never quarreled. They kissed and
cooed at each other all the day long. Actually, Moriz sometimes threatened that he would surely be getting jealous
of Puppele and the young Leutnants to whom she taught German at the Akademie on Pokrovski Boulevard. But
these ominous threats were as far as it went. On Sundays they would betake themselves to little Ilinski square for
a walk and sit a long time by the historic monument to the heroes of Plevna. …\fn{ Plevna is the chief town of a district
of the same name in northern Bulgaria, and was the scene of two major battles during the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-1878 and a siege,
resulting in the Turkish surrender of the place.}

They lived their modest little lives. They munched their daily bread. They did not reach for the stars. They did
not burden the earth.
*
Vadim Ponarin was a splendid young man. You won’t find many such young men around nowadays. He was a
little like Lyala, the doll which long, long ago used to be in the window of the vast Torgsin department store.\fn{A
note reads: The name of the special department store established in Moscow for foreigners to be able to purchase quality consumer goods
for foreign currency. The State-operated GUM department store provided this service during Communist times .}

Lyalya had a round face, kind jet black eyes and a dimple on her chin.
“Mummy, Mummy darling, please buy that doll for me, please buy me Lyalya. …”
“Don’t even ask, there’s no money. …”
“There is, there is—you had a penny today, I saw it. …”
Such timid subterfuges used to bring tears to my mother’s eyes.
Vadim was nineteen.
“He has fulfilled his Young Communist tasks. He is an activist. He is morally stable.”
This was the character reference that stood in all the reports issued to him by the youth organizations which
had brought light into his life as a Pioneer and Komsomol member. But that was only outside, in organizations. At
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home he would greet his neighbor in the corridor no matter how often he met her.
One day he happened to tug a little forcefully at the door of a certain unmentionable place and …
“Oh … how do you do, Larissa Mikhailovna!”
“How do you do, Vadyusik.”
He practically addressed dogs, never mind people, in a courteous way. Like Taneyev, the composer. He never
had a cross word for his parents, nor even the neighbors across the yard. To be quite honest, he couldn’t even if he
had wanted to: he stammered. But for the rest, he was a model young man.
Vadim Ponarin had finished school a few years earlier. First he entered for the Chemical Technology College,
but failed by two marks and was refused. Then he worked like a beaver right through winter, crammed his
subjects, paid an Englishwoman three roubles per lesson twice a week—private lessons!—and the following
autumn achieved a pass into the Printing Institute, where the competitive entrance examination was not too
difficult. He got full marks in all subjects.
To celebrate his successful entry into the College, his parents presented him with a Vyatka motor scooter—one
more recruit to the ranks of potential suicides.
Victor Alexandrovich, his father, still very young and handsome, worked as a Technical Control engineer in the
Ministry of Chemical Industry, and was doing well. His mother, Valentina Nikolayevna, book-kept in Foreign
Trade. Everything in their home was all one might wish it to be. Their cup was brimming over. And the room
itself was splendid—eighteen square meters on the Zubovsky Boulevard, south side. Every morning the sun
danced in the Ponarins’ room. And everybody in the family was happy, particularly Vadim after his success in
entering the Institute. He was in first heaven. Only the first so far—the seventh had still to be reached. But not too
quickly. And without making too much of a racket.
Young people have gone to the dogs nowadays, don’t you agree? Completely to the dogs. No sooner has a
chap got out of school and gone to college than he ups and falls in love. But how can one fall in love, I ask you,
things being what they are?
*
You push open the door to the lobby on your way home from the latest hooly.\fn{ A dialect adjective or adverb,
familiar in the North of England and in Scotland: it means wary, soft, slow . } You fumble for the stairs with your foot. There’s
no light. Why on earth not? By what dispensation? Has the bulb burnt out or what? You scuffle the torn and
ragged lino, you feel for the stairs while holding on to the wall and then:
“Stop it, stop it. …” Hands are withdrawn swiftly on both sides.
It was they who put out the light. Oh, the wretches. In any case they’ve got nothing to fear from me. I won’t
tell anyone. If it was Uncle Vlas now, the caretaker, or the house manager. … That would be different. …
Vadim and Kira are sitting on the peeling windowsill of the lobby. They kiss (being in love). Kira is studying at
the Faculty of Russian Language and Literature of the Potemkin Pedagogical Institute and wears a dress of the
latest Bulgarian shrunk cotton. Her hair is tied with a ribbon into a pony tail. In Moscow they call this hairdo “I’m
Mummy’s little silly.”
All right, sit there, go on, don’t be scared. I won’t tell anyone that you polish the windowsill every night, that it
was you who deliberately removed the bulb, and that by your grace and favor poor old Manya broke her leg in the
dark, spent three months in hospital and now. … Go on, sit there, sit, and go on kissing. … I’m good-natured, I’d
ask you in if I had a room of my own, my own personal four walls, even if they were only made of cardboard, or
hanging blankets. … Yes, I’d ask you in and damage my reputation—and spite the neighbors. Let them protest, let
them hiss (“Procuress!”). I hope you wouldn’t permit yourselves anything “of that sort.” But I have no chance to
be kind. I have nothing of my own. No walls, no secluded applegarth, no sister. … I too live in the public eye.
Often I have a dreadful dream—I am in the street in my birthday suit.\fn{ Naked.} I am scared that somebody will
see me. … I look around—and everyone else in the street is “dressed” exactly like me. And nobody is ashamed.
… They’ve got used to it. …
*
To put it in a nutshell: where is one to find a room? Separate accommodation? So that Mother can’t peep, so
that Father can’t eavesdrop, so that the neighbors can’t titter all over you in the corridors?
Do you want a room?
You can have one.
*
There are three ways.
The first is to rent one privately from somebody.
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Take a couple of old-age pensioners, a man and his wife. They have two rooms. What do they need two for,
twenty-two meters for the pair of them? Isn’t that a bit lush? The housing standards specify nine square meters per
living soul. And two for a dead one. And now this aging couple want to speculate a bit, to line their pockets on the
side. They want to become idlers and parasites on society. They want TO LET THEIR SECOND ROOM.
Rent: thirty to fifty roubles a month.
“Your scholarship, Kira darling, comes to twenty-five roubles a month, mine’s the same. That’s fifty roubles.
Then your parents and mine will give us fifteen each—another thirty. In other words, eighty all told, forty for the
room, forty to live on. No—that’s very little. As for me, Father won’t go above that. …”
The second way is to make an exchange.
But you have to make a deal, as the saying goes.
“Your room, Kira sweetie, is fifteen meters, ours is eighteen. We’ll put an advertisement on the board outside
Children’s World:\fn{A note reads: A department store in Moscow.}
EXCHANGE TWO ROOMS,
ALL CONVENIENCES, DIFFERENT PARTS OF TOWN,
FOR THREE,
SMALLER AREA CONSIDERED,
ONE CAN BE IN OLD HOUSE WITHOUT CONVENIENCES.

So, we exchange two very good ones for three not so good. Our parents get the best two, and we take the worst
one, without conveniences, somewhere in the basement. But we have to make absolutely sure we pick a house
scheduled for demolition. Then we’ll sit tight for five or six years, until they bulldoze the old ruin and give us the
equivalent meters in some new house in Cheremushki, Tekstilshchiki or, best of all, near Serebryanny Bor in
Khoroshevo-Mnevniki. …”
But no. … What’s the use. … Who’s going to exchange three for two? Except for a big (illegal) premium. A
hundred and fifty for ever extra square meter? You’d have to be very careful about a thing like that. The neighbors
might find out about it, God forbid. … No, we’d be too scared. …
Yes, but you said that there was still a th-th-third. …
A third way? What might that be?
Yes, Vadik and Kirochka, there is a third way. You can, you can indeed obtain a room! Without too much
trouble, without dishonesty, without cheating the government, without sharp practice. Without spe-cu-la-tion!
Legally. Yes, le-ga-lly!
*
Practically nobody even knows of this law. It’s probably just as well. The more you know, the sooner you grow
old.
LYRICAL DIGRESSION: the laws, oh the laws! They are sacred, but there is no obligation to know them. We
Muscovites try to act “according to circumstances” rather than according to the laws. People have always been
quick on the uptake in Moscow. It is no coincidence that way back in the prehistoric days of tsars Peter I,\fn{ Tsar
(1682-1725).} Nicholas II\fn{Tsar (1894-1917).}and Alexander III\fn{Tsar (1881-1894).} there was the saying: “Moscow
kicks straight from the toe.”
*
As it happened, Moriz Yulianovich died unexpectedly in June. He came home from work, opened the door a
fraction as usual, thrust his lean little snout into the gap, eyes closing with tender feeling, and bleated sweetly:
“So-o-nika, Puppele. …” And then all of a sudden. …
People die all over the place nowadays, particularly men, mostly young ones just over forty, and more often
than not of a heart attack or a stroke. One minute you’re talking to him, laughin,g promising to go to a newsreel
on the Sretenka with him—provided absolutely nobody at work finds out about it and telephones his wife—and
then a few hours later you hear that the man has given up the ghost. …
“Why is it, Leopold Ilich,” I asked my favorite centenarian, Professor Minor, “that so many comparatively
young people are dying nowadays?”
“Because, child, one doesn’t live on one’s nerves for almost fifty years without paying for it. Nature takes its
revenge. …”
*
And so Puppele remained alone. With the baskets, the pictures and the cardboard boxes. At her age she should
have been able to claim a pension but, tragically, she fell short of the qualifying period. She had been employed at
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her Akademie for only fifteen years. … In order to achieve the qualifying period—twenty years—would she really
have to work another five?\fn{The text has: ten.} What a terrible prospect! Her legs were already getting rocky as it
was. Would she really have to settle for the fifteen-rouble minimum to which she was entitled? But why settle for
the minimum? How about Morizchen? Wasn’t she entitled to something for him too? Was our Puppele getting
stingy? Turning Scrooge? Skinflinting?
“She’s not entitled to anything for the head of the family,” rasped a female bass-baritone in the kitchen with
spiteful glee.
“She and her Moriz were just living together unregistered. They were too scared to register, because he had a
foreign surname and she a sort of Russian one. She told me so herself, yesterday!”
Well, how do you like that little tidbit?\fn{The text has: titbit.} There’s a pair of turtle doves for you!
Thesis: Soninka can’t work, her legs won’t carry her. That’s for one. And for another, she simply can’t summon
the strength. She wants to sit among her priceless possessions, sipping coffee from the china cup once upon a time
manufactured at the Kuznetsov factory, and read Spielhagen’s On the March in German Gothic print. One
might, of course, sell the copy of Kiselev and the odd knick-knack from the baskets and cardboard boxes. But that
would only be a short-term solution, while she requires something lasting. Besides, what’s all this suddenly about
selling “priceless objects”? Money is an unreliable commodity, while priceless objects should be saved, not sold
off. …
Antithesis: we have a law according to which a room may be obtained with almost no special trouble worth
mentioning.
*
Neither the Ponarins, nor Puppele knew about this law or had even ever heard of it. They had never run across
such matters and hadn’t the slightest inkling of their existence.
Only one personage in our masquerade was in the know about the whole business, namely:
THE TIRESOME SEMI-INCIDENTAL CHARACTER.
Every day this personage went to work in a yellowish three-story building on the erstwhile Pokrovka, now
Chernyshevsky Street, on which there was a plate:
Legal Advice
and
Notary’s Office.

What did this personage do there, what function fulfil?
“Hey, Grush, that’s enough sitting around with your arms folded,” shouted Marusia, the cleaner, who tidied the
office every morning before the staff arrived. “Get hold of a duster, will you, and …”
“I’m no cleaner. I’m a missanger,” Aunt Grusha (none other than the tiresome semi-incidental character) would
proudly snap back.
“Missanger, cleaner—it’s all the same,” would come Marusia’s crushing retort. “Putting on airs. …”
Aunt Grush worked as a “missanger.”
Her looks were a matter for argument. Some might wholeheartedly approve, others wouldn’t have had her for
free. Make a present of her to the devil you know and even he might hand her back. There used to be a cheery old
man in a gray apron at the corner of Krivokolenny Lane and Pokrovka, with a basket of fried rice pasties made in
a café and then sold for five kopecks apiece. People used to come crowding round, not so much queuing as
elbowing each other. Aunt Grush also thrust her right side into the ruck, grabbed hold of something soft and warm
and began to extricate herself from the press, bearing down with her well-squared shoulders on the small fry such
as a diminutive little man with an attaché case. But the old man spotted her and roared all over the street:
“Oi, whiskers! Where are you off to? Three pasties you snitched, so how about some cash then?”
Aunt Grusha was amply bewhiskered, well benosed and a trifle thievish.
She lived in the same house as Puppele and often used to hang around her neighbors’ kitchens.
One day the enchantress of young Leutnants shuffled forth from her room in soft carpet slippers:
“Are you going out, Grusha? Would you be so kind, if it’s not too much trouble, to post my letter?”
Posting other people’s letters? Why, that was no trouble at all.
Grusha unstuck the envelope over the steam of her own personal kettle and got stuck into the letter (she had
once done two years in a church school).
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For my years, Emmie, I still feel pretty hale

Sonika had penned to her friend Emma Yurevna, in one of the Baltic States.\fn{ Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania are
collectively known as the Baltic States, since they all border the Baltic Sea .}
After all, don’t forget that I am only sixty according to my passport, but seventy in actual fact. It’s not something one
should deliberately close one’s eyes to!

Deliberately close one’s eyes?
And the tiresome semi-incidental character’s eyes bulged with sheer astonishment. And not in the least
deliberately.
*
And so, ‘Missanger, cleaner—it’s all one.’ Particularly in so far as the Ponarin family was concerned. Aunt
Grusha had been invited to the Zubovsky Boulevard on “strictly confidential” business and for half an hour
already had been twisting and turning on her chair and lapping tea.
“Oh, I do love to cheer myself up with a cup of tea,” she often used to say.
But the present beverage didn’t meet with her approval, because it wasn’t good Indian tea at forty kopecks a
packet, which she loved and always served herself loose out of the chest, but our own Soviet Krasnodar tea at
twenty kopecks, and so watery “you could see Moscow through it.”
“Well, there you are, Valentina Nikolayevna, it’s just as I was saying—whoever deserves such luck, if not your
young Vadim?” droned Aunt Grusha. “Eh? And it isn’t as though she was forced to it or anything. It’s she herself,
she herself who’s in favor! I only hinted. As soon as I found out how old she was and how hard up she was I just
suggested it, there and then. And she said to me, she said: ‘Aunt Grusha, just find me a girl or a young man from a
respectable family. … Somebody who doesn’t bring people in and who’s nice and quiet. Of course, she said, I
shall have my conditions too—let him bring me various commodities when there’s a shortage. … Or look after me
if I fall ill. And on top of that—fifteen roubles a month.’”
“Well,” Victor Alexandrovich, Vadim’s father, resolutely cut into the conversation, “fifteen roubles a month
isn’t much of a sum. We can manage that. Fix it, Aunt Grusha, fix it and we’ll see that you’re well rewarded. Yes,
yes, this arrangement suits us very, very well. Thank you, my dear, thank you very much indeed! Only, the whole
business must be tied up pretty quickly—with a single thrust, as you might say. … Yes, thank you very much
indeed. … I owe you a present.”
Aunt Grusha gave a business-like grunt.
“Once I’ve promised, that’s the end of it. You can rely on me. I’ll give satisfaction. “Course, they have to write
out the agreement and certify it in a notary’s office. You can use ours if you want. I’ve already fixed up plenty that
way,” she boasted. “Put down, say: ‘I register Ponarin, Vadim Victorovich, at my domicile, I accept his
guardianship, and if anything should happen to me my square meters shall pass to him. …’.”
*
“And if anything should happen to me …”
WHICH BEING INTERPRETED MEANS: if, by ill luck, I should die, decease, kick the bucket, pass on, snuff it, join my
ancestors, get measured for the box or go to a far better world than this one, then “… my room passes to him.”
Sofia Franzevna was happy. In the evenings, sitting in her twenty-two-square-meter applegarth beneath the
copy of Kiselev’s still-life (two red-muzzled apples plus a white pear), she would murmur:
“Fifteen from my pension and fifteen from him—thirty net. … On top of that, he pays for the electricity,
heating, telephone, gas and cleaning. Other unforeseen payments for communal services also go on his bill. No,
it’s all right, I’ll get by. …”
And so our young Vadim became a G-U-A-R-D-I-A-N. How he throve! How he blossomed! How much more
handsome he grew! Actually, Kira shorted to begin with: “Whatever next! Registering with a woman. …”
“Yes, but what s-s-sort of a w-w-woman …,” stammered Vadim. “Didn’t Aunt Grush m-m-make it clear, for
which many thanks, that she’s over seventy?”
Apart from that, it was also agreed that the young guardian would not take up residence, but merely register
there. For the rest, he would pay his fee: a regular supply of scarce commodities, payment for communal services
and fifteen roubles a month net. Sometimes, as time and opportunity allowed, he would also have to provide
service in kind, that is—pay a couple of visits a week, carryout minor repairs about the place—mend the radio,
patch up a window, oil a lock—and if the old lady should fall ill, call a doctor, shake up the bed and run to the
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chemist for medicine. True this was hardly man’s work, but “Mummy and you, Kira darling, will lend a hand…” .
Very well. … It will do for the time being. …
*
How splendidly, brilliantly, velvety-smoothly everything worked! Every day the telephone wires between
Maly Komsomolsky Lane and Zubovsky Boulevard hummed with mutual helloes from early morning on.
“Hel-l-l-o Sofia Franzevna?” purred and stuttered Vadim on the telephone. “Am I d-d-d-disturbing you?”
“Hell-oee, hell-oee, dear Vadim Victorovich,” warbled Puppele. “Not at all, not at all. … I am always happy to
hear you. … How are things with you? Have you handed in your Latin test? I kept my fingers crossed for you all
last night and was hoping against hope you wouldn’t get that dreadful first speech of Caesar’s\fn{ Gaius Julius Caesar
(100-44BC), Roman general, statesman, and writer.} against Catherine.”
“Everything is absolutely tiptop!” answered Vadim with a manly rasp in his voice. “Evdokimov collected the
speech against Catiline.\fn{Lucius Sergius Catilina (108?-62BC), Roman politician and conspirator .} I got an easy one. Don’t
worry, Sofia Franzevna, don’t worry—everything is on the level, everything is in the clear.”
*
Until, one day, tireless Comrade Grusha took a sideways look at Puppele in the kitchen and quoth:
“Well, Sofia Franzevna, does he behave properly to you? Did I fix you up with a fine, upstanding young man?”
Soninka pleasurably fluttered her half-closed lids, like a hen. Oh, to find such a young man—nowadays …!
Real money, fifteen troubles of it, on the eleventh of every month without fail, the same day that all the other
pensioners collect. … Three visits a week, and never empty handed, always apples or biscuits. …
“But they had oranges in the Steklyanny shop on Pokrovka yesterday,” intervened somebody withmalicious
innocence from the other end of the kitchen.
The roses on Puppele’s cheeks turned from tender peach to a thick mud color.
“Apples?” hissed Aunt Grush. “For that sort of space? Trying to get away with biscuits and apples for twentytwo square meters? Look at Vera—I set her up with a guardianship for Akulina on Chetvertaya Meshchanskaya
Street in the Riga, what used to be the Shcherbakovksi, district—she brings her old lady potatoes—clean ones
from the market! From the mar-ket! Now there are oranges all over the place, and he gets away with biscuits?
Fancy letting him off with bits and pieces like that. …
“Well, of course, Grusha, of course I’d rather have oranges,” remarked Soninka pensively.
*
You push open the door to the lobby on your way home from the latest hooly. You fumble for the stairs with
your foot. There’s no light. Why on earth not? Sh-sh. … It’s them. They’ve either switched off the light, or elese
taken out the bulb and broken it. No, they didn’t do it themselves—they put Vova Zalivkin up to it, for five
kopecks. Oh, wretches, wretches. … You’ve got nothing to fear from me. I won’t tell anyone. If it was Uncle
Vlas, the caretaker, now, or the house manager. … That would be different. …
Kira looks away and outs irritably:
“No, how long is this business going to go on for? Are we going to sit on these stairs for ever? A year and a half
gone, and no end in sight! Soon you’ll be through at your technical school and I at the institute. You know
yourself that if we haven’t registered we’ll be directed where to work. … No, Vadim dear, I’m telling you for the
last time, make up your mind. …”
“But how am I to blame, Kira sweetie?” answers Vadim with a whine, stuttering and biting his fingers to the
quick. “Who could have guessed she wasn’t even thinking of … You can’t take somebody by the throat, can you?
Just another year or two. … Be patient. …”
*
It’s easy enough to say “a year or two,” easy enough to say “be patient.” A year went by, then another. The end
of the course was already in sight. Instructions on where to work were already round the corner. You had to hurry
down t the marriage registry, declare your address, start a baby—oar at least plan one—and then (oh, bliss), then
you could stay in Moscow and be put down for “independent job selection.”
“Well, what about it then, Aunt Grusha?” said Victor Alexandrovich, Vadim’s father, getting straight down to
brass tacks. “What is your enlightened opinion on this problem? We wish no harm personally to Sofia Franzevna,
but is time passing or is it not? And what are we to do about time?”
“As to time,” boomed Aunt Grusha, who had arrived for a clarification of the situation, “time is time, of
course, and who knows how long she intends to … We’re a bit out in our reckoning here. But then I can’t see to
everything, can I? After all, I’ve only got my two hands and two feet, haven’t I?” The beauteous
Agrippina\fn{Probably Agrippina the Younger (15-59AD); the reference is meant satirically, and Agrippina the Younger was Nero’s
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mother, who committed at least one murder and perhaps other that he might secure supreme power as Emperor of Rome .}

placed the
side of her hand at right angles to the edge of the table and punctuated her incisive thoughts by thumping the one
on the other. “And you’re a fine lot, aren’t you? Vadik, or you, Valentina Nikolayevna, should have gone t the
Polychronic beforehand and found out the way things were. What is she? And how is she?” These last two
rhetorical questions were uttered by citizeness Agrafena with special emphasis. “Is she on her last legs or what?
Age is all very well, but if she’s healthy she might last to a hundred. … In thirty-nine now, I remember, they
found she had a growth. She was treated at Klifasovsky’s. There might be consequences, mightn’t there? But no,
now it’s Aunt Grusha’s fault all round, I suppose!”
“But the main thing is time,” cried Valentina Nikolayevna, bursting into tears, “that’s what it’s all about, Aunt
Grusha, time, time’s passing. They’re young, you know, they want to live, and when do you expect to live, after
all, if not when you’re young. …”
“Ah, well—li-i-ving, is it?” Aunt Grusha skillfully slipped a Goldfish sweet into her pocket for her grandson,
Seryozha. “Never mind, they’ll live it up yet. …”
Something scraped, banged and rustled in the corridor. Vadim stumbled into the room. From his uncommonly
heavy breathing and more lustrous than usual Lyalya-doll’s eyes, it was easy to conclude that he was, as you
might say, “under the influence.” To get his courage up.
“Grr-eeting to the assembled com-company,” he began, unbuttoning his jacket with a vent down the back
(miserable hipster!) and tossing it across the heads of those present on to his divan. “Ss-o. In the existing circcircum-circumstances we can speak out. Would you please inform me, Aunt Grusha, at long last, when your baize
carpet slippers are going to kick the bucket? As interpreted into the great and poweful Russian tongue: when will
this aged ruin exp-p-pire?”
“Now, now!” clucked Aunt Grusha threateningly, “don’t you go nervousing us! You really frightened me, you
did. … What do you think you’re up to. … All trick-cycling or something! And what an argification, I ask you!
She isn’t doing it on purpose, is she? You’re the one who’s to blame and you’re complaining.”
“Me? The one? To blame?” The guardian’s features suddenly assumed a porcine look. “Do I pay the agreed
amount of cash or don’t I? Do I bring her scarce victuals or don’t I? Indeed I do. Including saus-sa-ges,” he
hissed, emphasizing every syllable. “Yesterday I got hold of three hundred grams of lightly s-s-smoked s-ssummer s-s-sausage for her, and not in one piece either, but s-s-sliced! Did I get her a ticket for the première of
the Moscow Art Theater’s Road Through Sokolniki? Indeed I d-d-did!” he wailed with anguish. “And n-n-now, if
you please, after all that she informs me she’s thinking of going to a friend in Riga this summer for a cure. What is
this? M-m-mockery? D-d-d-discrimination? I-I-ignoration?”
“The crematorium’s waiting for her—and she’s off to Riga?” A groan of astonishment escaped Aunt Grusha’s
breast. “Is that really so, ducky?” And then the “missanger” of the Legal Advice Office began to chortle with a
sly, clucking titter.
“Does she think I intend to roast in the lobby for the next ten years? That I’ll pop in to the Special Armenian
Delicatessen for fresh flans every time? Flan for the harridan? No, it’s too much, much too much! No, she can go
and whistle for them! ‘Sofochka, Sofka Franzevna, Sofka-a-a Craporna, where are thou now-ow-ow?’” he
brayed, adapting a not altogether unknown and not exactly drawing-room ditty, and attempted to shake his narrow
shoulders, spattering an untold amount of spittle in all directions.
“Now don’t you go calling names, don’t you dare, you’ve no right,” said Aunt Grusha, whistling angrily down
her nose.
“Vadyusik, who do you think you’re talking to? Don’t be so cheeky!” yelped Valentina Nikolayevna.
With a groan of despair the father rushed out into the corridor.\fn{ Because, of course, “Aunt” Grusha, a member of the
Communist Party, could have them all arrested and shot simply by denouncing them to the secret police as spies .}
Madame Grusha then graciously put an end to this piece of lively French farce.
“Well, all right,” once more she struck the edge of the imported oilcloth with the side of her hand. “I’ll do you
a special favor. Good people like yourselves deserve a favor. Don’t cry, ducky, I’ll tell you something now that
will make you thankful to Aunty Grusha for the rest of your life.”
Vadim’s ears pricked up with excitement and pleasurable anticipation. A tender glow suffused his apple cheeks.
His great, black Lyalya-doll’s eyes suddenly narrowed to flat, yellowish, copper farthings.
“Away with Sofia. We’ll annul the agreement. I’ll have a word with her. It can be done. I’ve seen hundreds of
cases like that in our Legal Advice Department. Of course you’re a good guardian, mild-tempered. That’s hard to
find. Maybe she won’t want to at first. But I’ll fix it. Sofia Franzevna, I’ll say, what are we to do if they need it in
a hurry now? And what’s the good of crying over him? It isn’t as though he was the whole world, is it? and
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supposing I find you somebody better off, for twenty a month plus rates, what about it then? Of course she’ll
agree. … and even be glad to.”
Aunt Grusha drew breath. Then, after a moment’s pause for recollection, the sweetest smile lit up her stern,
benosed and bewhiskered visage.
“I’ve got another combination in mind for you: Alexandra Stepanovna on Vadkovsky Lane. Cancer. Eight
months gone already. Another six months is the most she can hold out for. There’s just a pale shadow left of the
woman.” Madam Grusha gave a sorrowful sigh. “Only don’t be daft,” she turned to young Vadim, who by now
had perked up again, “as soon as you sign for the guardianship and register, move in for keeps and get the housing
sheet made out to you as head of the household. And the main thing—hold on to your floor-space! Don’t let the
square meters go—they’re there for the taking.”
She nodded thoughtfully.
“To tell the truth, I was saving this woman up for a post-graddit I know, or rather I promised her, I did—she
kept on asking and begging. Agrafena, she said, Matveyevna, she said …”
“Oh dear, a postgraduate. … Well, what about here? Won’t she hold us responsible for cutting in?”
“Oh no. Such a little lady! We’ll find someone else for her too.”
Agrafena Matveyevna, alias Grusha, eyed another sweet. And as she did so she verbally introduced on to the
revolving stage a wholly (rather than semi) incidental character.
“I just haven’t found time to visit Lyubov Vasilevna. I haven’t found the time. … I just haven’t. … She’s bound
to have a few more.”
“Lyubov? What Lyubov? And what’s she got?”
“She’s a deacon’s wife in one of the churches here,” replied the Ministry of Justice employee somewhat
reluctantly. “We got to know each other at our Legal Advice Office. It’s a bit awkward for her, so now she
operates through Aunt Grusha. She always informs me.”
“God Lord, and what does she inform you about? And about who?” Valentina Nikolayevna’s eyes bulged with
horror.
“About who? Why, about old women, of course. Who else?”
Aunt Grusha wiped the corners of her mouth with her fingers in ecstasy. “Lonely old women, they see ’em all
up there. Some are still pretty lively, others have one foot in the grave. … They’ve got nought to do in their old
age all day long, so they go to the church in droves. … The deacon tells his wife and she informs me. … Not for
free, of course, but in return for recognition. …”
Aunt Grusha suddenly twitched her small moustaches with envy.
“Doesn’t matter how much you give some people, it’s never enough, never enough. … They’ve really made
hay in this deacon’s job, all she does is buy gold the whole time, you can’t see her for watches and rings and
brooches, and it’s still not enough, still not enough. …”
“All right, Aunt Grusha, all right—it’s nothing to do with us. You just get moving with the business you were
talking about! Solve this problem for us once and for all! A quick thrust, as only you know how. If everything is
all right by the time young Vadim finishes his technical school, you’ll get the sort of recognition from me that
your deaconess wouldn’t even think about in her wildest dreams.”
Agrafena Aatveyevna gulped down the last of her Krasnodar tea and up-ended the glass.
*
There is also an epilogue to this story. If such it can be called:
1. Alexandra Stepanovcna, the old lady that the semi-incidental character fixed up for Vadim, died three
months after he had assumed guardianship over her. Our young hero finally settled down in his twenty-twosquare-meter domicile, married Kira and now works for the Moskovski Komsomolets newspaper. Kira is a postgraduate and is defending a thesis on “How N. G. Chernyshevsky’s ideas on the man of the future have been
modified in the light of Soviet reality.” They are doing very nicely, long for a couple of kids and have purchased a
Hungarian cupboard, a Rumanian sideboard and a Czech dressing-table, all highly lacquered. Last summer the
young newly-weds holidayed in the Crimea at their own expense and this year they are off to Italy on a package
tour. They live, they live, and they are living very nicely, thank you.
RHETORICAL QUESTION: And when can one live, after all, if not when one is young?
May God grant this young couple … whatever they wish for themselves.
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2. Aunt Grusha goes on working in the Legal Advice Office, where lawyers draft guardianship agreements for
students, lecturers, postgraduates and smaller fry. As a reward for her invaluable assistance in successfully solving
the “square-meter” problem of the Ponarin family, Grusha received a dress length of the most fashionable drip-dry
material, a pair of extra-thin soled shoes and thirty Government Gold Loan bonds at ten roubles apiece. If you
don’t trust the government, or don’t wish to wait for the draw, you can go to the Savings Bank and cash them at
any time. Aunt Grusha personally doesn’t trust the government. She cashed the certificates at their face value,
thirty certificates for three hundred roubles. She spent half the proceeds on an Avangard TV set and drinks tea on
official holidays with Lyubov Vasilevna, the deacon’s wife, who:
3. Says that the best thing nowadays is to put your money into gold, which has made its appearance in the State
Jewelry Shops, while all kinds of TV sets and refrigerators are not worth bothering about—if they are of domestic
manufacture, that is, because all you can do with them is paint them and throw them out. Foreign ones are another
matter, but where can you lay your hands on one? Her soliloquies are accompanied by the gentle and melodious
tinkling of gold earrings, each the size of your thumb.
4. That adorable widow, the irreproachable turtle dove, Sofka Perestranzevna, is still alive.
TO THE PRESENT DAY!
“Oh, my sister’s applegarth, applegarth secluded. …”
Nothing makes sense, yet the heart melts. … What is it like, this applegarth? Is it like a peargarden? Is it juicy,
without pips? I swoon, I faint with pleasure. And there is so much that is pleasurable here. …
Applegarth SE-CLU-DED!
*
I take out a large handkerchief, lie down on the sofa behind the cupboard and cover my face with the
handkerchief. What bliss it is to be alone, at long last. …
*
“Are you asleep?”
Not a word from me.
“Are you asleep, yes or no?”
“Shsh—I am not at home. …”
In New York Central Park a man is lying on the grass. He has fenced off his face from the world at large with a
cardboard box.
Fifty years will pass and you will exclaim:
“Was she soft in the head or something, that cuckoo who wrote the story?”
But now, in a minute, you will re-read and suddenly understand the title and you’ll tweak the author’s nose and
hiss spitefully:
“Don’t laugh at some else’s sister, my friend—yours is still an old maid.”
29.134 The Ostrabramsky Gate\fn{by Galina Kornilova (1928-

)}

Moscow, Russia (F) 5

I am not beginning my story just yet. First I am going to the square next to the train station to catch the number
eight bus, which will take me along the edge of town, then across a flat plain covered with sparse shrubs; after
that it will turn off the road, and finally stop at the corner of a quiet street in a suburban village.
Now I would like to propose the following:
Let’s suppose that a completely different person were to get off the bus at this stop instead of me. Someone
who knows absolutely nothing about the place to which he has come. What, in that case, would be the first thing
to catch his eye? What feelings and thoughts would come to him as he walks toward the railroad tracks past the
steep-roofed houses? In all likelihood, none. Without any particular interest or emotion he would examine the
façades of buildings behind the already thinning crowns of trees, a glass booth where they sell lemonade and
sandwiches with shriveled slices of cheese, a newspaper kiosk, blue-and-green-striped, like a zebra. He would
come to the railroad tracks and climb up a shaky, creaking staircase to a wooden bridge, above which the wind
carries the smell of burning, of coal smoke and fuel oil. From the bridge the traveler would look out over the
environs of the village and once again he would find nothing remarkable in them.
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“How ordinary everything is here …” he would probably think, seeing the square on the other side of the street
covered with puddles after the recent rains; a standard department store building off to one side; a “Beer and
Beverages” stall closed for lunch; a white dog sniffing a pile of reddish slag by the water tower. He might even
yawn out of boredom, glancing to the right where a narrow road stretches along the tracks and identical cinderblock houses stand behind a stockade fence …
I myself, however, unlike the bored traveler I have invented, knew exactly where I was going and what village
I would encounter beyond the railroad crossing. For that reason, as I stood on the wooden bridge, I peered out at
the surrounding landscape with anguish and fear and tried to find something remarkable in it, something out of the
ordinary. But I could not find anything of the sort. The reflection of a telegraph pole cut across a puddle in the
square. The white dog leapt over the pile of slag and trotted off toward the beer stall. A slight breeze fluffed up the
dirty-gray broom of the dog’s tail and fanned it off to the side. From behind the stockade that fenced off the plots
of land with their cinder-block houses a calm, questioning male voice was answered immediately by female
laughter.
By now I was walking on the road alongside the stockade, looking over the low fence at children playing with
a cat by a porch, at wooden tables and benches under the trees, at stacks of firewood, barrels of rainwater, a variety of sheds. A brand-new, bright-red motor scooter stood by the door of one of these sheds, next to another an old
woman wrapped in a warm shawl was throwing grain from a bowl to some fluttering chickens. On the almost
leafless apple trees pink balls of apples still shone, and heavy lengths of sheets and blanket covers waved to me
from ropes hung in the yards.
Then the even line of the wooden fence came to an abrupt end and was replaced on the left side of the road by
a stretch of low-growing evergreens. Forests of this kind are especially prevalent around the Baltic: slendertrunked little pines that have not yet grown strong, on low, gently sloping hills. Walking barefoot would be
unpleasant in such a forest: it has a thick undergrowth of thyme, bilberries, and heather. Grayish, swirling thickets
of heather tumble out of the forest onto the side of the road like foaming surf. From them, and from the sunwarmed pines, the honey smell of flowers, evergreen needles, and resin wafts onto the road. It is possible that our
bored traveler, drawn by this woodland aroma as I am, would walk down the embankment, crunching the heather
underfoot, and dive under the low evergreen curtain.
And then something would inevitably happen to him that would force him to see everything around him in a
completely different light …
I ran down the embankment, catching my hair on the low branches, and slipped behind the first row of pines.
At that very second the forest came to life. It started rustling, flapping heavy wings, and howling savagely, as
hundreds of black birds, shrieking hoarsely, swept up through the trees. Their dark mass eclipsed the yellow disk
of the sun for a moment, and their frenzied cries, filled with unrelenting malice, drowned out the sound of a
freight train that was passing by on the other side of the road. Shuddering from an incomprehensible dread, I
jumped back onto the road. But even here they raced by in hedge-skimming flight right over my head, not stopping their screaming for a minute, those sharp-beaked, sharp-clawed creatures that looked like winged rats—the
true masters of this place.
No, something is not quite right about this quiet copse and the unruly flock of crows above it. Something is not
quite right about these sickly pines whose crooked trunks are reminiscent of the spines of tubercular children, nor
about this excessively dry, seemingly lifeless grass underfoot. For that matter, the entire village beyond the forest
is also strange. Its carefully emphasized ordinariness, its mediocrity, suggests a kind of falsification, something
like a skillfully erected stage set designed to hide something dreadful from the human eye, something that is not at
all ordinary. Or am I imagining all this simply because the name of this village—Paneriai—wails in my brain like
a siren, compelling me to look around at every step, and gaze with distrust into the faces of passersby, whose
tranquillity astounds me.
Did they forget? Did they tire of remembering?
The local birds, however, have forgotten nothing. And believe me, it is by no means my imagination that is at
work here: it’s enough to take one look at those flocks to understand what’s going on. Generation after generation
of crows have lived with the genetic memory of the abundant repast that was once consumed by their ancestors in
the pine copse. That’s why even to this day they circle these very same pines, land on these same heather-covered
hills, blindly hoping for an imminent feast. Fledglings invariably inherit the habits of their carrion-crow parents,
and when they leave the nest they in no way resemble our reserved and alienated gray urban crows. With piercing
cries they fly low over the forest, over the railroad tracks, over the rooftops of the houses, peering down
vigilantly: will a steaming bounty be spread out for them down below once again?
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Say what you like, but in my opinion it would be difficult to live here, next to that winged gang circling over
the forest and the little museum on the edge of the copse that outwardly appears so cozy. But inside, illuminated
by white lamplight, the trifles of human life are laid out behind the glass of display cases: a pince-nez with
cracked lenses in a metal frame, an aluminum spoon, tailor’s scissors with long blades, a plastic comb with
missing teeth, a bunch of keys on a rusted ring, a child’s knitted mitten with a hole in the thumb … things that
belonged to people whose lives came to an abrupt end over thirty years ago in the pine copse overgrown with
heather.
A sandy path leads from the door of the museum to these pines and the hills beyond, climbs the gentle slope to
the top, and only then is that which was at first concealed from view by the curtain of evergreens and the thicket
of shrubs revealed: gigantic sheer-faced reservoir pits. Empty black eye sockets staring blindly at the sky, into
which withered leaves and colorless dead pine needles are tossed by the wind. Next to each of these pits is a neat
little plaque on a peg with a figure—10,000, 7,500, or 5,200—the number of people shot by the Nazis and buried
in the pits. So what if the foliage now rustles peacefully all around and the smell of wilting grass and flowers fills
the air? There are things in this world that cannot be veiled by any fragrance, that do not disappear with the
passage of years or the change of seasons.
That’s why you head back almost at a run and now, in your haste, you don’t pay much attention to the houses,
the yards, or the people. It is only in the bus, looking out the window at the gloomy plain, dotted here and there
with patches of shrubs, that you realize that on their journey they saw this very same landscape, the details of
which drifted past them in reverse order. For the end of their journey was the forest I had left behind, while its
beginning may be considered a square in the city toward which our bus was now speeding. The story I am about
to tell concerns that beginning.
I heard this story thirdhand, you might. say. The eyewitness to the events—an old woman who had lived
through the occupation—related it to her mistress, a well-known Lithuanian actress. She, in turn, told it to me one
warm Sunday afternoon as she and I were wandering around the city. But first about the city itself.\fn{ A note reads:
The city described here is Vilnius, the ancient—and current—capital of Lithuania. Before World War II it was part of Poland . More exactly,
it was part of the Empire of Poland/Lithuania from 1569-1795, and part of Poland from 1920-1939 .}

A person who comes here for the first time should do the following: Go up to the top floor of any building in
the center of town, on Lenin Prospect, for example, or on Chernyakhovsky Street, and look out the window. What
would you see from there? The distinctive silhouettes that constitute something of a graphic symbol of the city,
and then it will become easier for you to make sense of the rest. From this height an amazing panorama opens up
before you: something like a sea that is simultaneously rippling and frozen. A wave, shooting straight up at its
crest, descends along the inclines, twisting into rings and spirals as it falls, and, in so doing, forming multistepped
graded fantastical semicircles. All of this together is known as the baroque style. Here and there the soft, rhythmically flowing waves are pierced by the sharp lines of Gothic spires. But only here and there. The sharpness and
frenzy of the Gothic buildings are instantly softened by the feminine sil- houettes of the baroque structures
flanking them; they dissolve against the background of curved planes and ovals.
Charming softness is a feature that can come to define not only a person’s character, but also a city’s. And here
one finds it in the architecture, in the climate, in the unhurried movements of passersby on the street, in the
weeping willows streaming like green fountains at intersections, in the silence of the tiny medieval courtyards.
But for this very reason it is difficult to visualize the events that took place on these streets more than thirty
years ago. They seem improbable precisely because they are so out of keeping with the city’s soft and joyous look
today.
The events I am about to relate took place in the southern part of town, on a square that opens out from the
famous Ostrabramsky, or Medininksky, Gate. The first name comes from the sharply pointed shape of the gate’s
Gothic arch during the Middle Ages.\fn{ A note reads: Ostra means sharp or pointed in both Polish (the language of the original
name of the gate) and the Russian of the text.}
The road from the gate led to the Medininksky Castle, whence its second name.
But there is even a third—Ausros—which in Lithuanian means “dawn.” Above the gate, which had been cut
into the ancient fortress wall, is a Catholic chapel containing the miracle-working icon of the Ostrabramsky
Madonna. You can still see the icon today: a young, dark-complexioned, fine-featured face filled with secret dread
and prophetic sorrow. During important holidays the large shutters of the window in the church above are opened
and then the miracle-working Madonna can be seen from afar, from the street. Dozens of people drop to their
knees at that moment and as a result the street comes to resemble an open-air temple of sorts. On the other side of
the gate, beyond the fortress wall, there used to be a town. It has long since become part of the city, and only
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certain houses there, smaller and more modest than those in the center of the city, testify to the former
provinciality of the area.
*
We passed under the arches of the gate and found ourselves in a rather small square paved with stone. Looking
around it my companion said:
“You know, during the war there was a market here.”
I was not at all surprised. Closed in by the sides of houses, the space behind the ancient wall indeed seemed to
be a perfectly suitable place for a market. It could, for example, have been located in the area now occupied by a
small garden, over there, where three narrow streets descending toward the square from the hills converged.
“It was over there, where the garden is,” my companion continued, confirming my guess. “An ordinary bazaar,
where local peasants brought their wares from neighboring villages. And here, next to the gate, ran a road …”
That’s how she started the story that she had heard from an elderly Polish woman, whom we shall call Pani
Stanislawa.\fn{A note reads: Pani is Polish for Miss or Mrs.}
On that autumn day—more precisely, on that October morning—the then still-young Pani Stanislawa set off
for the market. Now, of course, it is not important what she had intended to buy there; she herself would probably
not be able to recall. All that matters is that on that particular day and at that particular hour she found herself in
the square in front of the Ostrabramsky Gate. It is not at all difficult to imagine what the square looked like then,
since bazaars in all parts of the world and throughout history have looked more or less alike. In the middle of the
square long tables made of wide planks nailed together stood in a row beneath wooden canopies of the same
construction. To one side of them, in an open space near some tethering posts, a dozen or so varicolored horses
hitched to carts stood munching hay. And behind the row of tables, closer to the road, clustered a group of
women, offering customers skeins of undyed wool, finished knitted items, woven baskets, homespun rugs, and
clay utensils. In other words, the kind of handmade odds and ends that one can find at any market.
But at the same time the bazaar we are talking about must have been significantly different from all other
bazaars, for it was operating during war-time in a city occupied by the Germans. It is obvious that on the counters
of this market there were no items such as butter, sour cream, or eggs, nor could there have been. A wartime
market was, of course, both poor and expensive. It was also taciturn, wary, and poorly dressed. The residents of
the city, as well as the peasants who came to town to buy, sell, get the news, and see their relatives, had all grown
threadbare over the months of war; moreover, they tried to dress as simply as possible. The times were such that it
was better not to be conspicuous. The only thing the women could allow themselves on a Sunday was to tie
flowered kerchiefs around their heads, and even these were not especially colorful.
As we all know, market trading always begins at the crack of dawn. And that’s why the square in front of the
city gate had been bustling since early morning. Rumbling along the cobblestone pavement, carts drove up one
after another, vendors noisily hawked their wares, customers bartered. They poured into the aisles between the
rows of stalls in an ever-thickening stream, stopping in places to ask about prices, then moving on.
As the sun rose over the horizon, it drenched the city in a bright chilly light. The ancient walls were touched
with pink, the spires of the cathedrals blazed gold, the winding little Vilnele River flashed silver. On the square,
the horses’ backs shimmered in the rays of the sun, the faded flowers on the women’s kerchiefs came to life, the
sad young face of the Madonna over the Ostrabramsky Gate radiated its wondrous colors.
Bathed in the light of the autumn sun, the city with its towers and fortress walls, churches and tiled-roof houses
resembled a floodlit theatrical stage on which a medieval mystery play was about to begin. And indeed, there was
not long to wait …
Midday had already passed when the people milling about the bazaar suddenly heard strange sounds in the
distance. Something like a protracted rumble, or a rustling, was coming from far-off streets, drowned out periodically by the harsh bellowing of German commands. Conversations and arguments ceased of their own accord.
Vendors and customers alike forgot for an instant about the wares on the counters; they raised their heads and
looked around in alarm. The marketplace gradually fell silent and became all ears.
The shouts of the Germans kept growing louder and more distinct, the people in the square looked with
increasing alarm in the direction from which they were coming. Almost everyone in the city knew the sound of
Germans shouting out their commands; they had had occasion to hear it before. But that did not make the piercing
cries any less terrifying—quite the opposite. It is even possible that German SS\fn{ The popular abbreviation for the
Schutzstaffel, the Nazi secret police, that served as a personal bodyguard for Hitlere, the secret police in Germany and the occupied, and the
operators of the concentration campus (1933-1945) .} officers were specially trained to bellow like animals at people in

order to scare them to death in advance.
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But now the screams seemed all the more frightening because it was impossible to figure out what was going
on in the city. One could only guess that both the commands and the vague muffled rumbling were gradually
moving in the direction of the bazaar. So, after a brief period of confusion, some of the people who had gathered
in the square hastened to return home. The market women bustled about, quickly gathering their wares; the carts
rolled off with a clatter. But those who did not want, or were unable, to leave the market immediately, crowded
together at the very edge of the road and stared in the direction from which the disturbing noise was coming.
The Germans bellowed louder and louder and it was no longer difficult to recognize the shuffle of thousands of
human feet in the monotonous, protracted rustle that accompanied the shouting. The heavy living mass was by
now very close by, flowing into the streets nearest to the square. Suddenly, in the crowd of people rooted to the
spot in the square, words ignited like a spark and passed along the rows:
“They’re taking the Jews!”
“They’re taking the Jews from the ghetto!”
The already terror-stricken crowd shuddered with a foreboding of something horrible. Hundreds of eyes stared
at the yellow section of wall that blocked their view of the street leading to the center of the city. But a row of
people in dark, ragged clothing was already emerging from it, swaying on the cobblestones like a boat in shallow
water, and behind that row yet another and another. Like a dark, slow-moving river; a gray heaving mass, they
poured into the square.
Pani Stanislawa had told her mistress:
“To this day I can’t get that picture out of my mind.”
There is nothing surprising about that. All the others who were there on the square that day must also
remember it still. Human memory is such that certain events are never erased from it, whether the person likes it
or not. Just what each of them was feeling at that moment, however, that I cannot say. I can only guess. Especially
since the eyewitness herself did not touch upon this aspect of it; she described only what she saw.
They saw rows of exhausted, pale people in dark, tattered clothing move past, surrounded by SS soldiers.
There were extremely old men who could barely move their feet when they walked and leaned on the shoulders of
younger men; there were youths, almost boys, whose stern, very un-childlike gaze seared the faces of the people
thronging by the road. There were women, old and young, with wisps of hair straying out from under their black
kerchiefs, with lifeless eyes and deadened faces. Some of these women pressed children to their breasts. Yes, there
were children in this sorrowful, slow-moving procession. They minced along, gripping their mothers’ hands or
skirts, while others, the younger ones, were carried. But the quiet, barely audible cry that was periodically heard
above the rows was not coming from them. It was the adults who sobbed, mourning over the fate of their children.
The one and only cart, hitched to an undersized, light-chestnut horse, moved along in the middle of the
procession. In the carriage, with his back to the driver, sat an old rabbi, stooped and wizened, resembling more
than anything an incorporeal shadow. A few days before (some well-informed person again reported to the whole
bazaar) he had lost the use of his legs. Stretching his dry, shaking hands over the heads of the moving crowd, he
continuously mumbled something, while his head, covered with a striped tallith, fell feebly onto his chest.
From the first days of the occupation the city had forgotten how to speak loudly. On its streets only German
speech was used with full force. The city fell mute during those minutes when the sad procession stretched from
one end of it to the other. Not a single sound could be heard except for the quiet crying of the women, the clatter
of the wheels of the lone cart carrying the rabbi, the heavy breathing of the marching people, and the shouts, sharp
as the lashes of a shepherd’s whip, of the German escorts.
It was utterly incomprehensible why they were shouting like that. The people in the column, after all, were
obediently going where they were being led. Not a single one of them made any attempt to lag behind, stop, or
break out of line and throw himself at his executioners. One might even suppose that the soldiers were nervous.
After all, even for trained SS soldiers this task could not have been particularly pleasant or easy. In any event,
they spared no strength in bellowing. And after every one of these shouts the women in the crowd at the bazaar
hastily crossed themselves.
But the others, the ones now walking past them in slow, irregular rows, did not seem to hear the shouts at all.
To an onlooker it might have seemed that they neither heard nor saw anything around them. Even when they
raised their lowered heads for a moment, one could tell that they saw before them not a city square filled with a
silent crowd, not their raving escorts, but something completely different.
Then, suddenly and unexpectedly, the involuntary spectators in the square saw the rhythmical movement of the
column come to a halt. It was as if those who were walking in front had suddenly run up against an invisible
barrier that stopped them. Row after row caught up to the ones in front, slowed their pace, and stopped. Their
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view of what was happening up front was blocked by the heads and backs of the others. They could only hear a
discordant chorus of excited women’s voices. But the petrified spectators by the side of the road could see every
detail of what was happening.
The Germans had put mostly women and children in the first rows of the column. One of these women, a talI,
heavyset, aging Jewess, was particularly conspicuous. Her tight gray curls bristled against the light kerchief
thrown over her head. Her face was puffy and an unhealthy, waxy yellow; her regular, once-beautiful features had
hardened in lifeless detachment. But the flame of a bonfire still blazed intensely on this scorched, barren earth.
For in her ravaged face, grown wan and hard from grief, huge eyes burned like stars, and anyone who took one
look into the dark depths of those eyes could no longer tear his gaze away from them.
“Thou hast doves’ eyes within thy locks; thy hair is as a flock of goats, that appear from mount Gilead.”\fn{ A
note reads: Song of Solomon 4:11, King James Version.}
The moment the first row reached the Ostrabramsky Gate, the woman with the gray curls thrust her head back
and stopped dead in her tracks. The others glanced at her in confusion and immediately began to stop. As one they
all looked in the direction of the dark-complened Virgin Mary grieving in her church tower above the gate.
The elderly woman suddenly fell heavily to her knees and raised her swollen hands over her head.
“Mary!” she called out, hoarse and frenzied. “Look over here, Mary! Look at us!”
Huddled together and shuddering in fear, the remaining captives looked at the kneeling woman.
“Mary!” the old woman continued to shout, and for an instant her voice drowned out all the other sounds in the
square. “Remember who you were, Mary! You lived among our people! Save our children! Don’t let them perish,
Mary! Save them!”
And next to her, one after another the darkly clad women dropped onto the dusty cobblestones. It was as if the
trees of a large forest were toppling one by one, felled by the saw of a lumberjack.
“Mary! Mary! Mary!" the women repeated, sobbing, prostrate on the ground. Raised in prayer, their convulsively trembling hands were like still-living branches.
Now the hushed crying of the peasant women at the side of the road joined the sobs of the Jewish women
fallen on the pavement. And such moaning, such wailing hung over the square in those moments that it was no
longer possible to tell whether it was rising up from the earth to the sky or whether the heavens themselves were
crying over the wretched earth.
Even the German escorts became visibly distraught. Their shouts were drowned out by the wails and sobs of
the crowd and they looked around as if beset, obviously not knowing what to do next.
And it was then that the Jewess with the blazing eyes got up off her knees, tore from her skirt the tiny girl who
was clinging to it, and forcefully pushed her out of the column. She simply tossed the child into the crowd by the
road. And the crowd parted for an instant, then swallowed the girl up, hiding her behind people’s backs.
Immediately something inconceivable began to take place in the square. Mothers, sobbing out loud, pushed one
child after another out of the column. They loosened their embrace on their children and pushed them to the side
of the road, threw them to where arms were already outstretched to catch them as they flew out of the column.
The peasant women quickly tore the flowered kerchiefs from their heads, threw them on the dark little heads of
the children, and ran off to the nearest streets with the children in their arms.
A living storm raged in the square until the escorts regained their senses and jumped into action. Once again
they started running up and down the column, bellowing and clicking the bolts of their rifles, driving the people
forward. It was not a short journey to the place where the inhabitants of the ghetto were being taken that day.
The sobbing women got up off their knees and plodded on, constantly looking back at the crowd in which their
children had disappeared. The Germans were now using the butts of their rifles to shove and prod the stragglers,
so the people in the column were no longer walking slowly, but almost running. Just past the square, the street
along which their route lay dropped sharply down, as befits roads that lead to the kingdom of the dead.
“We must needs die, and are as water spilt on the ground, which cannot be gathered up again.”\fn{ A note reads: II
Samuel 14:14, King James Version.}
Concluding her story, my companion added the following: Many of the children who were saved that day
survived the war and the occupation. She herself, for example, knew a woman who was still rather young and
worked in the post office in the city of Aniksciai. The woman’s name is Mariam. In Lithuanian she is called
Marite, which in Russian, of course, would be Mary.
Her last name is Lithuanian, naturally, since she grew up on a farm with a Lithuanian peasant family. These
people had children of their own as well, so Mariam now has several brothers and sisters. Mariam says that she
has no recollection of that awful day, because she was only two years old at the time. But later, when she came of
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age, her adoptive parents told her the whole story and explained who she was. They did not want to keep the truth
from her; after all, her natural mother was in that procession, perhaps her father as well. It is also possible that
other relatives of the girl were there, her older brothers or sisters.
On that day the Nazis led them all down the road that heads southwest out of the city, in order to shoot them,
along with thousands of Russians, Lithuanians, and Poles, on the wooded hills of the totally unremarkable village
of Paneriai.\fn{A note reads: Known to the Jews of Vilnius as Ponar.}
178.115 Son Of The Mountain Folk\fn{by Raisa Akhmatova (1928-

)}

Chechenia Republic, Russia (F) 4

It is hard to convey the power of his dancing in words. People call him the “Chaliapin of the dance,” “Paganini
of the dance,” “Stradivarius of the dance:”—and it is not surprising. Everywhere people love him as they love
sunshine and beauty. He gets round after round of applause wherever he dances: in Moscow theatres or in distant
Brazil, in a tiny mountain village or sun-bathed India.
Who is he, this wizard who has come to know the spirit of the dance, who is this man about whom legends
spring up?
The mountain-dwellers in his part of the country refer affectionately to him as “our Makhmud.” Makhmud
Esambayev is a whole world of images, characters, emotions, thoughts and passions. Chechen-Ingushetia will
seem familiar to you, reader, even if you have never been there. Green strips of woodland pleasant with the smell
of the trees and the aromatic wild strawberry, and with the sound of springs bubbling unseen. The water in them
looks black, pine needles float lazily on the surface, but if you bend right down and take a sip you will probably
be sorry that you have never before tasted this life-giving beverage.
And those mountains of the Chechen-Ingushetia! They are slashed by a multitude of gorges, with rivers roaring
like monsters in their depths. For a second you halt on the brink of a dizzy precipice and take a great lungful of
the surprisingly fragrant mountain air.
You have in fact known that happy mountain land, dear reader, if you have seen the magic dances of Makhmud
Esambayev. Like huge peas the stars hung low over the mountain village of Old Ataghi, hemmed in by jagged
mountain tops. Slender poplars ran down to the banks of the never-silent Argun. Resilient sticks crackled in the
fire. The flames flared up and it seemed that the fiery tongues would envelope the fragile body of the little boy at
any moment. The old musician threw dry twigs into the fire from time to time and sang:
”I see the mist stealing down from the mountain tops and settling on the plain-tree leaves. I see the pink clouds
awakening above the mountains and a young eagle bathing in them of a morning.”
Makhmud sat cross-legged, looking into the starry heavens. How beautiful they are, those stars! But there was
one, the very brightest, the very furthest, that fascinated the mountain dweller. Can it be my star? he wondered
excitedly, if only I can reach it.
This old musician, whose fame had spread far outside his mountain village, loved Makhmud dearly. He often
took the boy with him and willingly sang him songs about legendary heroes. All his life Makhmud was to
remember that quiet voice, the dark hands with the prominent veins and the gray, proudly-held head of the singer.
The Argun was roaring on, dislodging white stones. From the sandy bank rose a pungent smell of cool mint.
The first incomprehensible sense of anxiety filled his heart. If only he could tell of all this in dancing. But were
there movements capable of expressing the sounds of early morning? One could hardly tell about these heavenly
expanses, the serrated mountains, the rolling hills covered with nut trees. Could one really convey the Argun’s
restless song?
Away in the distance twinkled the lights of the town. They would vanish, then flare up again. They had been
troubling his imagination for a long time. What kind of place was it, this town, flooded with light? Probably the
lights would blind the eye, there were so many of them. It was a long, hard dusty road, scorched by the August
sun. Ahead the vastness of the sky merged with the earth. The wheels of the cart, laden with a handful of domestic
utensils, squeaked quietly. The father walked silently after the cart. The mother wiped her tears. Their native
village was left behind. Who knew what awaited them in the town?
The town of Grozny gave Makhmud a noisy greeting. The boy did not have time to see everything, to look
round at the many townspeople, to keep an eye on the traffic, to admire tall buildings. Everything was new to him.
Makhmud’s family settled in a little house in Poselyanskaya Street. The younger inhabitants of this street were
fated to be the first viewers of the first performances given by the young dancer. It began like this.
The circus came to Grozny, and one evening Makhmud went to see it. A thin little boy wearing a shining
costume, wriggled on the arena like a snake. It looked to Makhmud as if the boy’s body were made of rubber,
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otherwise how could he tie himself up in knots, and then suddenly straighten out again?
“I’m going to learn to do everything that he did,” he said. “I shall become an artist! I’ve made up my mind!”
“I shall never allow you to besmirch the name of our clan,” his father shouted. “I won’t allow it! It’s not for a
man to earn his bread by amusing other people!”
But neither his father’s ban nor the endless lamentations of his mother had any effect. He organised a “theatre”
in the courtyard of the house next door and time and again the girls and boys of Poselyanskaya Street would
gather there in secret from the adults to watch their friend dancing.
“Bravo, bravo, Makhmud!” they shouted. Shy and happy, he would bow awkwardly to his familiar “public.”
The old maple covered the small square in front of the house with shade and from time to time yellow leaves
would fall from the branches. Alisultan, Makhmud’s father, sat there sunk in reflection. For a long time he had
had a scrap of land, and with his wife Bikatu had toiled on it from dawn to dusk. One day his land was taken in
payment of a debt. He sent a petition to tsar’s ministers, and all his carefully hoarded savings went to draft court
documents, for he could neither read nor write.
The revolution came to the soil of Chechen-Ingushetia with the thunder of guns and the smoke of battle. The
sun of freedom rose over the valleys and gorges, its rays penetrated the dark hovels of the mountain people.
At one of the first village assemblies Alisultan was elected chairman of the village Soviet. With first-hand
knowledge of the injustice of the tsarist regime, he cherished the dream that his son would become a judge. But
even engrained respect for the authority of his parents could not break Makhmud’s burning wish to become a
dancer. The conflict with his father lasted for many years, but Makhmud went on stubbornly working to achieve
his purpose. He used to go to dancing classes, working with great determination and putting his heart and soul
into it. During the war, at the age of sixteen, he appeared with a group of performers close to the front line,
travelled to mountain villages in slush and cold, not stopping to rest, and danced for workers in the factory shops.
At last he danced on the professional stage, joining the company of the Alma-Ata Opera Theatre.
In every man's life there are events which remain in his memory forever. Makhmud looks upon the Moscow
Youth Festival in 1957 as one such event. Lev Komarovsky, the choreographer, accepted Makhmud in his home
like one of the family. Eleonora Grikurova worked with him to prepare the Indian dance the Golden God.
Alexandra Gryaznova and Marietta Alberingo helped with a Spanish dance, and Tamara Zeifert and Igor
Moiseyev with a dance with knives.
The seven months he spent in Moscow brought Makhmud Esambayev two gold medals—he won awards at the
U.S.S.R. and international dancing contests. His name began to appear with increasing frequency on the posters,
and the number of his fans mounted up. He was becoming famous.
Talent and temperament.
As far as Makhmud is concerned one has to add: great efforts. Extraordinarily hard-working, with great will
power and dedication to art—these are vital qualities of his talent.
Complex art demands rigorous, even harsh discipline. To make a dance unique, each movement has to be
repeated hundreds of times over. What difficulties Makhmud had to overcome before the harsh discipline of his
lessons was transformed into its opposite—freedom! That freedom without which superb artistry is unthinkable in
a dancer. Esambayev’s specific, original style of dancing began to win increasing recognition. His dancing is
emotional, precise and classical. The dances of countries all over the world pass before the audience in a fantastic
pageant. Different rhythms, different colouring, different times and nations, and in each dance—whether
Chechen-Ingush, Spanish, Indian, Jewish, Negro or Tajik one not only sees a specific style and manner of
performance—the very spirit of the people has been caught and kept alive. Once after Makhmud had performed a
Spanish dance the well-known Spanish dancer Marietta Alberingo commented:
“Makhmud, you were born to dance in Castille and Aragon.”
This praise was a great tribute. It is true that the Soviet dancer not only has a wide range and a great gift of
transforming himself into different characters. There is something else. Esambayev’s dances express and reflect
all spheres of people’s emotional life. To use the words of Stanislavsky, Makhmud Esambayev has brought “the
life of the human spirit” to the world of dance.
The plane was flying at a great height over the Caribbean. On board were stars of the Soviet ballet on their way
to Caracas, capital of Venezuela.
The theatre in Caracas was packed. Makhmud was profoundly agitated; for the first time in his life he was
performing abroad. He felt keenly that people would look upon him as a part of his homeland.
That evening he danced the Golden God, based on highly expressive mime, and unusual fluidity and grace of
the arm movements. The dance makes considerable use of motifs from ancient Indian folklore, telling of the rains,
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of the Ganges, of the blue god of night and the golden god of day. In his dancing Makhmud spoke of eternity, of
absolute peace, of the alternation of day and night. He danced a bacchanalia of the elements run amok. Suddenly
he slowly sank to the ground, taking up the pose of a seated god, and did it so smoothly that it was impossible to
notice anyone separate movement.
“Fantastic!” spectators called out as they applauded.
The triumphal tour of the Soviet dancers through Latin America was coming to an end, behind them were
Venezuela, Columbia, Mexico and Cuba, thousands of kilometres, a mass of delighted reviews, endless
handshakes, flowers and fond farewells. Ahead were Brazil, Chile and Argentina, where there would be more
concerts, more meetings with more spectators.
Makhmud will never forget his meeting with the magnificent Brazilian dancer Mercedes Baptista. With her
small company she has toured America and Europe and their performances always drew an enthusiastic response.
As a token of her respect and admiration Mercedes staged for Makhmud the dance Macumba.
It was in a small temple 45 kilometres from Rio de Janeiro, built by José Gomes, the finest performer of ritual
dances in Brazil, at his own expense. Once a year the Macumba is danced in this temple. But this time it was
danced twice—an exception made in honour of the Soviet artists.
It was seven o’clock in the evening and Makhmud was waiting eagerly for the ritual to begin. A priest came
out with José Gomes. Young, well proportioned and extremely lithe, José was wearing a white shirt and gray
trousers. He began to sing and through some inner doors people came out holding one another by the hand. That
was how the Macumba opened. That evening Makhmud Esambayev danced the Macumba with José Gomes.
When they said goodbye to Makhmud, his Brazilian friends presented him with a leopard skin costume and a
huge hat made from the skin of the anaconda.
The Soviet dancers spent seventy days in Latin America, and among them Makhmud Esambayev, son of the
mountain folk. One hundred and forty thousand people applauded them.
*
Grozny was welcoming its favourite. Each trip Makhmud makes to his native haunts becomes a kind of
festival. The big auditorium was packed to overflowing. People were impatiently waiting for his appearance.
The curtain rose to show a bright moonlit night. The audience was hushed. Suddenly the silence was broken by
an unfamiliar melody. Makhmud began to dance a fiery dance of incantation, a dance of self-immolation—the
Macumba.
Disaster dogs the Indians. Only the sorcerer can free them of ill-luck. He appears at night, dressed in a leopard
skin. The feathers of his headdress gleam in the twilight; his face smeared with blood, he impersonates the evil
spirit, deceiving it with this likeness. Wild, rushing music is heard and the sorcerer begins to dance. During the
dance the evil spirit enters his body and kills him. With the sorcerer the evil spirit dies, too, and the tribe is saved
from misfortune. The Macumba brings happiness to the house in which it is danced.
The enthralling expressiveness of this dance, the incredible intensity of man’s dramatic struggle with the evil
spirit which has taken possession of his body gripped the audience. They could not tear their eyes from the stage,
afraid to stir or take a breath even when the dance was finished. But one minute passed, then another, and
everyone leapt to their feet to demonstrate their delight and gratitude at the unique talent of the dancer.
Makhmud Esambayev lives through this rhythmic, exotic ritual dance in the way a dramatic actor lives through
his part in a play. This is what makes the dance unusual, unique.
“Makhmud Esambayev is a kinsman of the god of dance,” wrote newspapers after he had danced the
Macumba in Brazil.
In all countries where Makhmud has performed he has displayed an interest in folk and ritual dances. He
studies them, introduces them into his repertoire and shows them to audiences in other countries.
“Are you staying here for long, Makhmud?” I asked.
“This time I’ll try to stay longer,” he replied with an enigmatic smile. He was scheduled to appear in the film I
Shall Dance.
We walked unhurriedly out of the theatre. The summer night had descended upon the town, and an unusually
mild breeze was blowing from the banks of the Sunja, scarcely ruffling the leaves of the trees. Now and again we
met some late passers-by. Recognising Makhmud, they would stop and follow his progress with affectionate eyes.
And he, handsome and lithe, walked in his graceful way through the town which once upon a time in his
childhood had so fascinated him.
“I have been in many countries and seen many beautiful cities,” Makhmud said, “but I would not change
Grozny for anywhere else in the world. Wherever I have been, I have always felt nostalgic for Chechen853

Ingushetia,” he said with a smile. His blue eyes recalled the sky of his own land, and a trim, upstanding figure,
with a waist small enough to arouse envy—a young horseman from an old mountain legend.
That evening he and I talked a lot about the original culture of our small people—of the wonderful melodies of
our folk songs and dances, of the composers Alexander Dhalebsky, Umar Beksultanov and Adnan Shakhbulatov,
of the asbug Idris Tsitskiev; of Zulai Sardalova, soloist in the State Ensemble of Song and Dance, and many
others.
The mountain village of Old Ataghi looked festive and young. The gathering gloom laid a dark shawl with
miracle stars on the sharp mountain summits. No one stays at home on an evening like this—neither the elderly
savant or the young and daring horseman. In the club a film was to be shown about their compatriot. The old
people still remember Makhmud’s father Alisultan, recall how the little boy grazed cattle, ran along the
precipitous mountain tracks, and caught trout in the rushing Argun.
Since then the mountain tops have more than once put on their shaggy white caps of snow, more than once
have the nut trees bloomed.
In the noisy, brightly-lit theatre the audience saw upon the screen Parisians applauding a Soviet dancer, a
Chechen from the little village of Old Ataghi.
Makhmud deliberately opened his programme with the Lezginka. The fresh breeze from the mountains burst
into the crowded hall, the roar of mountain rivers was heard, the audience saw the mountain waterfalls iridescent
in the sun’s rays. The dancer was performing a poem about his joy on returning to his homeland. After a long
absence a young man visits the places dear to his heart. He walks along familiar paths and feels the familiar
coolness of the forest. Suddenly he comes upon a spring. He bends down to it eagerly, a tear running down the
young man’s cheek. The curse of an old vendetta threatens him with death here. He cannot enter his mountain
village, yet he cannot make himself leave it forever. Better death on his native soil than eternal parting from it.
Each movement of this dance evokes in the hearts and minds of the spectators a whole world of thoughts, feelings
and associations—joyful, sorrowful, but always poetic.
Now the camera switches to Makhmud as he stands by the window admiring a view of Paris. The city is
beautiful, magnificent. The Seine leisurely carries its waters to the sea. Piercing a light flock of snow-white
clouds, the sun’s rays tinge Notre Dame with gold. The awakening city is enchanting in its mysterious beauty.
Makhmud says goodbye to Paris, to a city which has been captivated by his artistry. “Eyes that speak,” “flying
hands”—these are typical of the comments in the Paris newspapers.
The plane heads for Moscow. Just a few hours separate Makhmud from his homeland. Relaxing in his seat, he
gives himself up to pleasant reminiscences. Once a reporter in New York had asked him:
“Say, Mr. Makhmud, has art a homeland?” The reply had been laconic:
“You can’t be successful in the arts without being rooted in your homeland.”
The truth of these words of Makhmud’s has on numerous occasions been borne out by the wisdom of his
talent, by his unusual life-story. Makhmud Esambayev, from the mountain village of Old Ataghi, is now a
People’s Artist of the Chechen-Ingush A.S.S.R., a People’s Artist of the R.S.F.S.R., a deputy to the Supreme
Soviet of his republic. He has won prizes in a U.S.S.R. contest and in two international competitions at youth
festivals, holds the Order of the Red Banner of Labour, and has become the pride of his people.
The pleasant voice of the air hostess announced:
“We are approaching the capital of our homeland, Moscow.”
Makhmud glanced down through the round porthole. In the sunshine the cupolas of ancient cathedrals shone
gold. New building sites flashed beneath the wings.
The next day Makhmud gave a concert in the Tchaikovsky Concert Hall. On the stage was a man with a white
marble face, bright lips and frozen glassy eyes. He was elegantly dressed in black evening suit, top hat, black
patent leather shoes, white gloves, white tie and spats. He was a fine figure of a man but lifeless. Here was a man
whose heart had died. He was an automation. He danced to order, each of his movements highly polished but
without the vital spark. He was like a huge clockwork doll with a mechanism that would run down and would
have to be wound up again. So it went on from day to day.
The Automaton is one of Makhmud Esambayev’s sketches. It tells of a man who has been turned by the world
of capital into a robot devoid of human qualities: the ability to feel, to love, to think and to create. Here profound
psychological insight, devastating satire and hopeless melancholy are combined with graceful, fluid and dynamic
movement.
The art of Makhmud Esambayev is in essence optimistic, even when he creates tragic characters.
In her reminiscences Anna Pavlova wrote at the height of her world fame:
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“Now I see that my life represents an integral whole. To pursue unceasingly one and the same goal—this is the
secret of success.”
Makhmud Esambayev does not do anything by halves. He devotes himself completely to his art. He discovered
his life’s aim when he was only nine. It is realised in the Macumba, the Golden God, the Automaton, the Gay
Tailor and many other dances and choreographic sketches. The name of this son of the mountain folk from the
village of Old Ataghi has become a symbol for the wonderful, inspired art of the dance.
178.131 Waiting\fn{by Gennady Krasilnikov (1928-1974)} Alnashi, Udmurtia Republic, Russia (M) 5
For three days Fedor stayed at the station, at a friend’s house.
He had meant to return home on the following day but had to stay on a second night and then a third. His horse
had nothing left to eat and he himself was no better off: he had stayed too long and spent all his money. While he
still had money he had bought half a hundred weight of hay at the market, but Burlak had eaten it all, right down
to the last wisp. The folk at home must be completely fed up of waiting. Oh, how badly the journey had turned
out.
Fedor could have been sitting quietly at home but when he heard that a cart was going to the station he went
and asked the brigade-leader:
“Let me go, Vassily. I haven’t been out of Akagurt for a long time and I’ve got a reason for going.”
“But who will look after the stables while you’re away?”
“My Nastya can feed the horses for a couple of days.” And tugging the brigade-leader by the sleeve, he said:
“You see, I’ve got to meet my son, Sanka. He’s coming from Moscow. He sent a letter.”
Everyone in Akagurt knew that Fedor’s son studied in Moscow. For a long time Fedor had been known as a
good horseman, and now he was famous for another reason: it was no laughing matter that his son lived in the
capital and studied there! Many of the villagers’ children studied in the large cities but noone before Sanka had
ever been studying in Moscow. Not only Fedor, but everyone in Akagurt enjoyed talking about it. If someone met
a friend at market he would remark as if purely by chance:
“One of ours is now studying in Moscow. Sanka, Fedor’s son.” This is why even the brigade-leader did not try
to dissuade Fedor.
“All right, Fedor, you may go. You’ll get two hundred kilogrammes of rope from the Agricultural Warehouse
and meet your son at the same time. Stay overnight there and come back in the morning.”
Fedor reckoned that it was twenty five miles to the station and two days was sufficient to get there and back.
Having worked this out, he left home. He told Nastya to make some meat dumplings and then take them out to the
larder to freeze, so that when Sanka arrived they could be boiled up immediately. Hearing that Fedor was going
off to meet his son, the neighbours also began to get ready: for it was not every day that guests arrived in Akagurt
from Moscow.
Fedor took Sanka’s letter with him and read through it again on the way. Everything had worked out according
to plan: Sanka wrote that their examinations finished on the 23 rd and he would catch a train the very next day.
Leaving when he was. Fedor would be just in time for the train.
Fedor left home in the early morning, at the crack of dawn. He harnessed Burlak, a small shaggy-legged
gelding which at a glance looked the laziest of beasts. But no-one knew his horses like Fedor. You felt safe with
Burlak on a journey: the gelding was a plodder, but kept on going. You could cover fifty miles and he would not
so much as sweat slightly under the saddle!
He arrived at the station towards evening. The offices were still open, so Fedor went straight away to the office
of the Agricultural Warehouse. He showed his documents to the right people, was given a few more papers which
about ten people signed and then he was able to go to the storehouse. By the time he had got the rope at the
storehouse it was already dark. Fedor began to get worried and asked the storekeeper:
“I’ve also come to meet my son. He’s coming from Moscow, he studies there. I won’t be late for the train, will
I?” The storekeeper did not reply, but poked at the heavy hank of rope with the toe of his boot and growled:
“Roll out what you need.” He turned out to be an unfriendly sort of man.
“He’s obviously not had to bring up children.” Fedor pitied him.
He went from the storehouse to his fellow-townsman’s home. Fedor had not been at the station for a long time
and meanwhile an entirely new community had grown up there. While he was looking for his friend’s home he
had to stop Burlak about five times to ask the way. His friend opened the gates himself.
“Hello, Fedor, where from? There I was looking out of the window thinking is it you or not? You haven’t been
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with us for quite a long while, you could even lose your way. Come on, lead the horse into the yard, you’re just in
time for tea, let’s go and have a cuppa.”
Fedor led Burlak under the awning and began to unharness him.
“I’ve got to go to the station. My son’s coming home. He’s studying in Moscow.”
“Moscow?”
“Yes. When he’d finished high school he worked for one summer with us at the tractor repaire station and then
went off. ‘I’ve made up my mind,’ he says, ‘to study in Moscow.’ ‘Well, go then,’ I says, ‘but make sure you get
in.’”
“And he did?”
“Of course—and he’s been living there since last summer. He’s doing a mechanics course.”
Then Fedor's host told him that three trains from Moscow stopped at the station each day: the first arrived in
the morning and only stopped for three minutes. The second one arrived towards evening and the third around
midnight. The second one was due to arrive in an hour’s time. The station was not far away but Fedor at once
started hurrying and turned down the invitation to tea. He feared the train would come in earlier and he would not
manage to meet Sanka, for the latter did not know yet that his father was at the station.
*
The station was a small, one-storey building, painted green. There were two benches in the waiting room and
the station-master’s office was right behind a wooden partition. The inspector’s office was there as well. The
passengers in the hall could hear how often the station-master spoke on the telephone. Trains did not stop for
long: the express stopped for just three minutes and the post-train for seven minutes. There was no left-luggage
room. Very rarely a demobilised soldier with a hold-all and a suitcase or an angry-faced businessman got off the
train, for it was a remote agricultural area.
To make up for that, summer evenings at the station were lively: the locals came in their best clothes, with
pockets stuffed with sunflower seeds and strolled along the platform. It was at the time the only place in the
community covered with asphalt and the girls’ shoes went clicking along just as though it were a town pavement.
The station was always an interesting place: there was much to be seen as the train stood for its three minutes.
Through the wide carriage windows you could see people eating, sleeping and reading, next to a mother feeding
her baby in a compartment. And you were bound to see a young lieutenant, freshly graduated from his school
standing on the platform with a cheery conductress, whispering something in her ear.
When Fedor arrived at the station two or three people were sitting on each of the wooden benches in the
waiting room. The train was due in half an hour’s time, but Fedor just could not wait. He turned to a man in a
black overcoat:
“Is the train due in soon?” The man reluctantly turned his head, examined Fedor from head to toe and replied
unenthusiastically:
“In twenty three minutes.” Then he tucked his head into his collar again, unwilling to notice that Fedor was
anxious to talk to someone.
“My son’s meant to arrive from Moscow, he’s studying there.” The man in the overcoat did not reply.
So then Fedor went out of the waiting room and stood for a long time in front of the timetable. He searched for
the train his son should be on. Fedor had a vivid picture of Sanka standing by the carriage window joyfully
recognizing the places he knew, but then he thought anxiously:
“I hope he won’t lose his case: he's still a young’un, anything might. Look how he went straight off to
Moscow, without knowing anyone, no family to contact there. And not only in Moscow—he’s got no close friends
even at this station. It’s lucky that a man from Akagurt lives here, otherwise there’d be noone to call in on.
They’re all strangers. How’s he managing there?”
A man came out onto the platform in a red cap—he was the station-master and the guard as well. He struck a
bronze bell. Immediately afterwards a hooter resounded somewhere beyond the wood. The train was not yet in
sight, and only a faint puffing sound could be heard. Fedor came to life and darted down the asphalt ribbon of the
platform towards the train.
The train was brand new: the polished handrails were shining and there were white curtains hanging in the
windows. The carriages slowed down and came silently to a halt. The passengers were asleep, used to Moscow
time. No-one got out.
Fedor looked quickly around, afraid that he might miss Sanka. Why was he being so slow, did he think he had
to go on further?
But no-one got out. Fedor had already run the whole length of the train twice, but he did not come across his
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son. All was quiet in the carriages. There was only a young lieutenant standing on the carriage platform with a
conductress, laughing about something together. Catching sight of Fedor, the lieutenant loudly remarked:
“Haven’t you got a ticket, granddad? Come here and we’ll find you a place. So, shall we let granddad on?” he
turned to the conductress. The girl burst out laughing:
“Of course we’ll let him on, if you get off here.”
The bell was struck twice more and the steam engine replied with a short whistle. The carriages moved off
reluctantly, as if they had been aroused from a short doze. Fedor ran along beside the train in confusion, but soon
fell behind and was left standing there, aimlessly holding hat in his hand. The last carriage’s red eye blinked, the
train rounded a turn and disappeared from sight.
*
He went to the station-master’s office and stood in the doorway. The station-master spent a long time on the
telephone, looking sideways at Fedor and pretending that he had not noticed him. When he had finished his
conversation he pushed his red cap back on his head and asked sternly:
“What’s up, are you after a ticket? Go to the ticket-office, granddad. There’s enough tickets for everyone
there.” Fedor crumpled the letter and the envelope in his hands and started to explain.
“You see … my son, Sanka, hasn’t arrived. He should have been on this train but he’s not He studies in
Moscow.”
“What’s that?” The station-master had not understood.
“Sanka, I say, hasn’t arrived. He should have arrived from Moscow.”
The station-master looked at Fedor for a while with uncomprehending eyes and then pulled his cap over his
brow again.
“Hmm, I don’t understand why Sanka hasn’t arrived. It’s very odd. Up till now passengers have always arrived
at our station all right. Mmmm, a task.” Of course, looking for passengers who did not arrive was not the stationmaster’s responsibility, but he was either touched by Fedor’s distraught face or by something else, and listened
through to the end of the confused story about Sanka.
“You mean he didn’t sent a telegram? You’ve come to meet him as the letter requests? So, that’s clear enough.
Well, he will arrive!” he declared with conviction. He pushed his cap back on his head again,
“Let’s wait till the next train. Don’t you worry, granddad, we’ll find your Sanka.”
Fedor sat alone in the hall waiting for the next train. The station-master looked out a few times from behind the
screen and winked at Fedor, smiling friendly.
“Still waiting? The train will be here soon. It’s already pulled out of the last station, running on time.”
“He’s a cheerful fellow,” Fedor thought. “Many would have absolutely refused to help. He’s obviously a
sincere, reliable kind of person.”
*
The Moscow postal train arrived around midnight. The sleepy, yawning conductresses looked on in surprise at
the station-master and the old man trotting after him. They walked along the train and asked the guard on every
carriage:
“Have you got no-one getting off? Perhaps the passenger’s asleep?”
Again, the red lights blinked and the train disappeared round a curve. The station-master scratched the back of
his head and then firmly said:
“Now don’t you get worked up, granddad, he’s probably been delayed for a day. It’s difficult to get tickets
there because there’s so much coming and going. Say what you may—Moscow is Moscow. Never mind, Sanka
will be found! Now you go back to where you’re staying, there will be no more trains from Moscow till morning.
Go along now, granddad.”
Fedor returned to his friend’s, gave the gelding some water and threw him some hay. Brushing the hoar-frost
off the horse’s back with his mitten, he said aloud:
“So, Burlak, Sanka hasn’t arrived for some reason or other. Where could he have disappeared to? He should
have been here today Maybe something has cropped up?” Burlak rubbed his muzzle against Fedor’s sleeve and
sighed deeply, as if in sympathy with his master:
“If he hasn’t arrived, it means I’ll have to wait for him. People don’t just disappear!”
*
A new day dawned—it was frosty and clear. The air was so cold that it stuck in your throat and made you
cough. Fedor went to the station early. A young girl in a red cap had taken the man’s place and the cap really
suited her round face. She never stopped singing in the office and each of the songs was different but the words
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were the same: tram-pa-pa-papa She looked into the hall where Fedor was sitting and spoke to him as if he were
an old friend:
“Is it you who are waiting for your son from Moscow? I’ve been told. The Moscow train will soon be here and
you’ll see your son.”
Fedor waited at the station all day, meeting trains and seeing them off. Sanka did not arrive.
“What could have happened to him?” Fedor puzzled. “He’s an independent sort of lad, and there are no flies on
him. But who knows? He went off such a long way. Akagurt wasn’t big enough for him? Oh, Sanka, Sanka! …”
By the evening of the second day everyone at the station knew that Fedor was waiting for his son and he hadn’t
arrived. Sanka’s letter had passed through many hands and was completely tattered. Everyone had read it, was
amazed and sympathised:
“It’s amazing that your Sanka hasn’t turned up yet. He’s been held up, there can be no other reason. Say what
you will—Moscow is Moscow! The place is crammed with people. One—as invisible as a needle in a haystack.”
Fedor was rather offended by these words: as if Sanka had suddenly become some sort of needle. Everyone all
around Akagurt knew him but there he was a “needle.” An engine-driver, covered from top to toe in oil, offered to
send a telegram but Fedor said that there was no point, for Sanka was probably already on his way. Besides, it was
not worth worrying people. Someone in glasses and a good quality coat assured him that he could book a long
distance telephone call to Sanka’s institute, as his father was so concerned.
Eventually Fedor began to feel awkward and rather ridiculous: complete strangers were thinking about Sanka
as if he meant something to them. Of course, if they had been from Akagurt it would have been different, but
Fedor had never set eyes on them before. And Fedor’s heart warmed.
“Oh my, it takes all sorts to make the world, but there are more kind-hearted people about. They really care
about strangers.”
Fedor sat in the waiting room, and the cheerful girl in the cap ran to and fro several times and each time asked:
“He’s still not here? Don’t you get upset, he’ll arrive. He wanted to go around Moscow awhile after his exams
finished or a girlfriend would not let him go. He might even get married there without you.“
*
On the third day Fedor got ready to go home. He could not wait any longer—the hay had run out and he was
worried about Nastya: how was she coping with the horses? Before he left he went with the horse to the station—
he wanted to meet the Moscow train for the last time:
“Who knows, he might just be on this one.”
The cheerful girl was on duty. She immediately guessed that the old man’s son had not arrived and so she did
not start asking questions.
“I’m off home,” Fedor told her and waved his hand. “They must be fed up of waiting for me at home and the
hay has run out. I’ve got nothing to feed Burlak with.”
“Well, yes they will be worrying about you at home,” the girl agreed. “Here if the train’s five minutes late it
means an awful lot: What use is a timetable then? Look, the postal train from Moscow is pulling in. It’s on time:
Tram-pa-pa-papa.”
The train arrived. The platform was empty and only one passenger got off—a young lad with an old suitcase.
No, it wasn’t Sanka. The train drew out after seven minutes and all became quiet. The lad with the suitcase looked
about uncertainly and went down the platform in Fedor’s direction.
“Are there any trucks going to Sosnovka now?” he asked, catching Fedor’s eye.
“No, not likely. Not for a month now, there’s a lot of snow. Nothing has gone there for a long time,” Fedor
repeated. The lad's face looked perplexed and he said bitterly:
“How the devil am I going to cover those seventy kilometers. It’s easier to cover the thousand odd from
Moscow.”
Fedor turned round quickly to face the boy.
“So you've come from Moscow? Well I'll be blowed! My son should have arrived too but he’s got held up
somewhere. He’s studying in Moscow, he’s called Sanka. Perhaps you know him, do you?”
Fedor looked hopefully at the lad, thinking that he just had to know something about Sanka: after all, he also
lived in Moscow! The lad was thinking. his own thoughts and shook his head.
“No, I know no-one of that name We’ve got thousands of students studying there.”
Fedor could not understand this and found it rather annoying: how could this lad know nothing of Sanka? They
both lived in Moscow but they did not know one another. Fedor himself could recognise almost everyone in his
district. And the district was not small and a lot of people lived there.
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The student picked up his case and got ready to leave. Fedor touched him on the arm and stopped him:
“Hang on, lad Where are you off to now? You won’t find a lift but I’ve got to go home anyway now, Sanka
hasn’t arrived and I’ve got nothing to feed Burlak with. Come on, I’ll take you as far as Akagurt and from there
Sosnovka is a stone’s throw away.”
Burlak was tied to a telegraph pole behind the station. Fedor fastened the student’s case to the back of the
sleigh with rope, tugged at it and made sure that it would not come undone during the journey. He checked over
the harness and once more said hopefully:
“So you don’t know Sanka?”
“No, I don’t think I do.” The student himself now began to feel a little guilty that he did not know the old
man’s son.
“I think you said, he is at the technical college?”
“That’s right, so he wrote us.”
“In which year? When did he start?”
“He’s in his first year, he left home last summer. He’s not very tall, obviously takes after his mother.”
The student for some reason or other looked attentively at Fedor’s face, and then as if remembering something,
said:
“Sanka … mmm I think I’ve met him somewhere. He’s definitely not tall?”
“That’s it, just as I said, he’s small.”
“His face is … rather thin and he’s got blue eyes? Oh yes, I know him.” The student once more looked closely
at Fedor to describe Sanka in more detail.
“So you do know Sanka?” Fedor repeated, feeling satisfied. “Ah, so you’ve remembered him, have you?”
“Of course, we get to know each other quickly there. Students are all alike.”
Fedor’s heart warmed: he had met someone who knew Sanka. It even seemed for a moment that Sanka himself
had arrived. As they went past the station the girl in the red cap shouted after them:
“He’s arrived then? There, you see, I told you so!”
Fedor turned round and shouted in reply that it wasn’t Sanka but at that moment a piercing whistle came from
a small shunting engine and the girl heard nothing.
“Well, there you are,” she thought. “Sanka’s arrived. But the old man’s worn himself out. Tram-pa-pa-papa.”
*
Fedor sat the student down among the hanks of rope which helped keep the wind out. On the way he asked
about Moscow, about the way people lived and said aloud in amazement:
“Well I never!” The wind was not strong but the student hid his head in the rough collar of his autumn coat,
and no longer looking at Fedor, answered his questions:
“Sanka? He lives well. The institute is good and the lads are too. Their hostel is warm and their they have a
refectory of their own.”
Now Fedor could really imagine how Sanka was getting on in Moscow. He chuckled to himself and gently
urged Burlak on:
“Come on, get on there, let’s get home!” He looked at the student who had grown quiet and thought:
“Perhaps I should give him my sheepskin, so that he doesn’t get frozen. We’ll be in Akagurt by evening and he
can spend the night at our place. Nastya will give us dumplings and then Sanka will be pleased that his friend was
well looked after. He’s got everything right about Sanka, and they’re obviously good friends.”
Fedor could not understand one thing: why the lad had said that Sanka’s eyes were blue? His eyes were as
brown as berries. Even when he was very young his mother used to say:
“Don't cry or the cock will run up and peck out your berries.”
However Fedor did not puzzle over this for long: who knows, as from what his friend had said it seemed that
Sanka had changed completely. It did not look as if he was in a hurry to get home—he was having a good time in
Moscow. Now everywhere was home for him Sanka had become someone else. Perhaps even his eyes had turned
blue.
For Fedor's eyes had also been brown when he was a child, but in his old age they changed colour and become
a faded blue like the autumn sky …
159d.180 Excerpt from Entrtetiens Avec Denisov: Un Compositeur Sous Le Régime Soviétique:\fn{by Edison
Vassilievich Denisov (1929-1996)} Tomsk, Tomsk Oblast, Russia (M) 12
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Je suis né en 1929 dans one famille assez éloignée du monde de la musique. Ma mère, qui a quatre-vingt-six
ans, a travaillé toute sa vie comme médecin, et mon père qui était ingénieur physicien, a surtout travaillé dans le
domaine de la radio. Il était très doué; les gens qui l’ont connu m’ont dit qu’il avait fait beaucoup de découvertes
très importantes pour le développement de la science dans notre pays. Il est mort un peu avant la guerre, à l’âge de
trente-quatre ans.
Ma mère est donc restée seule avec trois enfants. J’étais l’aîn, âgé de onze ans. Ma sœur Irina, la cadette,
n’avait que deux ans, Inga en avait cinq. Ma mère était le médecin le plus estimé de Tomsk. Quand la guerre a
commencé, elle a été mobilisée et nommée chef de l’hôpital où elle restait pratiquement toute la journée et toute
la nuit. Beaucoup de blessés graves étaient envoyés à Tomsk parce qu’il n’y avait pas de place dans les hôpitaux
alentour.
Dans notre pays, la guerre a été très dure. Nous étions livrés à nous-mêmes, presque seuls avec une grand-mère
très malade, à bout de forces. J’ai été obligé de tout faire à la maison: j’ai appris à faire le ménage, la cuisine, à
laver le plancher, à faire le feu dans le poêle pour chauffer l’appartement. Je crois que ça a été pour moi un bon
apprentissage de la vie.
J’ai commencé mes études de musique très tard en fréquentant d’abord l’école normale, comme tous les
enfants. J’aimais la musique mais je n’étais pas vraiment intéressé. C’est à quinze ans seulement que j’ai pris mes
premières véritables leçons de musique.
Au debut, j’ai un peu étudié la mandoline et la guitare. Je me souviens d’avoir essayé de jouer à la mandoline
le Concerto pour violon de Tchaïkovski que j’aimais bien. J’ai eu de plus en plus envie d’étudier sérieusement la
musique et de devenir musicien. A quinze ans, je suis entré dans une sorte de cours du soir pour adultes et
amateurs.
Nous n’avions pas de conservatoire à Tomsk mais nous avions une école intermédiaire, qui préparait en quatre
ans, les jeunes musiciens au concours d’entrée du vrai Conservatoire. Chez nous, excepté pour ceux qui vont dans
les écoles du spectacle, les enfants étudient sept ans la musique à l’école primaire, puis quatre ans dans cette école
intermédiaire, et, cinq ans au Conservatoire supérieur de musique. En même temps je suis entré à l’universi té pour
y étudier la physique. Un an plus tard, j’ai légèrement changé d’orientation parce que je me suis senti très attiré
par les mathématiques. J’en ai fait cinq ans avec un très bon professeur, Zakhar Klementiev, qui a beaucoup
contribué à mon épanouissement. Parallèlement, j’ai poursuivi des études de musique et de piano avec Olga
Kotliarevskaia. J’ai aussi pris des leçons d’harmonie, de contrepoint avec un bon musicien, Eugeny Korchinski.
Deux de mes professeurs qui enseignaient à Leningrad se sont réfugiés à Tomsk pendant la guerre: mon
professeur de mathematiques, Zakhar Klementiev, et celui d’harmonie et de contrepoint, Eugeny
Korchinski.\fn{Pourquoi les intellectuels se réfugiaient-ils à Tomsk? }
Parce que cette ville était le centre intellectuel de la Sibérie et possédait depuis plus de cent ans une des plus
grandes universités de tout ‘e pays.\fn{D’où vient cette fascination pour les mathématiques? Est-ce ton père qui t’a donné ce
prénom extraordinaire, «Edison» qui n’est d’ailleurs pas un prénom russe? }
Ma mère a pleuré pendant une semaine parce qu’elle voulait que je m’appelle Igor. A ma naissance, mon père
est allé signer tous les rapiers et ne lui a rien dit pendant une semaine. Il a fini par lui avouer qu’il m’avait
prénommé «Edison», car il voulait que je devienne physicien.
Moi, j’aime beaucoup mon prénom, qui est l’anagramme presque parfaite de mon patronyme.
A quatorze ans, j’ai fait beaucoup d’expériences à la maison dans le domaine de la chimie. J’aimais aussi
l’astronomie. J’ai passé des nuits à lire des livres et à regarder les étoiles avec le téléscope que je m’étais
construit. Je comprends aujourd’hui mon attirance pour les mathématiques: leur domaine est un des plus proches
de la musique; il nous fait pénétrer les mystères de l’existence. La vraie mathématique n’a rien à voir avec le
simple calcul. Ce monde formidable est celui de la pensée humaine, dans ce qu’elle a de plus compliqué, de plus
large, de plus profond et de plus mystérieux. La mathématique touche les mêmes frontières que la musique dans
ses plus grandes œuvres. Il est presque impossible de pénétrer plus avant parce qu’ensuite commence l’autre
monde, le royaume de Dieu.
Je crois que l’enseignement que j’ai reçu à l’université a la même importance que l’enseignement musical que
j’ai reçu au Conservatoire de Moscou. J’étais attiré par les domaines les plus abstraits des mathématiques: la
logique mathématique, la topologie et l’analyse des fonctions. La véritable œuvre d’art ne petIt pas vivre sans une
logique intérieure parfaite, les plus grandes œuvres musicales le prouvent d’ailleurs.
Pourquoi la plupart des mathématiciens sont-ils très croyants? Parce que leur domaine va jusqu’aux limites du
royaume de Dieu. Et à cette frontière commencent les paradoxes. C’est comme le mur des paradoxes.\fn{ Est-ce
pour toi un refuge dans un monde loin de la vie, un monde pur?}
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Oui, pur. Le mot me gêne un peu mais nous ne pouvons pas imaginer un monde en quatre dimensions.
Beaucoup de choses existent que nous ne pouvons pas nous représenter.\fn{ Voulais-tu construire la musique d’après des
modèles mathématiques, comme Xenakis ,\fn{Iannis Xenakis (1922-1901), a Romanian-born composer and theorist, commonly regarded as one of
the most important post-war avant-garde composers} par exemple?}
Dans les années soixante, j’ai essayé d’introduire les modèles mathématiques dans ma musique et de faire une
projection de la logique formelle sur tous les autres paramètres du son. Il y a dans mes œuvres de cette période
beaucoup de pages qui sont réellement calculées. On les trouve dans les Trois Pièces pour piano à quatre mains,
dans les Chansons Italiennes, dans le dernier mouvement de Pleurs et aussi dans quelques autres pièces. Après les
années soixante, cela devient rare, sauf en 1973, dans les Trois Pièces pour clavecin et percussions où tout est
calculé.\fn{Tu penses que les mathématiques côtoient le mystère de la religion. Tu as été élevé à Tomsk dans une Union Soviétique
communiste. La religion était-elle très importante dans ta famille? }
Je crois que mon père et ma mère n’étaient pas croyants. Dans notre pays, on ne parlait pas de religion. Les
gens n’allaient jamais dans les églises. D’ailleurs, elles ont été détruites. Seules les vieilles femmes dans les
villages suivaient les rites religieux. Pour moi, la question de la croyance et le problème de Dieu sont une
composante essentielle de l'homme.
Et la destruction de la religion a sans doute représenté un des plus grands dangers pour le peuple russe et cette
lutte contre la religion, cet athéisme forcené conduisent à la destruction de l’homme. Les communistes l’ont fait
avec une logique méthodique parce que la religion ne pouvait pas cohahiter avec l’idéologie qui était imposée
dans notre pays. Les hommes ont perdu toute croyance mais il est très difficile de vivre sans croire à rien. Alors ils
se sont mis à croire en Staline qui a remplacé Dieu pour devenir l’idole de millions de gens dans notre pays.\fn{ Tu
n’as pas appris l’histoire des religions à l’école?}
Jamais.\fn{Ta mère ne t’en a jamais parlé?}
Jamais. J’ai lu l’Evangile pour la premiére fois vers la fin des années soixante. Tous les textes sacrés avaient
été retirés des bibliothèques et interdits. Ainsi, les dix commandements, fondement de l’existence de l’humanité
pendant des siècles, ont été défendus, oubliés, pratiquement annulés des esprits et des âmes des Russes pendant
des années.\fn{Seule ta dernière œuvre porte un titre religieux …}
Je crois qu’il s’agit avant tout de vie intérieure. Il est très important d’avoir l’église dans l’âme. Beaucoup de
gens vont à l’église, suivent taus ses rites sans pour autant obéir aux commandements du Christ; parfois, ils font
beaucoup de mal dans la vie. En principe, toutes mes œuvres sont plus ou mains d’inspirdtion spirituelle, sans que
le texte le soit nécessairement. Cette notion doit être prise dans un sens plus large.
Certaines œuvres sont à l’évidence des œuvres spirituelles, comme mon Requiem. Ma dernière œuvre,
l’Histoire de la vie et de la mort de notre Seigneur Jésus-Christ, est écrite sur le texte du Nouveau Testament.
Beaucoup d’autres œuvres sont directement liées à la spiritualité, par exemple In Deo speravit cor meum que j’ai
écrite pour l’anniversaire de Bach. Cette œuvre est faite pour être jouée à l’église. L’Ecume des jours est peut-être
encore plus spirituel que mon Requiem. J’ai détourné complètement la position de Boris Vian:\fn{ French polymath
(1920-1959), writer, poet, musician, singer, translator, critic, actor, inventor and engineer } le Christ qui apparaît dans le treizième
tableau de l’opéra reprend les mots de Vian en prolongeant leur signification. Mon opéra se termine sur un chant
religieux à la gloire de Dieu.\fn{ Au fond, tu penses que la mathématique, comme la religion, nous réévèle des lois supérieures que
la simple raison ne nous permet pas d’appréhender. La connaissance et la révélation de la foi ne sont donc pas antinomiques }
Je n’ai rien contre la musique de divertissement, nécessaire dans la vie. Mais pour moi, la musique sérieuse
offre la possibilité de pénétrer plus avant le mystère de l’âme et de l’existence et celle aussi de toucher à tout ce
qui reste inaccessible, même à la peinture, à la litterature, a l’architecture ou aux mathématiques.
La musique possède une logique intérieure abstraite qui échappe à l’auditeur. Par une analyse approfondie de
la partition, on petu approcher le mystère de l’œuvre, sans jamais le percer totalement, si l’œuvre a vraiment de la
valeur. Je l’ai remarqué, parce que j’aime beaucoup ce genre d’analyse de la musique.
Toutes les grandes œuvres conservent une part d’inconnaissahle. Quand je reprends l’analyse d’une œuvre
quelques années plus tard, je vais à chaque fois un peu plus loin. J’apprécie surtout les œuvres qui demeurent en
partie impénétrables: un des exemples les plus parfaits en la matière est la musique de Mozart, et plus
particulièrement la Flûte enchantéée. J’ai beau l’analyser, la penser, l’écouter encore et encore, je fais chaque fois
des découvertes étonnantes.\fn{Tu penses que les grandes œuvres ne livrent pas leur mystère tout de suite }
Il y a des œuvres qui s’épuisent à la première audition, surtout dans la musique moderne, qui est souvent écrite
pour avoir un impact immédiat. A la deuxième écoute, il n’en reste rien.
Je préfère la musique de Brahms dans laquelle l’espace s’élargit à chaque audition.
J’aime aussi beaucoup Bizet mais les couplets de Toréador prends garde, délivrent leur information en une
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seule fois. C’est très beau certes mais on ne peut rien découvrir de plus avant la musique: il n’y a rien après.
Beaucoup de compositeurs ont écrit de la musique sans aucune profondeur.\fn{ Reparlons un pelt de la vie à Tomsk, avant
l’université. Etais-tu un bon élève?}
Je n’ai pas été un très bon élève …]fn{Faisais-tu l’école buissonnière?}
Ah oui! Souvent! Je n’ai jamais été discipliné. Ni à l’université, ni au Conservatoire. Mais j’ai étudié avec un
très grand intérêt ce qui m’intéressait vraiment.
Personne ne m’a obligé à étudier la musique, si l’on excepte quelques leçons de piano. J’ai presque tout appris
par moi-même. Nous n’étions pas riches et ma mère ne gagnait pas beaucoup d’argent. Elle était restée seule avec
trois petits enfants, sur les bras et nous vivions presque dans la pauvreté. Mais elle me donnait malgré tout de
l’argent pour acheter quelques partitions.
A seize/dix-sept ans, j’ai acheté beaucoup d’opéras. Je ne sais pas pourquoi, mais quand j’étais jeune garçon,
j’étais surtout attiré par les opéras. Je n’ai pas commencé par étudier de la musique de piano, mais je me rappelle
avoir acheté Yvan Sousanine et Rouslan et Ludmila de Glinka, la Fiancée du tsar et la Fille de neige de Rimski
Korsakov, Boris Godounov de Moussorgski et le Prince Igor de Borodine que j’ai adore.
Je jouais chaque jour pendant quatre ou cinq heures, même lorsque j’étais malade. J’ai appris par cœur la
Dame de Pique de Tchaïkovski. Lorsque je suis venu à Moscou pour continuer mes études, j’ai été très influencé
par la musique de Scriabine.\fn{Tu ne parles que de la musique russe}
Dans mon enfance, je n’ai pratiquement rien connu d’autre.\fn{ As-tu assisté à des représentations d’opéras à Tomsk? }
Je me souviens vaguement d’avoir écouté un seul opéra à Tomsk, Eugène Onéguine de Tchaïkovski.\fn{Pour toi,
l’opéra, ce n’était pas un spectacle, mais une partition }
Oui, une partition, un jeu de signes et de sons.\fn{Quels étaient res autres jeux d’enfant?}
Comme tous les garçons, j’ai passé beaucoup de temps dans la cour àb jouer avec mes amis, à inventer des
jeux. J’aimais beaucoup jouer aux billes, mais pas aux cartes et je préférais les activités de plein air. Je n’ai jamais
bien joué au football, j’aimais surtout skier. Ma mère a travaillé quelques années dans un village en dehors de la
ville et nous avions pour nous la taïga, une forêt formidable autour de Tomsk. J’ai passé des journées entières à
jouer dans la neige. Les paysages de Tomsk sont les vrais paysages de la Sibérie, avec un énorme espace. L’hiver
y est très rigoureux. Un jour, la température a atteint: -57°C.
Quand je suis devenu membre de l’Union des compositeurs, je suis allé presque chaque été—vingt-sept fois en
tout—à la Maison des compositeurs, à Sortavala, à trente kilomètres de la Finlande où je passais mes jours et mes
nuits à pêcher. Si je me levais à quatre heures du matin, je prenais la barque et j’allais dans une petite île; je voyais
le soleil se lever, le brouillard du matin … L’attente ne me pèse pas. J’ai passé parfois quatre ou cinq heures avec
ma ligne sans bouger.
Quand j’étais étudiant, je passais toutes mes vacances en Sibérie. Parfois, je partais en voyage avec des amis
autour de Tomsk. Je suis allé deux fois à Altaï, dans les montagnes, pour enregistrer les chants dans les
villages.\fn{Ces chants populaires ont-ils eu une influence sur ta musique?}
J’ai découvert la musique populaire plus tard. Maintenant, on ne chante plus beaucoup dans les villages et il
faut parfois supplier les gens. Quand j’ai commencé à m’intéresser vraiment à la chanson populaire russe, je suis
allé vivre une semaine, parfois deux semaines dans les villages pour faire connaissance avec les paysans, boire
avec eux de la vodka, dormir chez eux et leur parler. D’abord ils ont refusé de chanter parce qu’ils n’avaient pas
confiance et qu’ils ne voulaient pas se produire devant des étrangers. Et moi, j’étais pour eux un étranger. Après
une ou deux semaines, ils ont commencé a chanter.
Je dis à tous mes étudiants qu’il est impossible de comprendre ce qu’est le folklore, la musique populaire sans
l’avoir écoutée dans le village. On ne peut l’aimer vraiment en écoutant des cassettes. Il faut vivre là-bas, dans
cette atmosphère, chanter avec eux toute la nuit, dans le silence, sous la lune …\fn{ As-tu énregistre ces chants
populaires?}
Oui avec un petit magnétophone.\fn{Comme Bartók l’a fait dans son pays}
Oui, mais je n’ai pas fait beaucoup de voyages, quatre ou cinq peut-être. La musique exportée en Europe n’a
rien de commun avec la vraie musique populaire russe. C’est une fausse musique pour touristes, qui donne une
image erronée de la Russie.
Dans les années cinquante, j’ai enregistré dans la région de Koursk des chants de village basés sur la gamme
par tons. Ce n’est pas typique de toute la musique russe. Souvent, les paysans chantent en même temps quelques
variantes de la même mélodie parfois avec des secondes mineures, parfois avec des secondes majeures, mais
jamais avec des accords de tierces.
Il est dommage que la musique orthodoxe russe ait été interdite pendant des années. J’en ai fait la découverte il
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n’y a pas si longtemps et j’ai été frappé par sa proximité avec la musique populaire russe; il est clair que celle-ci
lui a servi de modèle.\fn{La musique est-elle pour toi une convention d’écriture ou l’expression d’une réalité naturelle? }
Il existe des voies très différentes. Des compositeurs comme Roussel, Varèse ou Xenakis ne parlent jamais de
leur âme. Leur musique n’est pas intérieure, mais extérieure au contraire, dotée d’une très bonne construction. Si
vous prenez quelques pièces de Varèse, la construction est naïve, mais elle est forte et convaincante. A l’inverse, la
musique de Schubert est une musique intérieure, une sorte de confession.
Aujourd’hui ce type de musique est désuet mais il est plus typique des musiques russes. Les musiques de
Moussorgski, de Tchaïkovski même (la Dame de Pique, la Sixième Symphonie) sont avant tout des confessions du
moi intérieur: c’est l’âme de Tchaïkovski qui pleure, qui parle, qui prie, etc. J’avoue que ma musique est
beaucoup plus proche de la musique intérieure. Pour dire franchement, toute ma musique ressemble un peu à une
confession. Ce n’est pas par hasard que j’ai écrit le ballet Confession d’après Alfred de Musset. J’ai accepté de le
faire parce que j’ai senti qu’il pouvait exprimer quelque chose de moi-même. De même dans la Vie en rouge, ce
n’est pas tout à fait la parole de Boris Vian; j’ai choisi les poèmes que j’aurais pu écrire moi-même. Les mots de
Vian sont devenus mes propres mots.\fn{ Tu as cité trois compositeurs qui sont tout de même très differents: Roussel exprime le
jeu de l’esprit sensible, Varèse cherche à retrouver quelque chose de profondément naturel dans le son. Xenakis, lui, veut traduire à travers
les progressions mathématiques de ses nuages de sons les lois supérieures du cosmos }

On a heaucoup exagéré le rôle des modèles mathématiques dans la musique de Xenakis. Je crois qu’il est
plutôt architecte et que sa musique est le résultat d’une bonne architecture sonore; mais elle n’a pas de caractère
spirituel, et il n’y a chez lui aucune trace de journal intime. Nous ne savons pas ce qui se passe en lui, sa
construction n’est qu’objective. Il est froid pendant le travail et ne pleure jamais dans sa musique comme
Tchaïkovski.\fn{Nous avons parlé de mathématiques, de religion. Parlons un peu de tes lectures d’enfant }
Je passais tout mon temps libre à lire. Et j’ai gardé cette habitude. Lorsque je fais la découverte d’un écrivain
que je ne connais pas, je cherche à connaître ses œuvres complètes.
Par exemple, quand à la fin des années soixante, j’ai lu par hasard l’Arrache-cœur de Boris Vian, l’envie m’est
venue de lire tout ce qu’il avait écrit. J’ai maintenant à la maison les œuvres complètes de Boris Vian, de même
pour Georges Bataille.
J’aime la littérature russe depuis que je suis écolier. A l’école et à l’université, j’ai lu les œuvres complètes de
Gogol, Tchekhov, Dostoïevski et surtout avec passion celles de Pouchkine, qui reste maintenant—comme Glinka
pour la musique russe—un des plus grands hommes de l’art russe.
A la maison, j’avais une grande bibliothèque de poésie, surtout russe qui m’attirait beaucoup; mais je
n’apprécie pas la poésie quand elle est traduite, même très bien, sauf peut-être celle de Heine, que j’ai trouvée à
Tomsk lorsque j’étais écolier. A l’époque jeune garçon, je connaissais par cœur énormément de poèmes, d’abord
ceux de Vladimir Maïakovski\fn{Vladimir Vladimirovich Mayakovsky (1893-1930) poet and playwright, born in Baghdati,
Georgia: H} que j’aimais. Aujourd’hui, je ne l’aime plus, surtout à cause de sa position politique, Mais il reste un
vrai poète. Je n’ai jamais écrit de musique sur Maïakovski parce que sa poésie n’a presque rien de commun avec
la musique. Les poètes russes les plus musicaux sont surtout Alexandre Pouchkine et Alexandre Blok.
La poésie de Mandelstam\fn{Osip Emilyevich Mandelstam (1891-1938) poet and essayist, born in Congress Poland, that part of
Poland then under Russian control } est tellement dense qu’il ne reste pas de place pour la musique. Elle ne chante pas
intérieurement comme tous les poèmes de Pouchkine et de Blok.\fn{Et Boris Pasternak?}
Pasternak est un très bon écrivain et poète, mais pour moi il est beaucoup moins parfait que Blok et beaucoup
moins grand qu’Alexandre Vedenski,\fn{Alexander Ivanovich Vedensky (1904-1941), poet} par exemple, que je considère
comme un des plus grands poètes russes. Je n’aime pas beaucoup le Docteur jivago, que j’ai lu deux fois. Le crois
que ce n’est pas un très bon roman. Pasternak est surtout un poète.
Je n’ai écrit qu’une œuvre sur un poème de Pasternak, pour son centième anniversaire. J’ai choisi le plus beau
poème du Docteur Jivago, l’Etoile de Noël—c’est la naissance du Christ—et j’ai composé une œuvre spirituelle
bien qu’elle n’ait pas de titre, pour voix, flûte et orchestre à cordes.
Mais quand je travaille sur une poésie, je dois «apprivoiser» le texte: effectuer toujours quelques changements,
remplacer des mots, faire des coupures ou des montages de deux ou trois poèmes pour un seul morceau. J’ai opéré
quelques changements assez importants dans les poèmes de Pouchkine, de Blok et même de Pasternak, ne
pouvant pas écrire sur un texte s’il n’est pas devenu le mien. Lorsque quelque chose me dérange dans un texte, je
remplace les mots, je change le sens de la poésie jusqu’à ce qu’il corresponde à ce que je veux dire moimême.\fn{En dernier ressort, c’est comme si tu l’avais écrit toi-même}
Oui, je dois faire de chaque texte mon texte.\fn{Un jour, l’étudiant sibérien a débarqué à Moscou. Comment cela a-t-il été
possible?}
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Il me restait encore une année avant de terminer mes études è l’université et j’avais un doute. A Tomsk,
presque personne ne pouvait me conseiller sur ce que je devais faire: étais-je assez doué pour changer de
spécialité et devenir musicien ou devais-je continuer mes études de mathématiques et travailler à l’université
comme mathématicien? Alors, j’ai rassemblé tous les originaux de mes partitions et je les ai envoyés à
Chostakovitch. Je pensais qu’il était le seul à pouvoir me conseiller sur mon avenir. Il a reçu mes partitions et m’a
écrit une longue lettre dans laquelle il y avait beaucoup de questions, beaucoup de critiques aussi; mais elle m’a
fait une très forte impression parce que l’opinion de Chostakovitch avait pour moi une importance extrême. Il a
montré mes partitions aux trois professeurs du Conservatoire qui ne m’ont trouvé aucun talent. Très déçu il m’a
assuré qu’il ne changeait pas d’opinion: pour lui, j’avais du talent.\fn{ Qui étaient ces trois professeurs?}
C’était Vissarion Chebaline, Anatoli Alexandrov et Semion Bogatyriov. Je suis donc allé à Moscou, j’ai passé
le concours et je n’ai pas été admis au Conservatoire. Je suis retourné a l’université, pour terminer mon doctorat,
mais je sentais que je ne pouvais pas atteindre à Tomsk un niveau assez élevé pour réussir le concours de solfège.
J’ai passé les mois de février, mars et avril 1951 à Moscou—j’ai toujours été très têtu, c’est un de mes traits de
caractère—pour prendre des cours avec les professeurs qui enseignaient dans une école près du Conservatoire.
J’ai travaillé l’harmonie avec Igor Sposobine et la composition avec Anatoli Alexandrov, l’un des plus brillants de
l’ancienne école russe.
Puis je suis retourné à Tomsk, pour passer mes examens à l’universite; j’avais choisi comme spécialité
l’analyse de fonctions et j’ai obtenu les meilleures notes pour ma thèse de mathématiques.
J’ai repassé les examens d’entrée au Conservatoire, avec succès cette fois. Chostakovitch m’a conseillé
d’entrer dans la classe de Chebaline. A son avis, lui seul pouvait me donner du métier. J’ai en effet travaillé cinq
ans avec lui; il m’a aidé à comprendre la composition, la responsabilité du compositeur, et à connaître toute la
musique écrite avant lui ainsi que la musique moderne. Très doué pour enseigner la composition, il abordait
chaque étudiant différemment. A l’un, il conseillait Debussy, à l’autre Beethoven, à un troisième, la musique russe
et savait deviner la personnalité de chacun.\fn{ Comment s’y est-il pris avec toi?}
J’étais sous l’influence de Chostakovitch, mais Chebaline m’a dit: «Dans quelques années, vous rejetterez tout
cela, vous serez très loin de lui.» En troisième année d’études dans sa classe, j’ai écrit un cycle sur les poèmes
chinois Nocturnes pour soprano et piano. Quand j’ai composé la mélodie Flûte sur la rivière, il a dit: «La est votre
avenir!» Après plusieurs années, j’ai effectivement senti une très étroite liaison entre ce que j’ai fait dans ce cycle
et le Soleil des Incas.\fn{Chebaline était-il un compositeur intéressant, était-il surtout un bon professeur? }
Je crois qu’il n’avait pas un très grand talent. Il n’avait pas la personnalité de Chostakovitch, mais il était
extrêmement intelligent et connaissait parfaitement son métier. Il était sans doute le meilleur professeur de
composition.
Chebaline a écrit de bonnes musiques pour les chœurs dans la lignée de Taneiev. Il a écrit beaucoup de bonnes
musiques de chambre, ses quatuors sont un peu académiques mais ils perpétuent la tradition des quatuors de
Glazounov. En ce qui conceme la musique moderne, il me disait: «Je ne comprends pas cette musique mais vous
devez vous y intéresser.»
Au Conservatoire, j’ai écrit quelques cycles vocaux, et mon premier trio pour violon, violoncelle et piano, sous
l’influence de Chostakovitch. Les musiques vocales étaient d’une plus grande indépendance de style, plus proches
aussi des musiques que j’ai écrites plus tard.
Le trio est une œuvre assez naïve et je n’ai enfin trouvé ma personnalité que dans le Soleil des Incas.
Maintenant, après de nombreuses d’années, je fais le lien entre cette musique et celle écrite pendant mes études
au Conservatoire, en particulier le cycle sur Heinrich Heine, composé dans les années cinquante, et qui est très lié
au cycle sur Alexandre Blok.
En 1953-54, j’ai écrit également la Symphonie en do majeur qui n’a jamais été jouée. Je n’en ai pas honte. Elle
est un peu liée à Chostakovitch, et encore plus à Stravinski. Je ne connaissais pas la musique de la deuxième école
de Vienne, ni celle de Bartók. J’ai fait ces découvertes après avoir terminé mes études au Conservatoire.
Je crois que c’est surtout l’influence de Stravinski qui m’a été utile, après celle de Chostakovitch.\fn{ D’ou est
venue cette fascination pour Chostakovitch?}
C’est une grande personnalité. J’ai passé beaucoup de temps avec Chostakovitch, et je donnais d’ailleurs des
leçons de mathématiques à son fils Maxime. Maintenant, je n’ai pas plus envie d’écouter sa musique que celle de
Prokofiev. Si nous parlons de compositeurs de cette génération, celui qui m’intéresse le plus maintenant, et que je
n’ai pas connu pendant mes études—je n’vais du reste jamais entendu son nom—Nicolas Roslavetz. Je me sens
plus proche de sa conception esthétique, de sa mission artistique.\fn{ Revenons à Chostakovitch. Celui-ci dit dans ses
mémoires qu’il écrivait de la bonne musique sous l’effet de la peur. Qu’en penses-tu? }
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Ce n’est pas sûr! Je crois qu’il n’avait jamais peur quand il écrivait de la musique, qu’il était absolument libre.
Mais je n’aime pas ses mélodies qui ne sont ni plastiques, ni souples. C’était son point faible; en revanche, il était
très doué pour la dramaturgie, son théâtre intérieur est fort, très bien traduit dans ses symphonies. J’ai beaucoup
aimé sa musique symphonique qui perpétue la tradition des symphonies de Tchaïkovski.
Chostakovitch était plein de contradictions. Il a fait beaucoup de choses dans sa vie qu’il n’était pas obligé de
faire. Pourquoi est-il entré au parti communiste? Il le détestait, et me le disait, il était contre tout ce qui se passait
autour de lui. En même temps, je crois qu’il était trop faible et qu’il n’aurait pas dû signer la lettre en faveur de
l’exil de Soljenitsyne. Mais il a signé des articles qu’il n’avait pas écrits et qu’il n’avait jamais lus. Je crois qu’il
faisait du théâtre. Il aimait être honoré, vivre en surface; rien ne l’obligeait par exemple à être le président de
l’Union des compositeurs de Russie. De fait, j’ai eu l’impression qu’il aimait recevoir les prix officiels, celui de
Lénine, celui de Staline, et qu’il était flatté d’être un artiste du peuple.
Pourtant, il était très modeste. Sa nature était très contradictoire: d’un côté, il était très ouvert et généreux, mais
de l’autre, il n’a jamais fait rien pour ma musique en tant que président de l’Union des compositeurs de Russie.
L’important pour moi était le contact personnel et surtout son amitié. Je l’ai beaucoup fréquenté à Leningrad. Il
m’invitait souvent aux anniversaires, et même à ses deuxièmes noces (où il n’avait que peu d’invités) … Pour sa
fête, il m’invitait chez lui avec sa mère. Je crois qu’il m’a beaucoup aimé; en tout cas, j’ai bu beaucoup de vodka
à sa datcha!
Nous avons discuté sans fin et il s’est montré très ouvert et sincère; il m’a envoyé quantité de lettres et si je ne
lui téléphonais pas pendant un certain temps, par timidité parfois, il m’écrivait des cartes postales: «Ou êtes-vous?
Pourquoi ne me téléphonez-vous pas?»\fn{Crois-tu à un dédoublement de sa personnalité?}
Tout à fait. Je me souviens d’avoir été à Sverdlovsk avec lui; il ne se sentait pas bien, il était malade, et m’a
demandé de passer la soirée dans sa chambre parce qu’il redoutait la solitude. Il m’a raconté beaucoup d’histoires
sur sa vie: «Quand je regarde mon passé, j’ai été lâche toute ma vie!», m’a-t-il confié à de nombreuses
reprises.\fn{C’est une phrase que l’on pourrait trouver dans un roman de Dostoïevski!}
Il était très russe et il a beaucoup aimé la littérature; doué d’une mémoire extradordinaire, il pouvait réciter par
cœur des pages de Dostoïevski ou de Gogol. Il parlait avec tendresse et avec cœur et en même temps, il était
ironique, sarcastique, «comme avec une grimace.»!
Il a été un peu trop dur avec lui-même parce qu’il a toujours été trop cynique vis-à-vis de tout ce qu’il a vécu.
Il jouait un personnage avec ses amis, un autre avec les gens du parti. Il portait un masque. Dans la dernière
période, aussi bien sa musique que son attitude ont été très désagréahles. Mais, il était malade, et semblait habité
par une très grande peur de la mort.\fn{Il s’est parfois comparé à un «Yourodivi», personnage bien connu de la littérature russe }
Je ne crois pas qu’il ail joué le «Yourodivi».\fn{Il a eu des relations très particulières avec Staline}
Il ne m'a jamais parlé de ces choses. Je crois que cet épisode des mémoires n’est pas authentique. Le seul
élément véridique concerne l’histoire de ses études, de son enfance, de ses relations avec Alexandre Glazounov,
avec les peintres comme Koustodiev. Sans avoir de preuves objectives, je suis sûr que les pages qui concernent
Staline, les programmes quasi-cachés de ses symphonies, comme la Cinquième et la Septième, sont des histoires
inventées par Volkov. Chostakovitch n’a jamais dit ça! Je crois qu’il a écrit la Septième Symphonie parce qu’il
aimait énormément Leningrad. Les affirmations de ses mémoires sont ajoutées, inventées et contraires à la pensée
de Chostakovitch lui-même.\fn{Il dit dans ses mémoires qu’il a réussi à survivre grâce à ses musiques de film qui honoraient
directement Staline}
Non, je crois que ce n’est pas juste, ce n’est pas vrai!\fn{ A-t-il fait le portrait de Staline dans sa Dixième Sympbonie?}
Ce sont des bêtises! C’est une symphonie très autobiographique, qui est sa véritable dernière symphonie, parce
que toutes les autres, la Onzième, la Douzième, la Treizième, la Quatorzième, un peu moins la Quinzième, sont
plus faibles. Il était très seul dans cette période et sa musique est une sorte de confession permanente.
Ce n’est pas un hasard s’il a cité les lettres de son nom de famille dans beaucoup de ses œuvres, mais de toutes
ses symphonies, la Dixième seule est autobiographique; elle est le portrait de Chostakovitch!\fn{ Chostakovitch
évoque également la célèbre pianiste Maria Youdina, que tu as connue }
Je l’ai très bien connue, et nous avions beaucoup d’amitié l’un pour l’autre; elle me téléphonait chaque jour. Je
suis souvent allée chez elle et vice-versa. Je sais que Chostakovitch l’a aussi beaucoup aimée. C’était une grande
personnalité, une des plus grandes de la musique chez nous, qui a beaucoup œvré pour la musique moderne: elle
fut la première à jouer à Moscou la musique de Webern, celle de Volkonski, et la Sonate pour deux pianos et
percussion de Bela Bartók.
J’ai souvent parlé avec Chostakovitch de choses qui ne lui ont pas toujours été agréables; par exemple, cet
article de la Pravda où il ne fait pas la différence entre la musique de Stockhausen et celle de Stückenschmitt;
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c’est complètement stupide, ce n’est pas lui mais l’Union des compositeurs qui a écrit cela. Je lui ai demandé:
«Pourquoi avez-vous signé ce texte?» Il a repondu: «On a sonné à ma porte à minuit, en me demandant de lire et
de signer, j’i répondu que je voulais dorm, j’i signé sans lire et j’i fermé la porte.»
C’est ce qu’il m’a dit. Cinq ans avant sa mort, je me suis promene avec lui pour la dernière fois autour de sa
maison. Il répétait la même phrase: «Dans ma jeunesse, j’ai appris les dix commandements, il ne faut pas tuer, il
ne faut pas être infidèle, etc. Et maintenant le seul commandement qui reste, c’est de respecter le dogme de la
science marxiste-léniniste.»\fn{Pour survivre au régime, ne fallait-il pas quelquefois être un peu lâche? }
Mais vous devez choisir; si vous jouez le même jeu que le régime, alors vous acceptez les conditions de ce jeu
et vous êtes conformiste. Evidemment, Chostakovitch l’a été toute sa vie. En revanche, Roslavetz n’a pas voulu
jouer le même jeu. Dans les années vingt, au début des années trente, il était plus connu que Chostakovitch, plus
estimé que Prokofiev, puis, on l’a non seulement mis en marge, mais aussi banni de la musique, il était devenu un
mortvivant. Personne n’a jamais cité son nom dans la presse, dans les journaux, dans les revues, au Conservatoire.
Pourtant il dominait la musique des années vingt. Il a occupé des postes de direction au ministère, au
Conservatoire, et aussi dans l’édition musicale: il décidait de ce qu’il fallait éditer, et jouer. Quand il a compris
qu’il ne pouvait pas collaborer avec les salauds, avec les gangsters qui avaient pris le pouvoir, il l’a dit
franchement, dans une lettre retentissante qui n’a pas été publiée.
Dans l’histoire de la musique soviétique en plusieurs volumes, Roslavetz a été nommé une fois, comme celui
qui a écrit une marche pour la police soviétique. C’est tragique. Il est mort en août 1944, complètement oublié.
J’ai demandé à des gens âgés qui ont connu cette période si une de ses œuvres avait été jouée—jamais!—, si
quelqu’un avait vu Roslavetz à Moscou à la fin des années trente ou au début des années quarante:
Personne ne l’avait vu! J’ai compris qu’il était dans une solitude absolue! Personne ne s’était intéressé à ce
qu’il faisait, ou à ce qu’il écrivait.\fn{Ses partitions étaient-elles dans les bibliothèques?}
Je crois que non, j’ai parlé avec son élève, Piotr Teplov. Il m’a raconté qu’il avait beaucoup d’ennemis, dont le
très virulent Victor Aronovich Biely, un des militants de l’association des compositeurs prolétaires. Il m’a dit
qu’après la mort de Roslavetz, personne ne savait où il avait été enterré, personne n’avait retrouvé sa tomhe, qui
avait disparu.
Je crois que heaucoup de partitions de Roslavetz ont été détruites après sa mort. Par exemple, Teplov affirme
que sa partition symphonique la Ville noire qui était dans la bibliothèque de la Radio a été retirée et brûlée par
Biely en personne. Dans les archives, on n’a retrouvé que quelques fragments, parfois quelques mouvements de
ses quatre symphonies. J’ai demandé à Alexandre Raskatov de reconstituer quelques partitions de Roslavetz. J’ai
contrôlé ce qu’il faisait pour deux pièces pour Quatuor à cordes, scherzo et adagio, une des meilleures pages de sa
musique. La création mondiale a eu lieu le 27 janvier 1992 par les musiciens de notre ensemble, l’Association de
musique moderne de Moscou.
Il a effectué aussi la reconstitution et l’orchestration de la symphonie de chamhre, créée lors du même concert.
Lorsque j’ai travaillé dans les archives de Roslavetz, je n’ai trouvé que des esquisses de cette musique. Les
archives révèlent aussi l’opinion de Nikolaï Miaskovsky sur la Symphonie de chambre de Roslavetz où il dit que
cette symphonie est une des meilleures et une des plus importantes de notre siècle.
Pour nous, Russes, c’est encore un compositeur qui reste à decouvrir. Je crois que Roslavetz a joué le même
rôle que Kandinsky dans la peinture. Mossolov est plus proche de Malevitch et Roslavetz est plus proche de
Kandinsky.\fn{Il est un peu votre Schönberg}
Pas tout à fait … Son idée et sa technique sont loin du dodécaphonisme. Il a créé sa propre technique.\fn{ Tu es
entré au Conservatoire deux ans après le fameux manifeste de Jdanov dans les années cinquante, qui mit en cause Chostakovitch, Prokofiev
et presque tous les grands compositeurs russes de cette époque, au nom du réalisme socialiste. Comment réagissais-tu en tant que jeune
étudiant à ces événements?}

Je n’étais pas très attentif à la politique … Lorsque je suis arrivé au Conselvatoire en 1951, j’ai voulu connaître
toute la musique nouvelle, mais c’était impossible, parce que même la musique de Dehussy et Ravel étaient
défendues au Conservatoire de Moscou.
C’est Chebaline qui nous a fait connaître des œuvres interdites. Par exemple, il y avait dans noire bibliothèque
beaucoup de transcriptions pour deux pianos à huit mains, des œruvres de Prokofiev et de Chostakovitch. Nous
avons joué dans la classe de Chebaline, à quatre élèves, la Quatrième Symphonie de Chostakovitch, et le ballet le
Bouffon de Prokofiev qui étaient interdits.
Je me souviens que j’étais à la tête de la section des étudiants au dortoir. En quatrième année, nous avons joué
pour les étudiants avec mon ami le pianiste Nicolaï Kopchievski la Neuvième Symphonie de Chostakovitch: quel
scandale! Alexandre Svechnikov, le directeur du Conservatoire, m’a convoqué et m’a accusé de mener des actions
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contre le peuple et le parti; il m’a cité ce que le parti avait écrit dans la Pravda sur cette symphonie.\fn{Pouvais-tu
être chef de la section des étudiants sans être membre du parti communiste? }
Ce sont les étudiants qui font le choix; ce n’était pas une grande section et chaque semaine, nous organisions
quelques réunions avec les étudiants de musicologie et de composition. C’était permis. Je n’ai jamais été memhre
du parti, on me l’a souvent proposé, on m’en a parlé pendant des heures mais j’ai toujours refusé. J’ai dit: «non,
ce n’est pas pour moi!»\fn{Prokofiev était toujours vivant en 1951, 1952. L’as-tu connu?}
Je ne l’ai vu qu’une fois dans l’escalier de la grande salle du Conservatoire, il m’a demandé le chemin le plus
court pour aller dans les loges des artistes. J’aimais sa musique au moment où j’ai commencé mes études, surtout
quand j’étais à Tomsk, un peu moins au Conservatoire de Moscou. Je l’ai aussi vu mort dans son appartement. J’ai
appris la nouvelle alors que je vivais dans la maison d’étudiant proche de la Salle de Colonnes où ont eu lieu les
funérailles de Staline, qui est mort le même jour que Prokofiev.
La maison de Prokofiev se trouvait dans mon quartier, mais une foule énorme venue dire adieu à Staline me
barrait le passage. Quand les policiers m’ont défendu de traverser cette rue, j’ai dit—je m’en sou viens
parfaitement—: «La mort de “votre” Staline ne m’intéresse pas, je veux faire mes adieux à Prokofiev.» C’est
étonnant, mais ils m’ont laissé passer, traverser cette foule contrôlée et je suis entré pour la première fois dans la
maison de Prokofiev. Il n’y avail personne, je n’ai vu que sa deuxième femme, Mira Mendelssohn; l’appartement
possédait deux chambres; Prokofiev était mort dans celle de droite. J’y suis resté un quart d’heure car je me
sentais obligé de saluer une dernière fois ce grand compositeur.
Alors que j’étais près du lit du mort, Mira Mendelssohn m’a confié que Prokofiev s’était inquiété de la santé de
Staline, et qu’en mourant, il avait demandé de ses nouvelles.\fn{ Prokofiev est-il un compositeur important pour toi?}
Maintenant non. Prokofiev n’a aucune importance pour la musique moderne. Sa psychologie est trop loin de la
mienne. Toute sa musique me paraît vide, parfois trop lourde et toujours très mal orchestrée. Sa dernière période
celle de son opéra, l’Histoire d’un homme authentique est la plus mauvaise—”\fn{Tu étais à la première?}
Oui, j’y étais, j’ai écouté toutes ses œuvres et son dernier ballet, Fleur de pierre. Je n’aime pas sa musique
vocale et je ne trouve pas qu’il a écrit de bans opéras, sauf l’Amour aux trois oranges.\fn{Est-il un compositeur russe
ou un musicien influencé par l’Occident?}
Il n’est pas très russe; sa psychologie est plutôt américaine. Evidemment, c’est un homme de grand talent,
surtout dans sa première période, et dans sa musique pour piano. Je propose souvent à mes élèves d’orchestrer les
Quatre sarcasmes ou Suggestion diaholique.\fn{A-t-il vraiment voulu écrire une musique pour le peuple?}
Je ne sais pas s’il était sincère ou non; il a tout de même composé Zdravitsa pour l’anniversaire de Staline, le
poème symphonique, la Rencontre de la Volga et du Don, et cet opéra affreux sur le roman de Boris Polevoï.
Il a écrit beaucoup de musique officielle, tenté en vain, d’écrire des chansons, Il n’était pas doué pour cela. Ses
chansons n’ont jamais été chantées par le peuple. Mais je crois que la musique de cette période, surtout Zdravitsa,
donne l’impression qu’il était sincère en l’écrivant à la gloire de Staline.\fn{ Miaskovski, qui a contrihué à faire revenir
Prokofiev en Russie, a-t-il joué un rôle positif dans l’évolution de la musique de cette époque? }
Je n’ai pas connu Miaskovski parce que je suis venu à Moscou pour faire mes études l’année de sa mort. Je ne
l’ai jamais rencontré, mais beaucoup de musiciens m’ont parlé de lui. Mon professeur, Chebaline, l’appréciait
également. Ils appartenaient à la même école et partageaient les mêmes positions musicales. Tout le monde m’a
dit que Miaskovski était un homme très honnête et un grand professionnel; il a bien enseigné la composition et n’a
jamais fait de compromis. Il était ami avec Assafiev, notre musicologue, qui n’est pas un grand musicologue; c’est
un peu une figure inventée, mais une figure très importante qui a autorisé la publication du manifeste de Jdanov
en 1948. Sans lui, je crois que ce document n’aurait jamais existé. Après son discours qui condamnait presque
tous les compositeurs en vue, Miaskovski a refusé de lui serrer la main. Il était noble et bon musicien. Sa musique
et son écriture sont typiques de la musique russe des années vingt. Quelques symphonies de lui, par exemple la
Sixième Symphonie, ainsi que de la musique de chamhre et vocale sont excellentes. Mais beaucoup de
compositeurs de cette période ne sont pas encore découverts, comme Mikhaïl Gnessin, Serguei Protopopov,
Dimitri Melkich. Cette période est riche en bonne musique. L’écriture de Roslavetz n’est pas très différente de
celle de Miaskovski à la même période. Sans être un très bon compositeur, il fut un grand musicien.\fn{ Obouhov?
Vichnegraski?}
Je ne connais presque pas la musique d’Obouhov. J’ai fait sa connaissance à Paris, quand je suis allé dans la
classe de Claude Ballif, grand admirateur d’Obouhov. Mais ce que j’ai écouté et ce que j’ai regardé m’a déçu.
En revanche, j’ai connu Vichnegravski, je l’ai rencontré quelquefois à Paris. Je ne peux pas donner
précisément ma position envers lui parce que je ne connais pas assez bien sa musique. Mais pour moi, c’est sans
grande importance en comparison de Roslavetz, Mossolov, Lourié et peut-être Dimitri Melkich.\fn{ Quels sont les
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compositeurs rsses, après Moussorgski et Scriabine, qui ot exercé une influence sur toi? }

Pendant mes études je ne connaissais pas une page de la musique de Roslavetz. Bizarrement, même Chebaline
n’a jamais mentionné son nom. J’ai souvent rencontré Mossolov mais personne d’entre nous ne l’a pris au
sérieux. La meilleure musique de Mossolov a été écrite dans les années vingt-trente; après il n’a jamais été joué et
il n’a pas écrit de bonne musique dans les demières années de sa vie, car il a beaucoup bu. Chez nous, il y a
souvent des compositeurs qui commencent très bien et puis qui se détraquent. Il en va de même des cinéastes. Je
crois que Mossolov a été cassé par la double vie qu’il a essayé de mener sans être capable de l’assumer.
Il a tenté d’écrire à la fois de la musique «réaliste»—c’est-à-dire officielle—et de la musique moderne, mais
c’était impossible. Lui aussi a été victime du système. On vient de publier des documents impressionnants grâce à
sa veuve qui est toujours vivante.
J’ai fait moi-même l’orchestration de ses deux cycles vocaux et je trouve que toute la musique de cette période
est très intéressante: ce qu’il a écrit pour le piano, ses Nocturnes, le Quatre Sonates, mais aussi sa musique
symphonique.
Lorsque j’ai commencé à regarder attentivement les partitions de Mossolov, j’ai remarqué qu’il était le seul à
perpétuer la ligne de Moussorgski. Son écriture pour orchestre est proche de Boris Godounov, par exemple.
Pourtant je crois qu’il n’a pas connu cette partition parce qu’elle n’avait jamais editée pendant sa vie.\fn{ Moussorgski est proche de toi}
Oui, il a une grande importance pour moi, mais jusqu’à présent, c’est un compositeur qui n’est pas assez
apprécié, même en Russie. On ne peut pas trouver ses partitions dans les magasins de musique. La seule œuvre
disponible s’appelle la Nuit sur le mont chauve. Elle est très connue, mais on la joué toujours dans l’orchestration
de Rimski Korsakov, qui est mauvaise. Pourtant la partition originale a été editée une seule fois en 1968. Je l’ai
trouvée par miracle chez les bouquinistes dans un tirage à six cent cinquante exemplaires. J’ai parlé avec les chefs
d’orchestre russes, ils ignorent l’existence de cette partition, publiée par les éditions Musica.\fn{ Tu te sens plus
proche de Moussorgski que de Tchaïkovski?}
Tchaïkovski est difficile à expliquer pour les Français parce que l’apparence de sa musique est beaucoup plus
européenne. Celle de Moussorgski semble plus russe, mais l’essence de la musique de Tchaïkovski est aussi
profondément russe. Seule son écriture diffère: son langage et son harmonie comportent parfois des accents
européens. Moussorgski, évidemment, est plus isolé, plus indépendant. Les articles que Debussy a écrit sur lui, en
particulier sur les Enfantines vont beaucoup plus loin que tout ce qui a été écrit en Russie. Il est d’ailleurs
étonnant que Debussy ail senti mieux l’importance de Moussorgski que ses compatriotes russes.
Je crois que Moussorgski doit être plus apprécié en France que Tchaïkovski. Peut-être que ce dernier est plus
apprécié en Amérique. Il est vrai que Tchaïkovski a écrit beaucoup de musique de mauvais goût. Je crois que les
Français, avec leur goût distingué, ne peuvent pas accepter une écriture souvent assez banale. Mais Tchaïkovski
avait aussi des visions prophétiques dans la Sixième Symphonie ou dans la Dame de Pique.
Jaime beaucoup ses ballets, la Belle au bois dormant, le Lac des cygnes et surtout Casse-Noisette. La partition
de Casse-Noisette est une des partitions les plus modernes de la musique russe. Tous les ballets de Stravinski en
sont issus.
La musique de piano de Moussorgski est souvent faible, sauf celIe des Tableaux d’une exposition. Mais son
dernier cycle Sans soleil, qui n’est pas encore assez connu, contient des découvertes formidables, extraordinaires
qui entraînent le siècle en avant. Il avait des visions de grand génie.\fn{ Tu ne parles jamais de Rimski Korsakov}
Adolescent, j’aimais beaucoup Rimski, peut-être moins que Glinka, Tchaïkovski et Moussorgski. Maintenant,
je suis plus réservé. Toute sa musique symphonique est pratiquement morte. Sa musique de chambre est parfois
bonne mais moins personnelle, moins inventive que la musique vocale.
Il était plus doué pour l’opéra. Il en a écrit quelques-uns très hans, en particulier la Légende d’une ville
invisible Kiteje. Ses derniers opéras sont plus faihles et plus froids et je déteste Mozart et Salieri.\fn{A ton avis, d’où
vient la musique russe, de Glinka ou d’avant?}
C’est très difficile à dire. Qu’est-ce que la musique américaine? Ives, Gershwin, et c’est tout. Ives est très
américain; toute l’Amérique c’est peut-être Ives. Avant Ives, il n’y avait pas de vraie musique, pas un seul grand
compositeur americain. C’est camille Glinka chez nous.\fn{ Oui, mais l’Amérique n’a pas de passé!}
Hormis la musique orthodoxe qui est tout à fait différente, il n’y avail pas de musique professionnelle avant
Glinka. Il est toujours difficile d’être le premier compositeur protessionnel. J’ai lu heaucoup de documents sur lui
parce que je voulais comprendre sa personnalité. Beaucoup de gens ont dit qu’il était souvent triste. En société, il
était très mondain, mais au fond de lui, il était toujours seul. Il n’avait personne autour de lui, personne à qui
parler car tous les autres compositeurs, comme Napravnik, n’étaient pas à sa hauteur.\fn{ Et avant?}
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Avant, il n’y avait pratiquement rien: pas un compositeur avant lui n’a écrit de la musique russe. Toutes les
œuvres de Bortnianski sont calquées sur les modèles de la musique occidentale. Glinka est le premier compositeur
à avoir écrit une musique profondément russe.\fn{ En musique et en poésie, les influences que tu reconnais sont essentiellement
russes. En est-il de même en littérature romanesque? }
Non, pas du tout. Enfant, j’ai beaucoup lu les romans de Dickens ou de Dumas, la Peau de Chagrin de Balzac,
ainsi que d’autres œuvres de littérature française. Mais je me sens plus attiré par la littérature russe, surtout par
des écrivains comme Gogol, Dostoïevski et Tchekhov. En revanche, je n’aime pas Tolstoï. J’ai acheté les œuvres
complètes de Dostoïevski quand j’étais étudiant au Conservatoire de Moscu. Je n’avais pas beaucoup d’argent, je
donnais des leçons de mathématiques pour vivre et j’économisais pour acheter des livres. Je me souviens avoir
trouvé chez les bouquinistes quelques volumes de Marcel Proust. Mais j’ai sourtout aimé Stendhal.\fn{ La
Chartreuse de Parme?}
Je préférais le Rouge et le noir mais j’ai lu aussi ses livres plus sérieux sur les musiciens, son livre De l’Amour,
etc. J’ai toujours été plus intéressé par les documents, la correspondance, les journaux intimes ou les articles, ceux
de Dostoïevski par exemple, que par les romans eux-mêmes. En revanche, je n’ai pas accepté la position de Gogol
dans ses articles. Il était à ce moment-là lin peu malade, comme Dostoïevski et il a brûlé la deuxième partie de son
livre les Ames mortes. Beaucoup de mystère entoure l’existence de Gogol, mais il reste une des figures les plus
importantes et les plus intéressantes de toute la littérature. Dès l’enfance, j’ai été attiré par le surréalisme, qui a
fortement influencé ma musique.
En peinture, ma préférence va au surréalisme de René Magritte. J’ai lu qu’il ne donnait les titres de ses
tableaux qu’après les avoir finis. Il jouait avec ses amis à qui inventerait le titre le plus paradoxal et le plus
inattendu pour son tableau.
Moi-même, je cherche le titre d’une œuvre longtemps après l’avoir terminée. J’ai même eu un jour la création
mondiale d’une pièce sans qu’elle ait de titre. Je l’ai trouvé trois mois après seulement. Pour moi, le titre a une
importance extrême parce qu’il doit ouvrir la porte sur l’œuvre et je suis très fier, pour quelques œuvres, d’avoir
trouvé des titres parfaits, par exemple, pour la pièce de piano, Signes en blanc qui fait allusion au tableau de Paul
Klee, Signes en jaune. Cette peinture correspond exactement à ce que j’ai écrit dans la musique. Après avoir
terminé cette œuvre, j’ai lu le Livre de Monelle de Marcel Schwob et j’y ai trouvé une ligne que j’ai prise en
exergue: «Et le royaume parut; mais il était muré de blancheur.» C’est une sorte d’introduction à l’œuvre.
Je n’aime pas les musiques chargées de littérature et je déteste surtout les poèmes symphoniques à programme.
J’aime Liszt mais pas ses poèmes symphoniques—sauf peut-être les Préludes.Je n’aime pas non plus les poèmes
symphoniques de Tchaïkovski.
Je pense que chaque œuvre doit avoir un programme intérieur. Je n’aime pas les programmes extérieurs.\fn{ Ton
œuvre Peinture pour orchestre n’est-elle pas justement à programmer? }
J’ai déjà dit dans quelques interviews que j’ai été beaucoup plus influencé par la peinture que par la musique.
Les compositeurs ont beaucoup à apprendre du travail des peintres.
Mon œuvre Trois tableaux de Paul Klee est directement liée à des tableaux précis, sans doute moins
directement que Moussorgski dans les Tableaux d’une exposition. Mes œuvres entretiennent des rapports plus
abstraits avec la peinture. Ma pièce Aquarelle pour vingt-quatre cordes n’est pas directement liée à un tableau
particulier, à l’inverse de Peinture, qui est en référence directe à trois tableaux de Boris Birger.
Le début de Peinture correspond en fait à une des natures mortes de Birger qui met en valeur le principe de la
peinture. Le centre est lié au tableau le plus tragique de Birger la Chambre rouge, où le sang qui coule enveloppe
tout. A la fin de ma pièce, il y a une allusion à un Nu de Birger.
Mon œuvre ne suit pas un programme exact et ne cherche pas bien sûr ni à décrire la chambre rouge ni les nus
de Birger.\fn{Dans les tableaux de Birger, accrochés aux murs de ton bureau à Moscou, il y a un flou dans la peinture qui n’existe pas
dans ta musique, toujours précise, à peine pointilliste—}
Dans les tableaux de Birger, il n’y a pas de pointillisme—ce n’est pas du Signac—mais un énorme travail de
mélange de couleurs. Le portrait qu’il a fait de moi en 1971, après que j’ai écrit Peinture, a nécessité trente-quatre
ou trente-cinq séances de quatre heures et demie chacune. C’est dire l’extrême minutie de son travail.
J’ai travaillé ma pièce de cette façon. Je l’ai composée dans la Maison des compositeurs à cent kilomètres de
Moscou en hiver, en janvier 1970; il m’a fallu une semaine de travail, du matin au soir, pour composer … une
page! C’est une pièce qui dure onze minutes et qui m’a demandé environ deux mois de travail minutieux.\fn{ Le
rapport de la musique à la peinture est-il un rapport entre deux gestes créateurs ou simplement une recherche de dégradé de couleurs, de
passage d’une couleur instrumentale à une autre?}

Il y a beaucoup de détails et parfois, un assez large espace musical—je cherche toujours l’espace en musique.
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J’utilise des techniques variées pour chaque détail, mais une même idée lie directement cette œuvre a un tableau
de Birger parce que la composition et la forme d’un tableau correspondent à celles de la musique. Au centre un
objet détermine vraiment tout ce qui l’entoure.
Toute la matière est déduite d’une seule série de douze sons, qui a toujours tendance à apparaître mais en vain.
Elle n’apparaît vraiment, en tant que «melodie» de douze sons, que lorsqu’elle est jouée fortissimo par trois
trombones à l’unisson.\fn{Tu parles d’espace, cela veut-il dire donner une profondeur, comme une quatrième dimension à la
musique?}
Oui, tout à fait. Je peux faire un parallèle avec la musique de Charles Ives, que j’apprécie beaucoup. Il a trouvé
une chose importante: il cherche un espace indépendant dans la partition. Certains groupes dans la Quatrième
Symphonie par exemple, sont presque indépendants les uns des autres. Si l’on regarde mes partitions, surtout les
plus récentes, on s’aperçoit que ces groupes vivent indépendamment les uns des autres a l’intérieur de la partition.
Pour moi, l’espace musical est très important. Mais je ne crois pas qu’il faille le trouver par des moyens banals
comme les moyens stéréophoniques.\fn{Mais ce qui crée cet espace, n’est-ce pas plutôt l’art des silences, l’épaisseur du timbre? }
Je crois que le plus important est justement cette indépendance, ces instruments de l’orchestre dont les actions
sont imprévues. Le silence relève d’un autre domaine, car le silence absolu peut délivrer une information
extrêmement importante. Par exemple ma pièce Signes en blanc contient plus de silences que dans mes autres
œuvres, et les silences y sont expressifs et importants. Dans le dernier mouvement de Pleurs, ce sont les silences
qui parlent.\fn{S’agit-il de silences de résonance comme chez Debussy—}
Non, pas du tout, il n’y a pas de silence de résonance.\fn{ —ou des sile ces de discontinuité du discours?}
Dans le dernier mouvement des Trois pièces pour piano à quatre mains, toute la construction est basée sur la
distribution des silences. Ils ont une importance aussi grande que le rythme.\fn{ Quand as-tu fait la découverte de
Schönberg, de la musique atonale et puis de la musique sérielle, dont tu as la réputation d’avoir adopté les principes, un des premiers en
Russie après Roslavetz?}

Pendant mes études, j’ai fait ce qu’il fallait pour acquérir une très bonne technique. Pendant cinq ans au
Conservatoire, j’ai écrit de la musique tonale, si on peut dire «académique» cela m’était nécessaire, pour avoir
une base, et pour conquérir la liberté que j’ai cherchée route ma vie.\fn{ Ta première symphonie était en do majeur!}
Oui. Pendant mes études au Conservatoire, je ne connaissais pas la musique de la deuxième école viennoise.
J’ai fait cette découverte importante après avoir fini mes études au Conservatoire. Lorsque j’ai commencé, vers
1955/1956, à étudier la musique de Schoenberg et plus tard de Webern, je n’avais pas l’impression qu’elle
m’interessait vraiment. J’ai connu quelques «stops intérieurs» qui ne m’ont pas permis de pénétrer vraiment
l’essence de cette musique.
Quelques événements m’ont aidé à comprendre l’importance de ces trois compositeurs. Premièrement, le
pianiste français Gérard Fremy, qui a étudié le piano à Moscou chez Neuhaus, m’a donné le Trio à cordes de
Webern; ce n’est pas son œuvre la plus facile et au début je ne l’ai pas du tout acceptée; il m’a répondu: «Tu dois
étudier ça plus profondément, comprendre que c’est la vraie musique.» Alors j’ai essayé de regarder plus
attentivement la partition, de l’écouter: j’avais fait mon premier pas pour comprendre la musique de Webern.
Puis Glenn Gould est venu un après-midi dans la petite salle du Conservatoire, et il a prononcé un petit
discours devant les professeurs et les étudiants; il a joué, si je me souviens bien, les pièces Opus 11 de Schönberg,
la Sonate pour piano d’Alban Berg, trois ou quatre pièces pour piano de Krenek et les Variations Opus 27 de
Webern. Ce fut une véritable révélation.
Après mes études au Conservatoire, j’ai écrit très peu de musique. En 1965, je n’ai composé qu’une œuvre de
six minutes, Crescendo et diminuendo, pour clavecin et douze cordes. Pendant une année entière de ma vie, je suis
resté enfermé pendant des heures et des helices, des jours et des mois pour étudier la musique différente que je
n’avais pas connue au Conservatoire.
Quand j’ai terminé le Conservatoire, j’ai commencé à étudier profondément Stravinski, un compositeur très
important pour moi. J’ai toujours apprécié sa période russe. J’ai fait l’analyse minutieuse de quelques-unes des
œuvres de cette période, par exemple l’Histoire du soldat.
Ensuite, j’ai fait la decouverte de Bartók. Il m’a beaucoup influencé, surtout par ses Quatuors à cordes. J’ai
écrit sur lui des préfaces pour la quasi-totalité des œuvres editées en U.R.S.S.; j’ai également rédigé deux articles
d’ana-yse sur ses quatuors.
Après Bartók, j’ai décidé d’étudier plus à fond la musique de la deuxième école viennoise. Pendant des mois,
j’ai analysé plus particulièrement cette musique, et plus particulièrement celle de Schönberg et Webern; je crois
que j’ai fait des découvertes que personne n’avait remarquées dans les Variations opus 27 de Webern.
J’ai écrit un article qui a été publié en Italie puis en Pologne, mais rien n’a été diffusé en France, pas même
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mon article sur la technique de composition de Claude Debussy.
J’ai tenté une analyse de Hindemith. A priori, je n’aimais pas ce compositeur; en l’étudiant plus profondément,
je suis allé de déception en déception: il n’y avait rien à trouver et rien à chercher dans sa musique. Quelques-unes
de ses œuvres sont plus ou moins réussies, comme Marienleben, mais sa musique en général ne m’apporte
absolument rien.
Après Stravinski, Bartók, Webern, la découverte qui a eu une importance décisive pour moi est celle de
Debussy. …
143.51 1. Endohochen 2. The Boy Who Went To A Forbidden Place 3. Duchieke 4. Frog, Mouse, And Moose 5.
Pole, Gaviar, Bladder, Haystacki, And Bigeyes 6. The Lazy Boy 7. The Puppy: Seven Folktales\fn{by Anna
Petrovna Khodzher (c.1930?- )} Troitskoe, Amur River, Russian Far East (F) 7
1
Two sisters lived together. They did everything together, they hunted and fished and brought in firewood and
berries. One day one of them said,
“Why are we doing everything together? Let’s one of us go out to work and the other one stay home and get
food ready. Then the next day we’ll do the opposite.” And so they agreed.
The first day the younger sister went out for cranberries, but she couldn’t find a good spot. At last she came to
a place where there were many. She started picking them and suddenly an arrow fell beside her and spoke in a
human voice.
“Sister, go away quickly. Soon Endohochen will come—he’s half man and half dog. Run!”
She ran away in terror and told her sister about it. Her sister listened with no reaction.
The next day the older sister went out. The younger warned her to be careful. She started picking berries and
an arrow fell at her feet and spoke in a human voice.
“Sister, run away, Endohochen is coming and it’ll be bad for you!”
She paid no attention.. Sure enough pretty soon Endohochen came up to her—he was half man and half dog.
“Let me take a look at your head,” he said.
“You won’t find anything,” she replied, “I just washed and combed my hair.”
“I’ll look anyway.”
He insisted so strongly that at last she agreed. He started looking for lice on her head. He pulled one out from
the side of her head; it was gold on the back.
“I’ll put this on your tongue.”
“No, put it on the ground.”
“The ground won’t hold it.”
“Then put it on a stone.”
“The stone won’t hold it.”
“Then throw it out.”
“No, I will put it on your tongue.”
“How can my tongue hold it if the earth and the stone can’t?”
“It will hold it.”
And so she stuck out her tongue. Endohochen reached in and pulled out her tongue and her lungs and ran
away. She ran home bleeding.
Her sister guessed what had happened. She went outside and pulled out the tongue of a puppy. She attached it
to her sister’s mouth using her own saliva. The older sister told the whole story in the dog’s language and the
younger sister understood.
“I warned you. But now this is the way we must live.”
And so they went to sleep. The older sister dreamed that an old woman appeared and said,
“Go and get your own tongue. I’ll leave you a white horse to help you. Go where the horse takes you. Don’t tie
him to a tree, but only to shrubs or wormwood. I’ll leave you three bronze lizard-amulets, long ones. They will
help you too.” And the old woman disappeared.
When the girl woke up, there was no little old woman, but she saw the three brass lizards. She went outside
and found a white horse tied to some shrubs. She got dressed and took needles and a comb in her sewing bag. She
said goodbye to her sister, got on the horse, and flew away.
871

After some time she saw a big house and came down to earth beside it. She knew what to do. She went inside
and the place was full of Endohochens, including the one who had stolen her tongue. She went inside and started
the fire. She brought water, added grain, and gave it to them in cups. On their plates she saw many human
tongues, including her own which was still fresh. She poured food for the old people. They were thinking she was
a wonderful bride. And then she said to them,
“I’m going to clean up in here. Go outside, otherwise dust will fall on your food.” And so they went out, all the
while thinking what a good bride she was. As soon as she was alone, she quickly pulled out her dog’s tongue and
replaced it with her own. Then she gathered up the garbage and went outside.
“Go back inside. I’m just going to dump this and I’ll be right back.”
“What a fine bride she is!” they thought and went back in. She got on the horse and tried to fly away. But
Endohochen was holding the horse’s tail. She took out her knife and cut off the tail. Away they flew.
“Where shall we go?” called the horse. “To people, or to a place where there are no people?”
“I am a person. We will go to people.”
And so they flew to a settlement. The horse came down beside a small house and she tied him to some shrubs.
An old man and woman lived there.
“Where have you come from?” they asked. “How did you get here?”
“Endohochen is chasing me. I came here to rest.”
“Stay with us, then.”
Soon their son Mergen\fn{The hero of Nanai and Ul’chi folktales.} came in. The young people liked each other and
after a while they got married. Then one day he wanted to go hunting.
“Let me take your horse.”
“No,” she said. “I need the horse. What if Endohochen comes after me?”
But he convinced her to let him take the horse. She warned him only to tie the horse to shrubs or wormwood
and never to a tree, and away he went.
After he left she gave birth to a baby boy. The grandparents were very happy. The old man sent a worker to
find Mergen with the news. But on the way the worker met Endohochen. And told him the news.
“I’ll be seeing him,” said Endohochen. “I’ll tell him. You go back and give them this message, ‘That which
you find outdoors, throw it away. And the thing that is off to the side, you don’t need. Throw it away.’”
And the worker went back and gave the message.
Pudin wept. She could tell that Endohochen was coming. She made a carrying bag and put her son on her back.
If only the horse were there! How could she get away? She started to run. Already she could see Endohochen
approaching. She reached in her sewing bag and threw out her needle.
“Turn into a thick forest!”
And a thick forest sprung up behind her. Endohochen got lost in it. She stopped to rest and fed the baby. And
she called out to her horse,
“Horse, wherever you are, hear my voice and come to help me!”
And then she heard Endohochen getting close. She ran on. This time he almost caught her. But she threw out
the comb. And it too turned into a thick forest. She didn’t hear Endohochen any more so she stopped for a rest and
fed the baby. And she called to the horse,
“Give me strength!”
And then she heard Endohochen again. She ran on, feeling more rested now. And then she remembered the
three bronze lizards. She threw them out and they became three pillars. She climbed up to the top of one of them
and sat there feeding the baby. Endohochen came up and started to chew on the pillar she was sitting on. He broke
his teeth, and blood poured from his mouth, but he kept on chewing.
The pillar was about to fall. She jumped over to the next pillar. He chewed more slowly this time, but nonetheless before long the pillar was rocking, about to topple over.
She jumped to the third pillar. Still Endohochen was chewing away at the bronze. And finally this too was
about to fall.
And then in the distance she saw it. The size of a mosquito at first, then getting closer and closer. Yes! It was
the horse!
“Fly faster!” she called.
She could see that the horse was pulling a tree stump behind him. But he got there. She jumped on, cut the
rope to the stump with her knife and they flew away.
“Where will we go?” called the horse. “To people or to a place where there are no people?”
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“Experience speaks. We will go to a place where there are no people.”
And so they went to a good place. And the horse told her what had happened.
“Your husband tied me to a tree stump. I heard you calling and tried and tried to tear loose. I had to use so
much energy just getting free that I barely arrived in time. And now I am dying. Don’t cry. When I die, take off
my skin and wrap yourself in it. I have helped you as much as I can.”
And the horse died. She wept and then removed the skin with her knife. She wrapped herself and the baby in it
and they slept a long time.
When she woke up she saw that she was in a big fine house. The sun was shining in the window and all the
clothes were clean. Meat was cooking over a good fire and wood was piled beside the hearth. And on one of the
sleeping benches, two baby moose were playing. She was happy as she sat up and looked at all this.
Her baby boy grew fast. In five days he was bringing back rabbit and in nine days ducks. But then one day he
came running home out of breath.
“Endohochen is coming!”
She picked up the child and got ready to run. But it was too late. She didn’t know what to do so she just sat
down. But then she caught sight of the baby moose. Just then Endohochen ran in. She guessed what to do. She cut
the moose babies free and they fought long and hard with Endohochen. And they killed him.
She was very happy. She pulled the evil thing outside and burned it.
And so they lived. One day the boy came in calling,
“Father’s coming!”
She tied the door shut. But the boy opened it. He was happy to meet his father. But she was angry.
“Why did you tie my horse to a tree when I told you not to?”
“It’s not my fault,” he said. “I forgot.”
“I will not go back with you.”
And so they argued. But at last she forgave him. They all began living together. Then one morning they noticed
that the moose babies were gloomy, while normally they were cheerful.
“What’s the matter?” she asked. “Have we taken bad care of you?”
“We were sent by the heavenly god to help you when you were having a hard time with those evil spirits. But
now that is past and it is time for us to go.”
They all wept and embraced. She cooked kasha and sewed special silk clothes as gifts of thanks. They bowed
low, thanking the moose for their help. The two moose flew up to heaven, still looking back and bowing. At last
they disappeared. The time had come.
She cooked more kasha and made offerings. And then they looked around. The house was gone. Everything
looked as if nobody had ever lived there. And so they went back to her husband’s parents.
When they got there the old people were arguing, each one blaming the other. Mergen said,
“Don’t argue. It was all the fault of the evil spirits.”
And so they all lived together.
2
A young boy lived with his mother.
“When you play outside you must only go upriver, never down.”
He grew up and obeyed her. But one day he thought,
“Why does she say that? I’ll go down the river and see what’s there.”
He went down the river and came to a big house. He went in and there on the nahan, the sleeping bench, was a
huge frog. He killed the frog and went home.
“Why did you tell me not to go downstream?” he asked his mother. And he told her what he had done.
“Why did you kill the frog? She was the mother of nine evil spirits and now they will come to find you.”
She got him ready for the road. She gave him pancakes and fish-cakes.
“You must run away,” she told him.
As soon as he left the door opened. In came the nine evil spirits.
“Where is your son?” they asked.
“I have no son.”
“You lie. Where is he? He killed our mother.”
And they began to tickle her. Just before she lost. consciousness, she pronounced the word, “Island Bor.”
They left her there. When she came to, she wept. Then she swept the floor and found one of the boy’s buttons.
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She swallowed it and became pregnant. She bore a second son. He grew quickly, in five days he got a rabbit and
in nine days a duck. As he grew older he began to ask,
“Mama, do I have a brother?”
“No.”
“Why are there children’s toys here?”
She still said he had no brother.
The boy grew up and started to go out in his omorochka, his little boat. One day he came to the Island Bor. He
heard a sound,
“Kopya kopya kopya kopya. My heart and all my insides are dried up. They make this sound like bells, kopya
kopya kopya kopya.”
He saw a boy running around and around the island. Nine evil spirits were running after him, around and
around. The boy thought,
“How can I save him?”
He shot one arrow, aiming so that it went through all nine evil spirits. But still the boy kept running around and
around. The second brother pulled out his lasso and caught him. He was very light and still making that sound. He
laid him in the boat and they went home. The younger brother went inside and said to his mother,
“I got a rabbit. Go outside and get it.”
She went outside and she too heard that sound and the song. She rushed over and picked her son up. She
brought him inside and fed him rabbit and blueberries. She washed him and cared for him and he got well. And
from then on he never again disobeyed the traditions.
3
Long ago on the earth there was no one yet who could tell it all correctly. My great-grandfather’s great-grandfather heard from his great-grandfather that once, out of the south-eastern mountains, a black cloud came
gloomily crawling, bringing an unseen pestilence to the banks of the Amur. Neither amulets nor roots and grasses
could help anyone. Even the animals ran away from the black horror of this infection. The shaman, whose soul
was not blind although the way of the healer was filled with difficulty, rang his shaman’s belt in impotent rage.
Into the fire he threw his drum, which had gone silent.
They died one after the other, the people of that village where they had once been happy. And over the plain
rose acrid smoke and a numberless crowd of fat flies. Once, like a wounded beast on the path, like a spirit from
Buni,\fn{The Nani land of the dead.} like the product of imagination, a woman crawled from an earth hut. The fires
were still smoking when, waking for a short time, she realized that she could defeat the black death, which had
destroyed the tribe. But why, if the world is kind, why did the clan die? Not a seed, not an ear of any grain left.
Not even graves were left. No human voice was to be heard.
I do not know what her mother called her heart, in the night. But I know for certain that she was my foremother and sister. Again it seems that it is I who wander in the taiga gripped in the vice of loneliness. My soul
languishes and I do not want to live in the wide world. I wish that a bear would take me, or a wolf hiding behind a
fir tree. I want to die, die, die. To return forever to my people! But I have no strength, and it is not known for how
long I must suffer in impotence and rage.
And suddenly under my heart—a jolt, another! Life has awakened in this tortured womb! And suddenly I
remember that night. The moon came shining through the needles of the cedar and you whispered to me,
“Let there be a daughter.” I answered,
“I will bear you a son.”
But whom will I bring him to now? Who will educate him to his manhood, teach him to follow tracks in the
forest, to shoot from the bow, and all the wisdom that goes with this?
“Search for people,” whisper the branches. “Search …” echoed on the quiet pools. Of course the branch was
right. But who will tell me where to find them? Shall I shout? But my voice disappeared long ago. It went with
my tears into the dry loam. The autumn forest is dark and cold. From age-old cedars to blades of grass. I don’t
know what news, whose wisdom and whose great power told me that there was a way out, and enlightened me
with this true thought.
There is flexible willow, there is birch-bark and fish-skin prepared by my mother’s hand. And the idea is
simple! If only I can do it, if only it will work out. But the heart knows what it is doing, and woman’s fingers are
so obedient …
The duchieke\fn{Violin.} doesn’t speak yet—I must dream up its string voice. My hair went gray in my trouble,
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it grew cold in the icy water, the wind dried it like the blade of a knife. Now my hair will become live strings.
Clean, like the flow of the river, weep like my soul, duchieke! Down along the current, my soul, up along the
current, my soul. Carry my open heart, my suffering with the voice of your strings.
May the play of the early morning waves answer her, my soul. And flow together with her, my soul. I have
cried out all my eyes—only your string is left that the forest may hear me, that I may express all my grief.
At my wedding I danced as no one has danced in a century. But suddenly darkness covered the sun, and there
is no joy left, my soul. Sound, string, to a hundred versts.\fn{ 1 verst = 1.06 kilometers.} May the nine stars of my hope
burst in the thunderous realms through the nine guarding clouds. Like sprouts of the willow, the love that I carry
in my heart, you, my soul, have resurrected my people from the darkness of ages.
This was long ago, and grandfather Kolbo the woodcarver now holds in his hand a Nanai violin, which attracts
no one. Young people walk by with tape recorders. He looks after them—who knows if it is truth or lies that fly
from their tight cassettes? He takes up the duchieke and lifts the wing of the bow, and again there are tears on my
cheek and the centuries part. As if I am wandering again in the empty taiga, with the Amur before me. Again I am
making a duchieke from birch-bark and fish-skin. Not to sweeten your hearing without memory or care. But to
resurrect my ancient clan, killed by the pestilence.
4
Frog and mouse have had a falling out because of the cherries and this is what happened next.
Frog was offended that mouse wouldn’t share with him, and frog couldn’t climb the tree. Frog goes away and
finds a barn. Mice are in there fighting and stealing grain. And so he goes on and comes to a big village. There’s a
big house and servants running back and forth.
Frog wanted to get in and ran between the servants’ legs. He saw the master sitting on the bench and jumped
right into his lap. .
“Where did this frog come from? Servants, throw this frog out of here.” And then frog spoke in a human voice,
“Don’t throw me out. I’m not that kind of frog. I saw your barn on my way, and I saw rats and mice stealing
your grain.”
“Servants, go and look!” A servant went and looked and came back.
“Yes, it is true that mice and rats are stealing your grain.”
“Go and get them out of there this minute! And as for this frog, feed him well, with the best food. Dress him in
silk.”
And so frog was given kasha\fn{Mush made from coarse, cracked buckwheat, barley or millet. } and all the best food, and
then they dressed him in silk. And then frog went on, jumping along. And met a moose.
“Hey, moose, let’s have a race!”
“What kind of competition could that be? You’re nothing but a little frog and just take a look at me!”
“Never mind, let’s just race. The one who is left behind will bleed black blood and die.”
“I’m sure to beat such a little frog,” thought the moose, and so he agreed. Just as soon as he started to run, frog
jumped up behind his antlers. Moose ran and ran and then stopped.
“Hey froggie, where are you?” So then frog jumped down over moose’s antlers onto the ground.
“What took you so long?” he said, “I’ve been sitting here so long waiting for you that I’m freezing to death.”
“What the … all right let’s try again.”
Again frog jumped onto the moose’s head. And moose ran as fast as he could, huffing and puffing. And again
when he stopped, frog jumped down over his antlers.
“What took you so long? I’m so cold I’m trembling.”
“Can I really be so bad that a frog beat me?”
And the moose was so ashamed that he bled black blood and died. Frog went on, jumping and jumping. He
came to a house, and in it there was a beautiful girl, Pudin, making embroidered designs. Her hair was lovely
there on the bench beside her, like snakes. Frog watched and then jumped right onto her drawing board.
“Where did that frog come from?” she said and looked for something to throw at the frog. But then he spoke in
a human voice.
“Don’t kill me. Go out and look. Not far from here I killed a moose. Let’s go and cut up the meat.”
“What kind of a frog could have killed a moose?”
“Really, I did.”
She didn’t believe him but all the same at last she decided to go with him. She got ready and got the sled ready
because it was winter. Frog jumped along beside her. And sure enough they came to the moose. She cut it up and
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brought a lot of meat home. And then she went to sleep, throwing a cloth on the floor for frog to sleep on.
She slept and then woke up.
“How could I have slept so long? It’s already light,” she thought. And she went outside. It was dark out there,
the stars were shining. What could this be? Why was it so light in the house?
She went back in. She happened to look beside the hearth and there lay Mergen, and such a Mergen! The
whole house was light from his beauty. And the frog skin was lying beside him. She quietly came up to him and
took the frog skin and threw it in the fire. Mergen woke up,
“What have you done? How can I live? In my childhood I was turned into a frog to protect me from evil.”
“What’s done is done,” she said. “Now you’re a man and we will live.”
And so they lived together.
5
Before you do something you should prepare.
In one house there lived a pointed pole named tuchun, for hanging fish to dry, some caviar, a bladder, a
haystack, and big eyes. They lived in a friendly way and one time they decided to cook some kasha.
Tuchun went out and started a big fire, poured some water in the pot, and put in enough grain to make kasha.
The fire was so hot that the kasha started to boil over. The pole called to the caviar,
“Go to the barn and get some butter!”
Caviar went and took bladder along. As soon as caviar went outside, along came raven and—tup—off with
caviar, dragged her away. The pole was waiting for the butter and called haystack,
“Go get the butter and see where those two have gone. The kasha is boiling over.”
As soon as haystack went outside, the wind blew so strongly that haystack was carried to the river and away.
Big eyes was all that was left. He was so big that he couldn’t see. He looked and looked, and pointed pole poked
out the eyes by accident.
Tuchun was left alone. The kasha was burnt. He poked his own stomach, and they all died.
We heard that story and we laughed at those who couldn’t do anything, who weren’t prepared.
6
A boy lived alone with no parents. He slept and slept and one time he saw a dream. Grandmother came in and
said,
“Why do you sleep so much? How will you grow up? Get up! Go outside!”
He opened his eyes—there was no grandmother but he started to get up. He tried to tear his head away from
the pillow but it was stuck. He tried to get up but the mattress was stuck to him. He had slept so much that
everything was stuck!
Still, finally he got up. He tried to open the door but couldn’t. He pushed and pushed and at last a small crack
appeared and he got out. And really, it was so fine out there, birds were singing merrily.
“How could I have slept so long?” he thought.
He walked along, enjoying everything. And there on the hangers he saw, what was it? Something red.
Fish! He reached and reached, trying to get it. But he couldn’t.
And at last he fell and died.
7
A man had seven wives. Each was dearer than the other. But the one called Nalumdye was always busy.
Once the man decided to go hunting. He asked each wife,
“What will you do while I am gone?”
“I’ll make you a robe,” said one.
“I’ll make mitts,” said another.
Each one had an answer, promising something. Nalumdye says,
“I’ll bear you such an fascinating child that he will interest you very much!”
None of the other wives did anything. But Nalumdye gave birth to Puppy—a child not human but like a
dog.\fn{A note in the narrative preceding this story says that “puppy” is a racoon-dog. } All the other wives laughed at her,
saying she had slept with a dog.
The husband came back and asked what they had done. One wife says,
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“Oh I was so sick.” Each has a reason for doing nothing, nobody had prepared. He asks Nalumdye and she
says,
“Here is an interesting child.”
And there on the bed sat the puppy. Of course the husband embraced and caressed the child. Nalumdye was
still always busy.
Then once the elder wife seemed to get sick, very sick. The second wife spoke to the husband,
“Our sister is sick, very sick. She may die. What will we do?”
“How can we heal her?” he asked.
“You must kill that Puppy and give her his blood.”
Well, an order is an order, and from the elder wife, the mistress of the house …
Of course Nalumdye cried. After all, Puppy was an animal but a nice one. Her husband went to kill the child.
But instead he took a puppy from one of the servants and gave the blood to his wife. He took Puppy and went into
the woods and spoke to him,
“Even if you’re an animal, I respect you and I won’t kill you. Go and find yourself a place. If you stay at home
either they will kill you or they’ll make me kill you. Meanwhile I’ll kill this puppy to fool them.”
And so he did. He let that puppy-child go, after making him a little place to live, and left him. He took the
blood back. And his elder wife got better.
And the life of Puppy went on. He walked day and night and at last came to a village. There was one house off
to the side and there hung a blanket. He took it and wrapped up and went to sleep. One young woman Pudin came
out and called,
“Hey sister. What’s going on? There’s no wind but your blanket has fallen. Go bring it in.”
The youngest went and picked it up. And little Puppy fell out. She wrapped him back up and took him in and
threw the blanket on her own sleeping place.
“Well, well,” said her older sister, “What’s going on here? Why are you suddenly throwing your blanket when
usually you put it away?”
“It’s almost time to go to bed. What’s the difference?”
The time came and she lay down to sleep. Puppy was in her bed. In the morning they all got up except that
Pudin. The oldest sister said,
“Why are you sleeping so late? You usually get up early.”
She was silent. Then the oldest sister said to their father,
“Look at your favorite. You think she’s such a hard worker but now she’s just sleeping.”
She went up and pulled off the blanket. And Puppy was lying with her!
“Look! Shame on her. Your beauty, look what she’s doing! Look who she’s sleeping with!”
But the father looked and he saw a handsome young man. And he said to his oldest daughter,
“See, my Kharmadi, what a fine bridegroom she found!” And he was happy.
They were married. And soon a son was born to them. As in the stories, he grew fast; in five days he killed a
rabbit, and in nine days a duck. Soon he was hunting all kinds of animals. And he would play and run. One day he
went far away and found a house. He went in and there were servants. The man had many wives. The boy played
there. The women said,
“Who is this boy who has come in without being invited and is making all this noise and won’t let anybody
sleep?” The old man said,
“Quiet, let him play.”
And the boy played. Then it was evening and time to sleep. The old man asked,
“Where do you live, far away from here?”
“No, not far,” said the boy.
“Well, you can spend the night.”
Every woman wanted to sleep with this boy but he refused. He also refused to sleep with the old man.
“Well, who will you sleep with?” they asked
And he pointed to one woman, the poor one. It was Nalumdye. She said,
“I sleep poorly. All I have is my robe and nothing more. How will you sleep?”
“Don’t worry, I’ll lie beside you.”
And so he lay beside her. She had nothing. The old man asked,
“Can you tell a story?”
“I can.”
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“Well, tell us a story.”
So he began to tell them their own story. About how it had all been. And when he got to the part about the lazy
wives they all said,
“Hey, what kind of story is this?” The old man said,
“You don’t have to listen. I’ll listen.”
The boy went on about the puppy and the blood. Again the wives objected. And at last the boy said, “Grandfather, I am your grandson,” and he ran away home and told his parents where he had been.
“Soon grandfather will come,” he told them.
“How do you know you have a grandfather?”
“I know.”
And in the morning the old man and Nalumdye came running. They saw this Mergen who had been Puppy.
They all embraced and kissed.
This man had not valued his wife, but now he understood that he was mistaken. And he took this family home.
And the other wives all hung themselves from shame.
88.242 & 89.4 & 178.77 1. Tegryné Flies To Khabarovsk 2. The Pipe Of Peace 3. Sails: Three Short
Stories\fn{by Yury Rytkheu (1930- )} “in a hut made of deerskin,” Chukotka Autonomous Okrug, Russia (M) 15
1
Whose is that huge invisible hand stroking the grass on the aerodrome?
It lets the grass up for a second, then again presses it flat, stroking it down and letting it up, and stroking it
down again. … It is the wind. But Tegryné cannot feel it. She is sitting in the passenger cabin of an aeroplane, the
door is already shut and no wind can get inside. Even the strains of a march emitted by the loud-speaker from the
roof of the airport building are scarcely audible.
The official in charge of the airfield has asked the people who came in to see the passengers off to move away.
They are out of sight now. All one can see through the thick glass of the windows is the green grass, pressed to the
ground by the huge hand of the wind. Now the grass is floating away, faster and faster.
“We’re off,” says a stout passenger sitting in front of Tegryné.
And now Tegryné can see for herself that the plane is off the earth. The grass rushing past is at least two meters
below. Perhaps, even three. At any rate she would be afraid to jump.
Higher and higher. Tegryné catches her breath. But she does not feel dizzy. “Not a bit dizzy, not the tiniest bit,”
she thinks to herself. “They needn’t have told me all those terrible stories. I must write to Inryn and tell him I
didn’t feel the least bit dizzy.
And there’s no rocking at all. In a kayak, even when the waves are very small, you feel the rocking much
more. No, it’s not like being in a kayak. Like a swing? Not like that either. Nothing can compare with this feeling
of lightness, and freedom, and height, and speed.
The plane is turning. Look, there’s a house down there. Surely it can’t be the airport building? People are
standing in front of it, waving. One of them is Tegryné’s father, but she can no longer distinguish him from the
others. She feels a little ashamed that she was not thinking of him just now: he must have been thinking of her all
the time. And when they said good-bye she did not even give the old man a proper kiss. She was so busy kissing
her girl-friends and then it was time to board the plane. Of course, she need not have hurried, but that stout man
let her go first and the ladder was narrow; Tegryné did not want to delay her fellow-passenger. That would not
have been proper—she just a girl, and he so respectable-looking and gray-haired. And so Tegryné only gave her
old Memyl a hasty peck, and darted up the ladder.
The plane made another circle over the aerodrome; once again the airport building appeared and the group of
people, who were now just tiny specks. Then the level airfield was gone and instead there were light-green and
greenish-yellow hills below.
“We’re laying on coarse,” says the stout passenger.
It is the first time Teglryné has heard this expression. It sounds funny: Why “laying”?
The stout passenger looks at his watch. No, he is not only looking at his watch, he has also a compass on his
wrist. Jabbing the compass with his finger and pointing in front of him, he says:
“We’re heading south. Due south.”
Tegryné smiles. “Yes, it’ll soon be autumn. Birds always go south in the autumn, to warm lands.
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How lovely to feel that you are a bird! Now Tegryné understands her neighbor’s words: due south, right to
Khabarovsk lies an invisible road across this ocean of sky; the pilot has grained height circling over the
aerodrome, and now he has taken a southerly direction. It is as if he had laid his plane on this course. Well, now
that he has done so, let it fly on and on! “Laying on course,” says Tegryné to herself. The expression no longer
sounds funny to her. On the contrary, it has a kind of charm, it sounds professional. Tegryné repeats the expression
to herself and begins to feel almost like a pilot. Or if not a pilot, then at least a very experienced passenger, not
just a novice making her first flight.
Suddenly it gets darker in the plane and there’s nothing to be seen out of the windows; they are covered with a
kind of grayish-white blanket.
“Oh! What’s happened?” asks Tegryné.
But the stout passenger sitting opposite has already dozed off. She is answered by someone else sitting by the
port window:
“Clouds. We’re in the clouds.”
In a minute the cabin grows lighter, the plane breaks free, and again the clear morning is shining in at the
windows.
“Like a train coming out of a tunnel,” says the other passenger. “It gets lighter and lighter, and suddenly the
train shoots out of the hill into the open.”
“I have never traveled on a train,” replies Tegryné
Below lie rolling hills with the silver ribbon of a river twisting among them. Only here and there the earth is
covered by whitish-gray patches. They are clouds. Tegryné knows that now. To the right of each cloud she can
make out its shadow on the ground.
The plane is flying above the clouds. Tegryné is on her way to Khabarovsk.
*
A slim, lithe schoolgirl was out in the tundra, gathering flowers. No, she had no bouquet in her hand, she was
carrying a thick Russian book called Flora of the North, and between its pages lay the flowers she had managed to
collect. In the book there were no two flowers alike, just one specimen of each species.
When the girl bent down, her black plaits brushed the grass. She would choose the very best flower, making
sure to pick it together with a leaf, count the stamens, and, smoothing it out neatly so that none of the petals
should get crushed, put her find away in the book.
The girl was Tegryné, daughter of Memyl, the hunter. She was studying at the secondary school in
Anadyr\fn{In the heart of the Chukchi homeland, the extreme north-eastern corner of Siberia .} and used to come home to her
father at the Dawn Collective Farm for her holidays. Her mother had died when she was quite a baby. But her
friendship with her father was such as none of her classmates had with their parents.
When Tegryné was in the fourth form, there were only four forms in her settlement school. But Tegryné and
her class-mates were lucky: that very year the school was made into a regular seven-year school. And three years
later, when the final examinations were held, Tegryné proved to be one of the best.
She wanted to carry on with her studies, so Memyl took her to Anadyr. As soon as she started at the ten-year
secondary school there, she took a strong fancy to botany. Nothing interested her more than the life of plants. She
was elected head of the young naturalists’ circle. Even the arctic winter did not prevent her collecting for the
herbarium. On Sunday ski outings she would make her way with other girls to where the reindeer had scratched
the snow off their winter pastures, and there would gather a collection of lichens.
The teacher in charge of the circle, Maria Feoktistovna, would often talk to the children about her native parts.
She came from the richly wooded countryside of the Bryansk Region. The village where she grew up was even
called Upper Foresters. Dense forests surrounded it on three sides and thee were orchards round every cottage.
When Maria Feoktistovna spoke of the murmuring forests, her eyes would grow thoughtful. She would gaze at the
frost-patterned window, and Tegryné would do the same. To the girl, who had never seen trees except at the
cinema or in illustrated magazines, the frost pictures on the panes seemed like a winter forest clad in silver and
white. And she would take the howl of the snow-storm raging outside the window for the whispering of the trees
—a sound she had never once heard in her life.
That summer, when Tegryné had returned home for the holidays, besides the clothes and books her little
traveling-bag contained a dozen sprouting onion bulbs. With her father’s help she made two little boxes, filled
them with earth, and after planting the onions, placed the boxes in the sun outside the yaranga.\fn{Home.} At night
and on cold dull days old Memyl would move this “kitchen garden” indoors. Soon he became so enthusiastic over
his daughter’s hobby that he took charge of the onions entirely, watering them liberally from the stream and
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carefully, as Tegryné instructed, loosening the surface of the earth. Every day the green shoots pushed up higher,
gladdening the heart of the old man and amazing the neighbors. It was the first vegetable garden ever to be grown
in this hunters’ collective farm.
That summer sixteen-year-old Tegryné was out in the tundra from dawn to dusk, adding to her collections. The
young naturalists’ plan of work had been drawn up back in Anadyr under the guidance of Maria Feoktistovna.
Tegryné carried out the plan with a will. She sought out the required plants on hill slopes and on the banks of
streams; she climbed mountains and ventured many miles out into the tundra. She made four collections: of
mosses, berries, medicinal herbs, and nectar-yielding arctic plants. Anyone who thought arctic vegetation was
poor would surely have change his mind had he tramped the tundra with Tegryné
It was during that summer that the unhappy accident happened with father’s binoculars. Old Memyl had an
excellent pair of binoculars, one of this proudest possessions. When the work of collecting nectar-yielding plants
was over, Tegryné took it into her head to start collecting specimens of seaweeds from the Chukotsk Sea. This
idea received the warm support of her old friend Inryn, son of Gemauge, the ivory-carver. They set off together in
a kayak, keeping close to the shore. Tegryné, keeping close to the shore. Tegryné had taken her father’s binoculars
with her, thinking it would be too much for the naked eye to distinguish the seaweeds through the thick layer of
water. But right at the beginning of this “scientific expedition,” when the young naturalist was telling her friend
what useful properties seaweeds possessed, the kayak rolled suddenly. Tegryné grabbed at the gunwale, and the
binoculars slipped from her hand into the water.
Both Inryn and Tegryné dived for those binoculars until they were blue with cold. Even on hot August days
only the polar bears can get any pleasure out of bathing in the Chukotsk Sea. Besides, while diving, Inryn and
Tegryné nearly lost their kayak, which began drifting out to sea, and they had to swim quite a distance to catch it.
In short, they did not reach home until late in the afternoon, wet through and shivering, with no seaweeds and no
binoculars. The loss of the latter was, of course, the most tragic.
Luckily, Tegryné’s father was not at home; he had been kept at a meeting of the collective-farm management
board. Tegryné had time to rub herself thoroughly and change into warm clothes. But how to tell Father about the
missing binoculars?
Now, two years after, sitting in an aeroplane on her way to Khabarovsk, Tegryné can smile over that incident.
But then she did not feel at all like smiling.
Tired of waiting for her father, Tegryné went round to neighbor Gemauge. There everything was peaceful;
engrossed in his work the craftsman had not even noticed the state Inryn had appeared in, and had not even asked
why the boy wanted to change his clothes.
The schemes those worried youngsters concocted! Most of them, to be candid, were not very courageous, the
general aim being to avoid explaining to old Memyl what had happened. At first Tegryné wanted to run away to
Anadyr there and then without waiting for the end of the holidays. Inryn had another suggestion—they must set
off into the interior of the peninsula,\fn{ The Chukchi Peninsula.} to some distant relations who lived at one of the
reindeer-breeding collective farms; if they went to Anadyr, their parents would find them immediately, but in the
tundra it was easier to hide. … Neither of these plans survived more than five minutes.
Suppose they stayed at home and pretended nothing had happened? Perhaps the loss would not be noticed at
once, because the binoculars case was still hanging on the wall as usual—who would know that it was empty? No,
that was not much good either. It could only delay the explanation for two or three days at the most. Afterwards
Tegryné would have to confess just the same, or Father might think some other person had taken them, and that
would be too bad altogether.
In the end Tegryné decided to tell her father everything. Inryn suggested asking Gemauge to mediate for her,
but Tegryné turned that down: she was to blame, she must answer for it.
At first her father did not even believe her. He went over to the binoculars case, opened it and examined it
carefully as if the binoculars might be hidden somewhere in the corner. You could see that he was upset. Then he
went up to Tegryné and asked:
“What are you crying for, daughter? Never mind, my eyes are still sharp enough. Even without binoculars I
can spot game where other men cannot.”
“But you always took them with you when you went out hunting.”
“I know I did, daughter. But that was just showing off. It was really. The truth is, I hardly ever used them. And
when I was hunting they were rather a nuisance. When you hunt you need to have as few burdens as possible. …”
Tegryné realized he was saying this to comfort her, and her tears flowed all the more freely.
“Don’t cry, daughter,” said old Memyl severely. “You’re not a little girl now, you know. Only mean, stupid
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people cry over lost things.”
“But I took the binoculars without asking!”
“Yes, you should have asked, of course. But I’m your father, you’re my daughter. And everything we have
belongs to both of us. So you are crying over your own loss, Tegryné. At least, almost your own. You ought to be
ashamed. … Come now, better tell me what kind of seaweeds you were gong to collect.”
And he listened with interest to what she told him about seaweeds containing iodine and bromine, and about
seaweeds that would replace the very best potassium fertilizers. … Tegryné could see it clearly now: her father
was just trying to take her mind off the loss of the binoculars. But who knows? Perhaps he really was interested,
and not very upset over his loss. After all, he was not a greedy man. He was only greedy when it came to
knowledge—like Tegryné herself. …
Tegryné remembered how her father came to possess the binoculars. She was only a slip of a girl then, about
ten or eleven.
One day a scientist arrived at the collective farm, a collector of folk songs and tales. They sent him to Memyl
because Memyl was considered the best story-teller in the whole village. After listening to Memyl all the evening
and filling up a whole notebook, the scientist said:
“It’s a long time since I met such a wonderful story-teller. You certainly deserve your reputation. But you can
hardly call this folk-lore in the true sense of the word. What you tell are actually stories, not folk tales. They are
interesting incidents from your own life and sometimes retellings, also very interesting and unusual, of certain
works in Russian literature. There is something here of Gogol,\fn{ Nikolai Gogol (1809-1852) Russian writer.} something
of Gorky.\fn{Maksim Gorky, pseud. of Aleksei Peshkov (1868-1936), Russian writer .} But I should like to hear a story of your
own making. Or something you have heard from your own people. But it must be folk-lore, something the people
have composed themselves.”
“Oh no, I can’t compose anything,” laughed Memyl. “I base my stories mostly on what my daughter reads to
me. The neighbors like hearing these stories from Russian books because they are true to life, and there are still
too few books in the Chukchi language. But for songs and folk tales, you should go to another yaranga.
Tomorrow I’ll take you to old Atyk. He makes up songs himself and is the best song-maker you will find on this
coast.”
The scientist stayed the night with them. Not wishing to disturb his hosts, he said he would sleep in the
passage, but Memyl replied:
“We Chukchi have a tradition: if you have a guest and no wood to light the fire—break up your sledge for
firewood so your guest can warm himself; if you have no sledge, break up one of the poles of your yaranga. I
cannot let you sleep in the passage.”
Tegryné made up a bed for the guest in the polog. For the bed she used the skin of a bear that Memyl had killed
some two years before. The guest lay down and by the light of the wick-lamp started reading a book. Memyl
asked what the book was called. Instead of a reply the guest began reading aloud. It was Nekrasov’s\fn{ Nikolai
Aleksyeevich Nekrasov (1821-1877) Russian poet.} poems. Memyl and Tegryné liked the poetry very much. They listened
so attentively and so often asked him to read more, that a day or two later when he was leaving the village, the
scientist presented them with the book.
Memyl did not refuse. “You must like this book very much if you brought it with you on such a long journey,”
he said, and in return gave the scientist the bearskin. “Thank you,” said the scientist. “But let the book be my
present to Tegryné and you take my binoculars.”
And that was how Memyl came to possess a pair of binoculars. And he had kept this wonderful instrument
until Tegryné took it into her head to start collecting seaweeds. …
The unsuccessful expedition ending with a bathe in the icy waters of the Chukotsk Sea did not cool Tegryné’s
love for plants. Two years passed, Tegryné finished secondary school successfully and now her passion no longer
went by the name of botany, a subject known to every school child, but bore the impressive name of agrobiology.
But, just as before, she could sit for hours over her herbariums, talking about orchards she had never seen and
dreaming of the black currants and strawberries that would grow in place now only fit for cloudberry and
cranberry and the arctic shiksha berries.
The next step was the institute. That was what the teachers advised, what Tegryné wanted and what old Memyl
himself wanted, sad as he felt at the thought of parting with his daughter. Khabarovsk was much farther away than
Anadyr! Tegryné had been coming home from Anadyr twice every year—for the summer and the winter holidays.
And Memyl used to visit his daughter another couple of times every winter. Now Tegryné would only be able to
come home once a year, for the summer. The winter holidays were too short to make a trip from Khabarovsk. And
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letters would take three times as long as before. … True, old Atyk had a son studying even farther away—in
Leningrad.\fn{Renamed Petrograd upon the collapse of the Soviet Russian regime in 1991 .} But Atyk’s wife was alive and
they had other children who were living with them. And Memyl had no one but his daughter.
Yet Memyl did not want to keep his daughter from going. Certainly not! Let her study, let her find out
everything Memyl had not been able to, let all the roads that were once closed\fn{ Prior to the Soviet regime, Siberia was
looked upon as an area of economic exploitation (primarily for furs), and the indigenous people were largely ignored and badly treated by
the (imperial) governing authorities.} to the Chukchi be open to her.

For the journey, Aunt Nutenaiut made some pancakes fried in seal fat. When Tegryné came to say good-bye,
the pancakes were ready. Uncle Gemalkot wrapped them up neatly in a clean cloth with leather on the outside to
stop the fat coming through.
“Oh, you shouldn’t have packed so many!” exclaimed Tegryné.
“Food is no burden on the road,” insisted Gemalkot firmly. “If you go for a day take supplies for a week.”
“And if you go by sea take enough for three,” added Nutenaiut. “Take the, Tegryné, I know you like these
pancakes. And Memyl likes them too. You have a long journey ahead of you, they will come in useful, I am sure!”
“We’re only going by sea as far as Anadyr. Father will see me off as far as there. Then I go by plane. That is
for winning a medal on finishing school. He promised me that a long time ago.”
“By aeroplane?” Nutenaiut dropped down on the whalebone stool and gazed at her niece as if Tegryné had
suddenly turned into somebody else. “By aeroplane! If only your poor mother could see you now, going to
Khabarovsk to study! And by aeroplane, too!”
And for Gemalkot, Tegryné and Nutenaiut herself these words made the whole significance of the coming
flight clear. Yes, they had already got used to such things, even the old people. But twenty years ago, when Tuar
was alive, it would have seemed a miracle. How Tuar would have worried about her daughter! And yet, also, what
pride would have filled her heart!
And now this metal bird is carrying Tegryné away to Khabarovsk on its mighty wings, carrying her over the
bays and inlets of the Okhotsk Sea, over the spurs of the Jugjur Mountains.
“In Khabarovsk I’ll be sure and buy Father a pair of binoculars,” thinks Tegryné, and at the thought of her
father a smile lights up her face. “I’ll buy him the most expensive pair there is, so that they’ll be even better than
the old ones.”
Tegryné notices her thoughts that have just seemed clear and logical suddenly becoming muddled and vague.
Then she discovers that her eyes are shut. Apparently she has been lulled into a doze.
“It must have been his example that put me to sleep,” thought Tegryné, surveying the stout passenger in front
of her. “It’s all right for him to sleep, he’s probably flown twenty times before. But I must make use of every
second, or I’ll miss something very interesting.”
The stout passenger, to judge by the looks of him, is a geographer. Or a geologist. Very likely he belongs to
some expedition. Perhaps he even heads one. In the first place, there is that compass on his wrist. Secondly, when
everyone else handed in suit-cases for the luggage compartment he handed in only a big rucksack with four outer
pockets tight-packed. Graying hair, a calm, clever face … “He’s a professor of geology,” decided Tegryné. “His
expedition has discovered a new mineral field. A very important one. Gold, or oil, or apatite. And he had been
called urgently to Moscow to report to the Government about it. Most likely he’s not sleeping at all, but thinking
out what he’s going to say.”
Of course, this passenger might not be a geologist at all, he could be an engineer or an official auditor who had
been to Anadyr to check the accounts of some establishment there. Be that as it may, Tegryné was already helping
him to compose his report for the Council of Ministers. She would have said in his place:
Honorable Comrade Ministers, I am happy to be able to report to you a discovery that will bring further prosperity to
one of the borderlands of our great country. The deposits we have discovered lead us to suppose that there are many
other valuable mineral deposits in the same region. They must be discovered, and they will be discovered! The
numbers of local residents capable of this work are growing. In the plane that brought me here I met a Chukchik girl.
She was flying to Khabarovsk to study …

Tegryné is so carried away that she forgets for a moment that she is going to study agrobiology, not geological
prospecting.
The other passengers are a little better known to her. They had time to get to know each other at the airport
while waiting for the plane. This man was the only one to arrive at the last moment. And when they came down to
refuel he walked about for ten minutes to stretch his legs, sat down on a boulder, pulled out a notebook and made
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notes in it until the pilot asked the passengers to board the plane again. And so Tegryné does not know whether
she has guessed his profession correctly or not.
Two of the other passengers work in the northern navigation system and are returning from a commission trip.
One of them is a famous airman, a Hero of the Soviet Union, who took part in record-breaking flights that amazed
the world in the days when Tegryné was still a little girl. He is now middle-aged.
Rentyrgin, a Chukchi working at a fish cannery, is on his way to a regional conference of leading workers in
the fish industry.
A Soyuzpushnina\fn{All-Union Fur-Trading Association.} representative—a little, sharp-eyed fellow, rather like a
furry animal himself—is carrying on as if he were not above the clouds at all, but in his own office. He keeps
pulling files out of his huge brief-case, turning over pages covered with figures and underlining things with a
thick red pencil.
A member of the Territorial Executive Committee and a newspaper reporter also seem to be experienced air
travelers. They are playing chess. Tegryné has never seen a chess set like theirs before: instead of a board they
have a kind of leather wallet with a lining of alternate black and white squares; the figures are made of plastic and
lie flat in slits cut in each square. The players re so absorbed in their game that they don’t even raise their heads to
look out of the window.
Well, Tegryné can find something to occupy herself with too; after all, it’s not her first hour in the air.
She takes a book out of her bag and tries to read. But it is no good: her eyes keep wandering to the window
beyond which fresh scenes of rare and inexpressible beauty unfold every minute before her gaze.
When the plane banks slightly to the left, Tegryné glimpses over the bent heads of the chess-players at the
glistening expanse of the sea. Once a little ship appeared, but all the rest of the time there has been nothing but the
boundless sea, every wave glinting in the sunshine.
And on the right are the mountains! Range after range of magnificent snow-capped peaks and high plateaus.
Perhaps this is the Oimekon tableland? No, they must have left that behind already.
At last the stout passenger opens his eyes. Tegryné decided to seize her opportunity.
“When you look down,” she says, “it doesn’t seem like the real earth below you, it seems like a map. Look, it’s
just like a map, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it is. When you fly at a great height the map effect is even stronger.”
“But aren’t we flying at a great height now?”
“Now?” the stout passenger looks down. “Must be about a thousand meters.”
“A thousand meters!? A whole kilometer above the earth?!”
“Yes. This must be your first trip by air?”
“Is it very noticeable?”
“No, not very … hardly at all, in fact. And as for the appearance of the earth’s surface from the air resembling
its conventional representation on the map, that’s not such a simple thing as it seems. Remember that the symbols
used in map-making were established long before the coming of aviation. And to think they practically coincide
with the bird’s-eye view we actually get from an aeroplane! A wonderful coincidence, I call it.”
“Definitely a geographer!” thinks Tegryné, listening to the stout passenger with interest. She never thought of
all this when she said the earth looked like a map from above.
Again she looks out of the window. The mountains here are not like they are up North. They are dark green,
but the color is not even, not continuous, it cannot be the color of the mountains themselves. It is more like a great
herd of thousands of strange animals grazing on the mountain slopes. Yes, that’s it: to Tegryné the tousled, darkgreen mass seems alive. “It’s a forest!” guesses Tegryné
“Tell me, please,” she asks, “are those forests down there, on the mountain sides?”
“They are. Real mountain forests. We left the bare tundra behind long ago.”
“Forests! Real forests!” Tegryné repeats to herself. How long she has been yearning to see them!
There are already several timber houses standing beside the yarangas in her native village. The steamers
brought them to Chukotka in parts—hundreds of logs on one ship. All along the street there are posts with electric
bulbs hanging from them and swaying in the wind. These posts are also logs, and every log was once the trunk of
a living tree, a green tree that grew and waved its branches and whispered to its fellows. Tegryné has often read of
this, and often admired pictures of forests. “If all the logs in our village,” she thought when she was in the ninth
form, “suddenly came to life, stood up and sunk their roots into the ground, and dressed themselves in leaves, they
would probably make a whole forest!”
The autumn storms often used to throw tree-trunks up on the shore. There were no leaves on them, their
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branches were broken, and yet you could still feel the life in them.
Tegryné would spend hours examining this gift of the sea until Memyl or one of the other hunters started
carving it into beams to make himself a new sledge or a frame for a kayak.
And now Tegryné is flying over country where dense forests stretch for hundreds of kilometers. “What is the
noise of trees like?” wonders Tegryné. “like the howling of a snow-storm or the roar of the sea? Or perhaps it is
like the hum of an aeroplane engine?”
She decides that as soon as she has registered at the institute in Khabarovsk she will go straight to the nearest
forest. Or take a bus there if it is not very near. She will touch the trunks of the living trees with her hands, watch
them wave their branches greeting the wind, and listen to their rustling.
She wants to ask her neighbor if there are any forests near Khabarovsk, but his eyes are again closed. Is he
dozing, or is he thinking with his eyes closed to concentrate his attention? One way or other, there is no point in
troubling him with her questions.
Although Tegryné tried very hard to imprint on her memory every incident of the journey and miss nothing of
interest, it so happened that her neighbors had to wake her up when the plane landed at Khabarovsk aerodrome.
She must have been very tired. All night before the take-off Tegryné had talked with a girl-friend of hers in
Anadyr with whom she and her father had stayed. Father had slept in the next roomand the girls had not got a
wink until dawn. The sleepless night, the parting, the host of new impressions during the flight—it had all tired
Tegryné out.
“We shan’t be flying any further,” said the stout passenger, touching her shoulder. “Good-morning!” he added
with a smile, although it was late evening outside.
Tegryné stepped out of the plane. It was quite dark, like winter. In Chukotka even in the dead of night it was
never so dark in August.
With her fellow-travelers she crossed the landing-field to the airport building.
“welcome to Khabarovsk, Comrades!” said the officer on duty at the airport. “Sit down and rest for a moment.
The bus will be here in exactly five minutes. And your car’s here already, Yury Nikolayevich,” he turned to the
member of the Territorial Executive Committee. “It’s been waiting for half an hour.”
“Very well! Comrades, who is coming with me? There are three vacant seats.”
“No, thanks,” replied the famous airman. “We’ll wait for the bus.”
“All right, I’ll leave you behind. You’re an old-timer her in Khabarovsk. But I can drop the newcomers
wherever they happen to be going. … Hullo, Igor!” he greeted his driver who had just entered the waiting-hall.
“Be a good fellow and take Comrade Rentyrgin’s case. And I’ll take yours, Tegryné. Oho, what a weight! Must be
books, eh?”
“That’s right. It’s mostly books.”
“I thought so. And you’re a gust, Comrade Kholmogorov, you come with us too.”
Kholmogorov, which was the name of the stout passenger, answered:
“I’m a frequent guest in Khabarovsk. And besides, I’ll take up the whole car.”
But Yury Nikolayevich dragged him along too.
The town was well lighted, but Tegryné could hardly see anything: they had put her in the middle, the right
window being blocked by Kholmogorov, the left by Rentyrgin. These two got out at the Amur Hotel and the car
swept on to the hostel of the Pedagogical Institute.
They turned into a side street where there was not a single street-lamp. Only a narrow strip of pavement
showed up in the car’s headlights.
“Disgraceful!” grumbled Yury Nikolayevich. “Disgraceful! Only two weeks left to the beginning of the term,
and they haven’t got the lights on yet. It’s a new district, you see, we’ve only just started building it. But the
builders promised the Committee that by the first of September the students’ hostel would have light and water,
and everything else.”
The car stopped. The driver brought out Tegryné’s case and put it down at the door, then returned to the car.
But they did not leave until the hostel warden answered Tegryné’s knock.
“Coming, coming!” called a sleepy voice. “Who’s there?”
After a few words with Tegryné the warden went back for the keys.
“Good-bye, Tegryné!” shouted Yury Nikolayevich. “Good luck!”
“Good-bye!”
The car turned round carefully and drove away. Tegryné was left alone. The wind got up and overhead there
was a sound as if it was driving thousands of snow-flakes against the outer skins of a yaranga. But what snow
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could there be in August?! No, it was more like the beat of many wings—you hear a sound like that when a huge
flock of eiders pass low overhead.
The warden returned with the keys and opened the door.
*
Tegryné is shown into a room where two other girls are sleeping. Actually only one of them is asleep, the other
has woken up and a minute or two after Tegryné has got into bed, asks her:
“Are you asleep yet, dear?”
“Not yet.”
“What’s your name?”
“Tegryné.”
“Tegryné? Never heard such a name before. Sounds nice. You’re from Chukotka, aren’t you?”
“Yes. And what’s your name?”
“My name’s Svetlana. Sveta for short. Why have you arrived so late? The exams will soon be over.”
“They’ve already admitted me. I sent my documents by post and they wrote back to say I was already
admitted.”
“Did you get a medal when you left school?”
“yes. Only a silver one though.”
“Doesn’t matter, you won’t have to take any exams. That was smart of you! Well, good-night, I expect you’re
tired after your journey. Did it take long?”
“No. I came by plane.”
“Really?! I bet you were afraid!”
“Not a bit.”
“How interesting! Tomorrow you must tell us all about it. I’ve never flown in my life. But let’s go to sleep
now, we two have got a consultation tomorrow.”
“Good-night.”
But a minute or two later Svetlana whispers again:
“Tegryné, are you asleep yet?”
“No.”
“What faculty will you be in?”
“Natural sciences. And you?”
“I’m going in for literature. The faculty of Russian language and literature. Varya’s taking literature too. That
girl over there, our room-mate. Her name’s Varya.”
“I wanted to go in for literature as well. But they told me you couldn’t take two subjects at once.”
“No, you can’t take two at once. Only one at a time.”
“They told me if I wanted they could put me down for natural sciences and that I would be able to study
literature in one of the circles.”
“That’s right, in the literary circle. And apart from that— Here, you know what I’ve thought of?”
“What?”
“Listen. I’m very interested in natural sciences too. Let’s make an agreement: I’ll tell you about everything we
learn in our faculty, and you’ll tell me everything you learn in yours. Agreed?”
“All right.”
“Well, that’s fixed. Now we’ll go to sleep. Or else I’ll fail the day after tomorrow and it will be all up with our
agreement.”
The girls fall silent, but again only for a minute. This time it is Tegryné who breaks the silence.
“Svetlana!” she whispers almost inaudibly, so as not to disturb her new friend in case she is already falling
asleep.
“Yes?”
“Svetlana, just one question. Do you know whether you can buy binoculars here?”
“Buy what?”
“Binoculars.”
“Binoculars? Of course you can. I’ve already been round a few of the shops. This is my first time in
Khabarovsk too, you know.”
“Where do you come from, then?”
“From Komsomolsk.\fn{A city of the Russian Far East.} But what do you need binoculars for?”
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“That’s a long story.”
“Did your boy-friend ask you to send them?”
“No, they’re not for a boy-friend. I’ll tell you in the morning. Good-night.”
And at last the girls fall asleep.
*
In the morning Tegryné wakes up because the sun is shining through the curtains right into her face. Next to
the bed there is a chair with her dress hanging over it, and on the dress someone has pinned a note. Tegryné
unpins it and reads:
We’ve gone for our consultation, dear (sorry, I forgot your name during the night; I remember it sounded nice, but
have forgotten just what it was). We didn’t want to wake you up, you were sleeping so soundly. You can use the food in
our lockers. There are some nice things to eat there. If you need an iron you can ask the warden. Her name’s Auntie
Dunya. The electricity is on now, so you can use the electric iron. If you come to the institute and want to find us, we
shall be in lecture-room 62. Sdveta and Varya.

Yes, perhaps she would need the iron. It looked like being sunny today, so she could put on her white blouse,
and it had probably got pretty well creased in the suitcase. As for the food in Sveta’s and Varya’s lockers—
Interesting to know what the nice things were. It is bad to refuse when people really want to give you something.
But afterwards, when the girls came back to the hostel, Tegryné would treat them to the pancake Aunt Nutenaiut
had made.
Still holding the note in her hand, Tegryné drops back on the pillows and stretches herself happily.
What funny curtains! All spotty somehow. … And these spots move! The pattern trembles and changes, getting
darker and lighter! … Tegryné frowns and rubs her eyes with her fists like a child. Oh no, they’re not spots,
they’re shadows from the street. They must be—
And suddenly Tergyné realizes what it is. She has seen it once in some film, these patches of sunlight dancing
through the leaves stirring in the wind.
Barefoot, with only her night-dress on, Tegryné dashes to the window and throws it wide open. Two tall birchtrees are stretching out their branches toward her. Green cool leaves, you can touch them with your fingers, press
them to your cheek, to your lips. …
Tegryné looks down. Yes, this is the first floor. So last night when she was standing down there and Auntie
Dunya went for the keys— But, of course, how could there have been a flock of eiders here! Simply, she had
always thought trees would rustle close to the ground, not high above her head. It was the birch-trees that had
whispered above her last night, it was the birch-trees’ welcome.
2
The uncertain, yellowish green of the aurora borealis flickered in the sky. At one moment more yellow, then
more green, it would suddenly burst out into quivering reddish beams.
The snow which covered the airfield in a smooth layer stood out sharply on the fuel cans and on the roofs of
the few timber houses. It also seemed now yellow, now green, now reddish in hue.
Further off, beyond the airfield, a small lake showed up as a dark patch, and even further away the gently
sloping hills were just visible. Two weeks before the spring had quite tome into its own; the snow had melted,
streams had run down from the hills and the lake had cleared of ice. But. then the weather had once again become
colder and it had snowed continuously for three days and nights. It was as if the winter had decided not to give up
its hold. Nevertheless, the lake had not frozen over again.
Everyone in the wooden houses was asleep. Only in one, which bore the high-sounding name of “Airport
Terminal,” was there a light burning. Two men were standing in the porch, Savin the pilot and Etuvgi, one of the
passengers who had already been waiting several days for good flying weather. He was a thin-faced Chukchi who
wore the clothes of a reindeer herder. Looking at the sky he said:
“It’s going to snow again soon.”
“Impossible," retorted Savin, “there’s nothing in the forecast and we’ve got to fly today.”
Going down from the porch and scanning the horizon Etuvgi repeated with certainty:
“It will snow.”
“Will it be much?” asked Savin concernedly. He was fairly new to the route but had already discovered that
experienced reindeer herders rarely made mistakes in these matters. Etuvgi took another careful look at the clouds
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which hung over the distant hills and answered:
“No, I don’t think it will be much.”
“Well, a little won’t stop us. It must be something local, “a small local pocket” as they say. We shall be able to
fly.”
They stood in silence for a few moments, gazing at the fantastic display of the northern lights. It seemed as if
colored flags were waving in the sky, and the rustling of these illuminated, ever changing flags was reaching
down to the earth.
“Thy’re rustling,” said Etuvgi,
“It’s the wind driving the powdered snow along the ice.”
“Yes, it’s the wind of course,” agreed Etuvgi. Smiling suddenly, he said: “We used to think, when I was just a
little boy, that if you whistled loudly with two fingers the lights would burn and flicker more brightly and change
color faster.”
“Did you try it?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, did it work?”
“It seemed so to us.”
“And if you try it now?” Savin smiled mischievously and put two fingers to his mouth.
“No, it won’t work now. You have to be a little boy who believes fairy stories for that.”
Savin let his hand fall. Not because he had long ceased to believe in fairy stories but because he didn’t want to
disturb the majestic silence of the polar night.
“When it’s so quiet all around you,” he said, “you often get a strange feeling that everyone in the whole world
is asleep and there’s nothing in the whole world except these few houses and endless snow and the northern
lights.”
But it was evidently not so. As if in answer to his words, a distant bark was heard and immediately afterwards
a dog team appeared on the brow of the hill. It continued along the crest for a time and then descended the gentle
slope, skirted the lake and came straight across the snow-covered airfield to stop right in front of the house where
the light was burning. Hearing the tumultuous barking of the dog team, people hurried out to greet the late arrival.
They gathered round the sled.
A small, old man rose from the sled. It was obvious that he had traveled some distance. His mustache,
eyebrows and eyelids were covered with hoarfrost. He threw back his hood and his hair, which was so silvery that
it too seemed to be covered with hoarfrost, was lit up by the cold, greenish hue of the aurora.
The old man was dressed in his best clothes. He was wearing a wide jacket of reindeer suede with white
ermine on the back, trousers of light karnus (the fine leather from the legs of the reindeer) neatly tucked into low
torbazes, the uppers of which were ornamented with polar bear fur.
You had to have a special reason for wearing clothes like that, so the old man must have such a special reason.
Without bothering to greet them he hurriedly asked:
“Can you tell me if Comrade Etuvgi has left yet?”
“No, he’s still here,” answered Etuvgi for himself.
“That’s very good,” said the old man, sighing with relief.. He gave a broad smile and began to shake the hand
of everyone who was standing around the sled.
“That’s very good,” he repeated. “I was afraid I’d be too late. My name’s Gemauge and, I’ve come to have a
word with Comrade Etuvgi. Please tell him that old Gemauge from the Morning Collective farm wants to speak to
him.”
“I’m very pleased to meet you, Comrade Gemauge. I am Etuvgi.”
Old Gemauge, the celebrated carver, had long been a friend of Memyl the hunter. It would, in fact, be difficult
to find friends who went so well together. In the first place, they were neighbors, in the second they were both
very fond of art and, especially, bone carving. In the third place they had both long been widowers. Gemauge had
brought up a son and Memyl a daughter. Fourthly—but here arose not a similarity but a difference—Gemauge
would spend whole days at his work and wouldn’t be seen in the village for weeks at a time. For years he hadn’t
been outside the village. Memyl, however, never missed an interesting evening at the club, or a single meeting or
family party. He was invited everywhere and tried to be everywhere, at his neighbor’s, at the polar station, and
even with distant relatives who lived many kilometers away from the Morning collective farm. In addition,
Gemauge the carver was as taciturn as Memyl the hunter was loquacious.
These differences, it should be said, strengthened their friendship no less than their common features. Ivory
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carving is laborious, slow work and it’s good while working to have a friend close at hand who can talk about
anything under the sun. Gemauge liked to listen while working and Memyl liked to talk. He used to talk about the
things he’d seen himself, those he had heard from others and the things that were written in books. He wasn’t
much of a reader himself, but his daughter Tegryne told him about everything that she read.
Gemauge was carving the pressed back horns of a leaping reindeer on the contour of a walrus tusk. Before he
had finished even one horn, Memyl who was sitting watching him, had managed to tell him about everything that
had happened on the last hunt, about the amazing exploits of Hiawatha,\fn{ Narrated in a long poem by the American poet
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-1882), which he composed in 1855. Long sections of it were required memorization by High School
seniors for many years (particularly in New York State, I suspect, where Hiawatha (fl.c.1570) was said to have ruled over the Iroquois
nation, performing many miracles for his tribe); but it fell out of fashion many decades ago .} and that the mechanic from the

neighboring lighthouse was about to be married to Nina, the schoolteacher. All this interested old Gemauge, even
though he had no more heard of Nina and her mechanic than of the legend of Hiawatha.
And so we have arrived at the reason why, many months later, the old carver came to be disturbing the peace
of. the polar night by asking for Etuvgi at the airfield. It wasn’t by accident that I mentioned Hiawatha, although
Memyl had told his friend about many other books, all of them no less interesting. The evening when he carved
the branching horn was the first occasion on which Gemauge had heard of a custom which once existed among
the American Indians—when the people of different tribes came together and smoked the pipe of peace they were
supposed not to fight with each other but to live in accord.
“That’s a good custom,” said Gemauge. “The pity is that some Americans don’t remember the habits of their
ancestors.”
That the custom which Memyl described had existed only among the Indians was something which escaped
Gemauge’s attention. Perhaps Memyl was to blame. It is even possible that Tegryne didn’t give her father a very
accurate summary of the poem. When a story is passed on by word of mouth it is difficult to be certain that it
reaches you exactly as it was originally told.
It was some time later before Memyl told his friend about the custom, and Tegryne had already flown back to
her studies in Khabarovsk. It seemed that Gemauge had forgotten all about it. Memyl, after all, told him a great
many things. The old hunter had as many stories in his head as a seal has hairs on its back.
One day Memyl announced that there was going to be a peace conference in Moscow and that the delegate.
from Chukotka would be the famous reindeer herdsman Etuvgi from the neighboring settlement. Late that
evening, after Memyl had already gone home, Gemauge thought of an idea which kept him awake most of the
night.
“I’ll send a pipe of peace with Etuvgi,” thought the old carver. “I’ll fashion a pipe better than anything that’s
ever been seen before, one that will really be worthy of its high name. I’ll carve on it …”
And here the old man began to dream. As a true artist he could already see the whole thing.
By morning only one matter still worried him; would he be able to finish it in time?
Gemauge, the stay-at-home, decided to visit the neighboring settlement to meet Etuvgi and find out all about
the conference.
Etuvgi was not at home. He was out in the tundra with his herd and not expected back for at least a week.
There was still a month before he was due to leave—that at least was what they told Gemauge in the collective
farm offices.
The old man returned home quite satisfied; a month would give him time enough to execute his plans. He must
make a tobacco jar as well as the carved pipe and pipe box. That was especially important, since he could get a lot
onto the two containers that there wouldn’t be room for on the pipe.
The next question was to find suitable material.
Gemauge had long known of a walrus tusk of amazing size. Several years previously Kannai, one of the
Eskimo hunters from the Lenin collective farm, had killed a walrus of legendary dimensions. It had been more
than six meters in length and had weighed over a ton. At the time Gemauge had sent his son to the Lenin
collective farm and the lad had bought one of the tusks for a good price from the lucky hunter.
The tusk had been put to good use. Gemauge had carved such a wonderful picture on it that it was now
preserved in Moscow in the Museum of Gifts to Stalin. The picture was dedicated to friendship between the peoples, and the Morning collective farm had sent it to the capital for the great leader’s seventieth birthday.\fn{ 1949.}
And now the moment had come for the second tusk.
“Every walrus has two tusks,” thought Gemauge, “and if Kannai still has the second tusk I couldn’t want for
anything better.”
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Once more he sent his son to the Lenin collective farm and instructed him to pay a good price. His son
returned three days later but. this time empty handed. The second tusk was still intact and still in Kannai’s
possession, but the hunter absolutely refused to sell it at any price.
As soon as the dogs had rested a little Gemauge set out himself.
“Well,” said Kannai when he met him, “I see that you really need that tusk. What did you intend to do with it?”
Gemauge didn’t like talking about things that he hadn’t done. He hadn’t even told his son or his best friend
Memyl of his decision to make a pipe of peace. Avoiding a direct reply, he once again began trying to persuade
Kannai to sell him the tusk.
But the stubborn hunter would not agree. As if to tease Gemauge he took him into the room where the
magnificent thing was hanging on the wall, and said:
“There it is, but it’s not for sale. I’ve got others that you can buy if you want them, but they’re not so good, of
course.”
“But what use is it to you hanging here on the wall?” asked Gemauge, getting cross at last. “I’ll pay you well
for it. Name your price. Don’t you want to? Shall I name a price?”\
“Don’t bother. I don't need your money. I thought I made myself quite clear. I won’t sell it. It’s a souvenir.”
Gemauge decided to try flattery.
“I realize,” he said, “that even such a skillful hunter as you likes to have a souvenir of a successful hunt.”
“You’ve not understood me,” laughed Kannai. “It’s really quite different.”
“Oh, I know that it’s not the success. That wasn’t what I was saying. I meant your bravery and skill.”
“No, it’s not that either, it’s nothing to do with hunting. I keep it to remind me of the first tusk, the one your
son bought from me. When you were working on it you were thinking of friendship between the peoples. But you
yourself offended against that friendship. You didn’t think of the Eskimos. You paid for it and that was that. Do
you think I’d have taken your money if I’d known why you wanted the tusk?”
“You’re right Kannai. I didn’t think about it at the time. I didn’t mean to offend you. But it was a long time ago
and you shouldn’t bear a grudge so long. I’ll purge my fault. My son will be going to Anadyr\fn{ The regional
capital.} soon. I shall ask him to buy a hunting knife of the very best steel and I’ll carve the handle myself.”
“Thank you all the same, Gemauge, but I haven’t done anything to deserve such a gift. You know how to carve
but you’re a bad judge of character. People can be harder than ivory sometimes.
Gemauge sat there thinking, and Kannai gazed angrily and fixedly at the huge tusk which gleamed dully on the
wall.
“Perhaps your reproach is justified,” said Gemauge at last. “It’s true that I stay at home working most of the
time and I don’t see many people. Nevertheless, I don’t often make mistakes about them. I value your anger,
Kannai, and I don’t want to soften your character. No, Kannai, I do understand your character and that’s why I am
sure we shall part as friends.”
Gemauge told Kannai of his new plan and Kannai himself took the tusk from the wall and carried it to the sled.
“You're quite right,” he said when they parted. “We ought to remind people about such a good custom. When
you make the pipe of peace and take it to Etuvgi, Gemauge, be certain to explain everything to him properly. He
should tell the Conference that all the Soviet peoples, large and small, are for peace. Let him say that. And don’t
thank me, Gemauge,” added Kannai, seeing how touched the old man was. “If the tusk were made of pure silver I
wouldn’t grudge it for such a purpose.”
Gemauge was so taken up with his work that he didn’t notice how the weeks passed. When the work was at its
height the old man told everything to Memyl and his son. It was getting difficult to hide it much longer, as the
carving was revealing the thought and feelings of its creator more clearly with every passing day.
Memyl was very proud: after all, he had told Gemauge about the pipe of peace. He followed his friend’s work
with admiration, and tried to help him as much as possible. The master had once taught him how to carve clouds
and the peaks of distant hills but not people, and Memyl could carve quite well, especially if the subject was
fanciful. When there was a serious piece of work in hand, however, he wouldn’t dream of competing with such a
celebrated artist as Gemauge.
The lid of the box was ornamented with the peoples of all nations. They were walking in a friendly group and
carrying flags bearing the sacred word “Peace.” Gemauge wanted to have the word written in as many languages
as possible but he himself only knew it in Russian, Chukchi and Eskimo. Memyl helped him here also. He
managed to find out from the school teachers how to write the word in English and German, and from Kabitsky
the caretaker how to write it in Polish. In addition he helped with the technical work, drilling the holes in the stem
and bowl and assembling the two containers from the sections carved by Gemauge. While he was doing this he
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didn’t, of course, stop telling him endless stories.
By the end of the third week the work was finished. Getting on for two o’clock one morning Gemauge put the
pipe into its box and left it there for a while before taking it out and looking at it as if he were seeing it for the first
time; Memyl thought that he would once again take up his discarded carving tools as he had already done several
times. Taking out his pouch, however, the old carver filled the new pipe, lit it and passed it triumphantly to
Memyl.
They smoked the pipe between them, even though there was enough in it for five ordinary smokers. Then
Memyl went home.
Next morning, however, he roused Gemauge in great agitation and told him the terrible news; he had been told
that Etuvgi had set out on his journey the previous night.
There was only one hope. The delegate might be held up in the town for formalities or because there was no
plane. When Tegryne had flown to Khabarovsk she had had to wait two days for a plane.
An hour later the dog team was already speeding along with Gemauge as he pursued the delegate through the
beating, blinding storm.
*
The small waiting room was light, comfortable and well-heated. Gemauge, Etuvgi, Savin the pilot and a
passenger with a small gray beard were seated round the table, and another three passengers, airport workers,
were standing nearby. The pipe box and tobacco jar were passed from hand to hand and drew gasps of delight
from everyone. Savin had examined the pipe five times and yet he still found things about the carving which he
had not previously noticed.
Gemauge was silent and his expression was both contented and serious, although he seemed a little tired after
the long journey. Although he seemed tired, however, he was experiencing the joyous sensation which comes to
every artist on the completion of long and arduous work.
“It’s wonderfully thought out,” said Savin, “and beautifully executed. I’ve never seen such work.” Passing the
pipe to the airport manager, he continued: “You’d have been out of luck if bad luck hadn’t helped you, as they say.
But for the snow you would have arrived to find us gone. I only wanted to say one thing though, Comrade
Gemauge. The custom you spoke about isn’t really American, it’s Indian.”
“What of it?” retorted the passenger with the beard. “After all, the Indians are the oldest inhabitants of
America.”
Gemauge was alarmed by the conversation.
“That’s why I carved the pipe of peace,” he interposed. “Some of the present day Americans have forgotten the
habits of their ancestors. We ought to remind them.”
“No, Comrade Gemauge,” the man with the beard corrected him. “The Americans of today, or at least the
majority of them, are not directly descended from the Indians. In actual fact, they’re … but that’s not the point.
‘The pipe of peace’ is more a tradition of America as a country than of the Americans, in the modern meaning of
the word.”
“It doesn’t make any difference,” said Gemauge decidedly. “The custom of the country should become the
custom of the people.”
“Especially if it’s a good custom that makes people friends,” added Etuvgi.
“That’s true,” said Savin, “and you can’t deny it. Please emphasize that, Comrade Etuvgi, when you hand the
pipe to the foreign delegates.”
Gemauge was reassured by the outcome of the discussion.
“I’ve heard," he said, “that they’ll choose delegates from the conference to go abroad and meet delegates from
other countries. That’s what my friend Memyl told me. Please give them the pipe, Etuvgi.”
“It’s possible that there will be foreign guests at our conference.”
“Really? That would be even better. You must tell them, Etuvgi, that this pipe was carved by a Chukchi from a
walrus tusk supplied by an Eskimo. Our Soviet delegates must smoke the pipe of peace with the foreign delegates
and strive together with them for peace. You must smoke it too, Etuvgi. Make certain that you fill the tobacco jar
beforehand with the very best tobacco. Buy the strongest and most expensive in Moscow.”
“Captain’s mixture,” prompted one of the passengers. “But I don’t think Comrade Etuvgi smokes.”
“It doesn’t matter,” answered Etuvgi seriously. “I will on this occasion.” He took the pipe, which had already
been returned to its box, and the tobacco jar, and stowed them neatly away in his case.
The time had come for the take off. The northern lights had died down and the snow was beginning to fall.
Etuvgi, it appeared, had not been mistaken. It was, however, such a light fall that the haphazard snowflakes hardly
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disturbed the warm summery weather.
But behind the airplane there was a storm. The motor had started up and the propeller was driving streams of
cold air under the wings to buffet the faces of the onlookers. The plane took off after a short run over the snow.
Gemauge said goodbye to the airport chief and set out on the return journey. He halted his dog team at the
lakeside and gazed up at the plane. Savin had already circled twice to gain height and was now on a southerly
course. The old carver followed the flight of the winged machine until it became a dot slowly disappearing in the
distance like a snowflake melting in the lake.
3
A white mist filled the streets of Leningrad. It swathed the towering edifices, hung on the telegraph wires, and
flooded the parks and gardens. A radiant halo surrounded the lights shimmering through the veil on the Italian
Bridge across Griboyedov canal, creating a fairy-tale picture.
I crossed the bridge and walked down Rakov Street to the Philharmonic Society where a crowd, discernible
even at this distance, had gathered before the entrance in the hopes of getting a ticket.
To my left, amid the rime-covered trees of the park in Arts Square, stood a bronze statue of Pushkin, glittering
with frost. I left my overcoat in the cloakroom, and went up the staircase to the left-side balcony. A hubbub rose
from the stalls where people were settling in their seats, and it was like the sound of breaking ocean billows,
muffled by distance.
Chairs were waiting for the musicians on the large stage, and in a far corner some double- basses were
reclining against the wall, relaxing before work. The white-columned hall, flooded with light from the crystal
chandeliers, was slowly filling up. I turned round and saw people standing behind the rows of chairs, all the way
to the back wall.
The lights were dimmed. A great chandelier burst into light on the stage, illumining the white music stands,
catching sparks from the cymbals, and giving a pale glow to the pearly white vellum of the big drum. The red
plush curtains on the two doors at the back were parted, and the musicians entered the stage in two streams.
This was not my first time in this beautiful hall. But on that particular night I was more excited than ever
before and could not wait for the concert to begin. Possibly I felt so keyed up because I had not heard a symphony
orchestra for a long time. And, for another thing, I had just returned from Mikhailovskoye where only the day
before I had wandered about the snow-drifted park, going up the stone staircase again and again to the white
marble obelisk over Pushkin’s grave. From there you had a wonderful view of the rolling Russian countryside,
and in the frosty blue air you could see the smoke pluming from the family hearths on the other side of the forest.
I was reluctant to leave the place. And coming here to listen to Tchaikovsky’s First Symphony I hoped to
recapture the vision of Russia’s strangely unassuming beauty which I had sensed with all my heart in the fields
and woods of Pushkin Hills. My days there had been suffused with the radiance of the February sun, with the
sparkle of snow, and the magic of the dark green woods.
A burst of applause brought me back to earth. The conductor was walking briskly across the stage to his
podium. The tails of his black coat streamed out behind him, his hands were clenched, and there was a peculiar
strength in the impatience of his tensed fingers. He stepped on to the podium and raised his baton.
Listening to the music I tried to relive my impressions of the last few days—the sweep of the Russian plains,
and the depth of the dark-green snow-drifted forests. And, suddenly, deep down in my conscience another picture
arose—a huge white sail, swelled by an ocean wind. Why did it come to mind, I wondered. Was it because the
white columns in this hall were a little like folded sails? Or was there a sound of the ocean in the music? No, it
was something else. It was some actual happening in the remote past suddenly surfacing in my memory.
Of course, it was my subconscious remembrance of hearing this symphony for the first time as a boy when the
words ‘Philharmonic Society’ meant nothing to me, and when my entire world was circumscribed by the end
yarangas\fn{Chukchi tent dwellings covered with hides} of my native village of Uellen.
The village in those days comprised two rows of yarangas stretching along a spit, and the only three timber
buildings there were—enormous, they seemed to us—were the executive committee of the district Soviet at the
foot of the mountain, the school and the small, round general store nearer to the lagoon.
The radio station was in the school. I was standing there one day, under the twanging wires, when I heard the
radio operator telling my uncle:
“A ship is coming, it’s bringing actors.”
I knew what a ship was, but I couldn’t understand what it was bringing. At supper that evening, when Uncle
was drinking tea from his large enamel mug, I asked him:
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“What does “actors” mean?” He swallowed the wrong way, carefully put down his mug on the table, and
asked:
“What is that you said?”
“I didn’t say anything. I only asked what does “actors” mean.”
“I don’t know,” my Uncle replied.
How very strange, I thought. My uncle knew such a lot. He could talk Russian, with difficulty it is true; he
spoke well at collective-farm meetings, and at night, when the wick in the dish of fat burnt down, he
communicated freely with the spirits, muttering in their own tongue and shaking his tambourine.
The ship was not due for two days, which gave me enough time to find out what “actors” meant. Usually, the
ships brought all kinds of goods and foodstuffs. The year before last, for instance, they brought machines on
which to print our newspaper Sovetsky Vellen. A lot of novelties appeared in our village every time a ship arrived:
gramophones, oil stoves, folding knives, and whatnot. And so many new people came to stay in Uellen, too!
There was the chairman of the district executive committee, the radio operator, the baker—a Russian named
Pavlov—and Emu, the Eskimo shopkeeper.
Halfway between the village and the polar station was a wind turbine. This, too, had been brought by a ship.
The day after hearing the news from the radio operator I discovered that “actors” were people. Now, this was
interesting. As the ship approached, there was more talk about the coming actors, and certain particulars became
known about them. One thing which puzzled everyone was why bring so many musicians playing folk
instruments to a small village like Uellen where they did very well with their one accordion player, the polar
station mechanic?
“I wonder if they are planning to stay here for good?” asked Rypel, a former shaman who now ran the
collective-farm amateur art circle.
“They’ll only stay a day,” replied the headmaster of the school. He was a Leningrader, and the only one among
the Russians in Uellen who spoke Chukot.
“Aren’t some people lucky, all they do in life is play music!” Rypel said with undisguised envy when he learnt
that musicians were paid a salary for playing in an orchestra.
That day my uncle decided to cover his yaranga with the new hides which, stretched on walrus ribs stuck into
the ground, had long been dry and ready. When the old hides were ripped off, our yaranga stood stripped down to
its soot-blackened skeleton. The sun took a peep into the dwelling, showing up the dog wool packed by human
feet into the dirt floor, and the jolly summer breeze played with the fur door flap. The neighbours came to help my
uncle, and they quickly finished the job. It was nice and cosy inside the yaranga now. The warm glow of the sun
burst into the top opening. I could hear my uncle walking about the new roof and stopping the holes with seal
shoulder-blades. His large shadow blocked the light, and I was afraid that he’d accidentally pierce the new skin
and spoil the whole fun. However, everything went well. Uncle finished the work safely, and we all sat down to
tea.
“If the ship were already here I’d be treating you to some real fire water, and not tea,” my uncle said to his
helper-friends.
“But the ship is bringing actors,” I put in.
*
And suddenly, as if echoing my words, the sound of a distant, drawn-out whistle burst into the sunlit top
opening of the yaranga.
“It’s the ship! Actors are coming!” I shouted, and rushed outside. At first I saw only the smoke on the horizon,
then the white decks of the ship, and after that the black hull rising above the water.
“Actors are coming! Actors!” I shouted, racing down to the beach where a whale-boat was already being
manned. People came running from all over the village. Rentygyrgyn, the old singer who had lost his voice and
was half-blind, also hobbled down to the water’s edge on his crooked legs. He could not see the ship and kept
turning his head trying anxiously to catch its whistle.
The ship came close to the shore, and we could see the people gathered on the deck. But at this distance there
was no making out the faces of the actors, and anyway I had no idea how to tell actors from ordinary people. Our
collective-farm whale-boat was no bigger than a white dot against the black hull of the ship. Now it moved away,
like a baby whale from its mother, and made for the shore. It was carrying a great many passengers, and even
from here you could see how low the boat sat in the water.
I stared my eyes out, hoping to make out the actors among them. But the nearer the boat came the less hope I
had left of being the first to recognise Uellen’s extraordinary visitors because everyone could see that the people
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in it were ordinary Chuckchis and Russians.
There were actors among them, but it wasn’t I who identified them. The headmaster pointed out the main actor
among them—the orchestra leader. He leapt on to the beach with a young man’s agility, and greeted the waiting
crowd. He had a thin, pointed face. His hair was gray, and it looked strange with a face so young. He walked
quickly up the pebbly beach, with the chairman of the district executive committee tripping hurriedly behind.
They went to have a look at our three wooden buildings, and also the large yaranga belonging to Gemalkot.
“They’re looking for a place large enough to accommodate all the actors,” someone said. Hearing this,
Rentygyrgyn pushed his way through the throng surrounding the orchestra leader, and tugged him by the sleeve.
“Come with me,” he said in Chukot, and to everyone’s amazement the orchestra leader understood.
Rentygyrgyn led him to the six huge boulders, sunk deep in the ground, which had been here since the
beginning of time and were considered sacred. During the campaign against shaman-craft in our village when the
wooden idols were pulled down, these stones had to be left as they were because they were too heavy and sunk
too deep into the ground to be pushed over or dug up.
“We sing our songs here,” Rentygyrgyn told the orchestra leader.
Piura from the district executive committee translated the words of the old singer. The orchestra leader looked
at the stones, then at the sea and the mirror-like surface of the lagoon whence blew a warm summer breeze, and
said:
“Excellent spot! We’ll give our performance here.”
“We’ll lay sails on the ground for you,” said Rentygyrgyn.
“Fine!” said the orchestra leader.
The whale-boat went to fetch the musicians from the ship, and in the meantime two white sails were laid down
on the ground beside the sacred stones under Rentygyrgyn’s supervision.
*
A southern wind was starting up. The smooth surface of the lagoon became ruffled. The surf slackened in
force, and the passengers jumped on to the beach from the whale-boat never even wetting their shoes. They were
all dressed in black suits with tails and dazzlingly white shirts, and so they all looked alike. But they carried such
different instruments! There were violins made from some dark wood, and all kinds of trumpets and pipes, some
wooden, others brass. The huge drums left Rypel, the ex-shaman, speechless. He had seen and played countless
drums and tambourines in his lifetime, he knew their different sizes and sounds, but he had never seen anything
like this.
The musicians seemed in a hurry, and the ship’s captain also kept glancing anxiously towards the south, from
where the breeze was blowing. Benches, chairs and stools were brought to the sacred stones and set in rows
before the spread-out sails on which the musicians were already arranging their folding chairs. Rentygyrgyn rolled
up a vertebra of a whale for the leader to stand on.
At last everything was ready for the concert to begin. People took their seats. The leader stepped on to the
vertebra, and raised the small, slender stick he held in his right hand.
I was in one of the front rows. To me the musicians in their black suits and white shirts looked like the auks in
the bird colony on the Chenlukvin cliff. The wind ruffled the orchestra leader’s gray hair, and stirred the sails
along the edges.
The orchestra began to play. The first sounds were like the plaint of thousands of birds, borne away by the
wind. No, it wasn’t that. The birds were struggling against the wind. The sea spread wide all round, but far ahead
there was land, a hazy blue shore, and it was calling the birds, promising them asylum from the storm. The sounds
grew stronger with every second and now they rang out jubilantly over land and sea.
And the wind sped on its way, carrying the triumphant cry of the birds over the ocean, into the boundless
tundra where roamed the silver fox, the shaggy wolverine; and slumbered the marshes, overgrown with moss and
a short, taut grass. The reindeer raised their antlers, listening to the unfamiliar sounds. Where did they come from?
These shores heard the same sounds century after century, and this was something new. The music spread through
the narrow valleys, climbed up to the rocky mountain tops, and rolled down into the camps of the reindeer
breeders, pouring into their yarangas built along the banks of the rivers and lakeshores.
The southern breeze was gathering force. It butted the listeners in the backs and forced its own voice on their
hearing. But people listened only to the Russian music, no one turned round at the call of the wind, no one
glanced at the lagoon seething with low waves. The music seemed to lift all of us, standing before the sacred
stones, high over the sea, over the mountains on Cape Dezhnev, over the great Chukot tundra. The horizon
receded farther and farther, and the world expanded before us in all its infinity. It was as though the whole of our
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spit with our yarangas on it had changed into a huge white-sailed ship.
Old Rentygyrgyn stood not far away from me. I glanced at him, and hardly recognised him. His gaze was fixed
on some point far beyond the sacred black stones, far beyond the sea. His gnarled brown fingers, resembling the
roots of the Arctic willow, gripped his staff. His lips were whispering something, his whole body had straightened
up, and he seemed taller, stronger and younger.
The wind rustled the pages on the music stands, but the musicians ignored the disturbance, and continued to
produce their magic sounds.
No one noticed the passage of time. The sun rose over mount Inchoun, and its slanting rays lit up the row of
our yarangas, caught fire in the brass trumpets, and fell on the polished wood of the violins. The music filled out
the sails laid on the ground., and they carried the musicians on the beautiful waves of sound.
Nothing like this had ever happened in Uellen. When the last notes of the music died away, a gasp of
admiration rose from the crowd. Someone began to clap, and others joined in. The orchestra leader stepped down
from the whale’s vertebra, and bowed his gray head tiredly. Rentygyrgyn went up to him and held out his hand.
“That was real life!” he said.
The musicians were to leave that evening. When the sun had set into the sea, sails were raised on the whaleboats. Violins sang in my soul when I looked at these sails, coloured by the setting sun. Rentygyrgyn, the old
singer, stood beside me. The south wind was already raging, swelling the sails, and humming the melodies it had
just heard. Rentygyrgyn was whispering, and I tried to catch the words.
"That’s life. That's real life!" I heard through the hum of the wind.
*
More than a quarter of a century has passed since then. For me and for many of my countrymen that was one
of the most wonderful days in our lives. Uellen has long become unrecognisable. There is not a single yaranga
left in it, and the collective farm club has a stage large enough to seat a full symphony orchestra. And it may be,
that the music of the Russian composer Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky called the First Symphony in G minor (“Winter
Dreams”, opus 13) played its role in prompting my countrymen to look more boldly into the future and remake
their life in this relatively short space of time.
*
I was returning from the concert the way I came there. The mist still cloaked the majestic buildings and rustled
the rime on the trees. I stood for a long time beside the bronze statue of Pushkin in front of the Russian Museum,
and my soul and my thoughts were borne away on the sails filled out with music.
30.24 A War Like That\fn{by Vasily Belov (1932-

)} Timonikha, Vologda

Oblast, Russia (M) 6

Darya Rumyantseva’s son,Vanya, was killed at the front in ’42, but the bit of paper didn’t arrive till the spring
of' 43. This bit of paper, with its rubber stamp and highly suspicious, impossible-to-make-out signature, had taken
more than a year to reach her. And because it had taken so long, but more because the signature—a hook with a
little loop—was impossible to make out, Darya decided it was a fake, forged by some cruel person.
Whenever gypsies passed through the village, Darya went and had Vanya’s fortune told. And every time the
indications were that the piece of paper wasn’t genuine. The cards were kind, Darya always getting Sevens, and
the King of Hearts being joined now by the Ace of Diamonds, denoting an official house, and now by the Six of
Clubs. And the King with the Six could only be the way for Vanya to go—now into the official house, now out of
it. True, that black Antichrist, the King of Spades with his sharp sword in his heathen hand, was always hovering
near. Which, you see, couldn’t be helped—it wasn’t a picnic Vanya had gone to, but war. Against that, neither the
Ten of Spades denoting a bed of sickness, nor the Ace of Spades denoting a fatal blow, ever came out together.
Feeling more at peace, she made a round of all the houses, simply to say:
“He’s alive, my Vanya, alive. There’s nothing to that piece of paper. It’s wrong.”
And everyone, the old women especially, sincerely and readily backed up this idea of Darya’s, and she,
returning home, set the samovar boiling, and drank hot water with dried turnip for sugar long and pleasurably. The
samovar sang away happily on the table, giving forth jolly ringing sounds from within. Beneath the white pine
floor a guileless mouse set up a gentle rustling. The clock tip-tapped on the wall as it had when Vanya was there.
And Darya waited patiently for the war to end.
In the evenings, winter and autumn, she slipped a broken padlock, a contemporary of the samovar, into the gate
fastening, rammed a birch stick into the staple, and went to the stables to guard the horses. Her little bunkroom in
the stable was heated by a crackling stove, and smelt of leather and sweaty felt collars. On wooden pegs hung
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harnesses. Darya counted them aloud, lit the lantern and made a round of the stables.
The long, dry corridor with two rows of stalls was clean and comfortable. The horses were all munching hay,
their munching merging into one rhythmical never-ending sound like that of the fine, warm gentle rain that brings
the mushrooms. The sound of horses feeding was something that Darya loved to hear. Walking the long corridor,
she was filled with a radiant feeling of peace and satisfaction, without knowing it for what it was—joy that horses,
worn out during the day, should now be stilling their hunger. Here, there, not greedily but in unhurried peasant
fashion, they took soft mouthfuls of fodder, following the light of the lantern with deep snorts. Darya walked the
stables from end to end, and, well satisfied, dozed all night in her little room, and thought about her son. She
would return home with the dawn, dragging some bit of dead wood, an abandoned stake or rotten plank. Firewood
was a torment to her, especially in winter. In summer she only had a fire every other day, to save wood. She had
the bright idea of boiling potatoes in the samovar. It was simple and convenient. If of the smaller size they boiled
quickly, and the hot water was, as it were, a more interesting drink.
For the first two years of the war, Darya kept a goat.
“Didn’t have a goat and haven’t got one now,” she used to say, driving it out of other people’s kitchen gardens.
The goat was a prize wanderer. Now it was for ever getting on to the roof by some means, where it would dash to
and fro, bleating, not knowing how to get down again, and the terrified Darya would have to summon old Misha
to help. Another time it would get into the collective farm’s corn, and then Darya, like other offenders, would be
given five to ten days’ work by way of a fine. And what’s more, she couldn’t drink its milk, which had a
disgusting, wrong smell to it. For all of which reasons Darya nicknamed her “cow,” now “Loony,” now “Ninny,”
but always without any special malice, and in general felt sorry for the animal.
One day in early spring, to Darya’s surprise, the goat went into kid, and, put out to graze, gave birth to two
fluffy kids with big, prominent foreheads. The little she-kid she swapped with a neighbor for three pounds of
sheep’s wool to make boots out of. The he-kid grew unnoticed, becoming a lascivious, prominent-browed idiot,
leaping at people, snorting, impudently curling back his lip and swishing his tail. His beard was a tangled lump of
burdock burs, and his horns were perpetually bloody, urchins having trained him to butt. So when she lost her
billy goat, Darya did not grieve specially, although she thought it a pity she’d not managed to get him credited as
a meat delivery. If she had, and at the proper time, there would not now be these arrears to her name.
Being not yet over the age limit, Darya was assessed at the full rate for eggs, meat, wool and potatoes. All of
which she delivered, buying some, bartering for others, and was in arrears only as regards meat. But there was
still the whole of the monetary tax to pay, not to mention insurance, State loan, and the voluntary community
payment. Under these headings she had not yet settled up for the previous year, ’42, and in January Pashka
Neustupov, known as Creepy, who was the same age as Vanya, but excused call-up on medical grounds, had
brought her fresh liabilities. She’d put the green and pink pieces of paper carefully into an empty tea tin, and
Pashka, after fastening his satchel of papers, had started telling her off.
“So there we are, Comrade Rumyantseva! We won’t bandy words. Obligations to the State have got to be met.
Got to be.”
“As we well know, Pashka,” Darya said. “No two ways about it, dear man.”
And genuinely pleased at having company, she fetched out the samovar. Pashka and Vanya had been to parties
together before the war, had even stayed in each other’s houses, and Darya looked on him as one of the family.
She wanted to offer him something, to have a talk, but Creepy set off to the next house, and Darya watched him
go, remembering Vanya.
And so in winter, when the billy goat had grown, Darya was keen to have the animal credited as a meat
delivery, but didn’t manage it. What happened was that one day the farm manager arrived in the village and put
his gelding in an empty stall. Darya wanted to take off its saddle and bridle, but was told by the drunken manager
not to touch them, as he’d soon be riding back to his office. Darya went off home, having nothing to guard during
the day, and the gelding being from a different stables. The gelding, still bridled, ate hay, biting its tongue and
ruining its mouth, and had to be put down. And Darya was called to account by the collective farm board, together
with the manager. The latter paid his fine in cash—sold something, and paid. But Darya had no money, which
everyone knew, and in the record of the proceedings the board entered as its decision:
“That for negligent injury to a gelding of the Collective Farm, Watchwoman Rumyantseva be deprived of her
personal billy goat.”
*
Famine amongst the people began somehow imperceptibly and gradually. And very likely it was because of
this that there was no wringing of hands when, on the collective farm, the first old woman died of exhaustion. Nor
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was there surprise at the near-impossibility of shutting doors on account of all the beggars.
Walking the roads were all manner of strange old men from afar, with knapsacks and sticks. Wretched old
women and cripples wandered with baskets, teenagers came with their canvas school bags. From village to
village, from house to house, went children of every sort, from those who had barely learnt to talk, to those who
were a bit bigger. And women would ask: “Are you a boy or a girl?”—it being hard to tell from their clothing, and
women having a constant need to know everything about everything.
The children begged, using phrases they had learnt, now it was because of a place that had been destroyed by
fire, now because they were orphans. They would stand at the door, impassive, with downcast eyes. People gave,
but if they had nothing to give, the children, still impassive, would turn and go. The old men were quicker about
it, so as not to let the cold in. Looking towards the ikon comer, they would cross themselves and say:
“Lord, send this house abundance and peace, preserve it from fire and loss of life, protect the master from
sword, bullet and evil men. Give alms for the sake of Christ.”
The old women would whisper prayers, humbly, fervently. The beggars found themselves somewhere to sleep
while it was still light, so as not to be benighted, and it was a rare house that refused them shelter. The women
would sit them at table, ask their names, what family they had, whether they had a home, what the news was from
their parts. The beggars would warm themselves at the stoves, and those good at telling stories would find
listeners. The hut would be lit by an almost smokeless birch torch; there would be the noise of the wind at the
windows; and the magical autumn nights would be the shorter for tales, cheerful and terrible, of actual
happenings.
“You’ve not heard, I suppose, what happened at Dikov this summer,” a beggar woman would begin quietly,
placidly, turning to the wife, and all would fall silent.
“No, grandmother, I’ve not. At where?”
The old lady in question would blow her nose neatly into some piece of rag she had, fold her hands, bloodless
and waxen with age, and shake her head, as if in reproach.
“Everyone, they say, knows what happened at Dikov.”
The wife would sit nearer the fire, the children would elbow each other in the ribs to get closer.
“Well, my dear, living in Dikov was a family, husband and wife and two children. When the war came upon
the land, the husband was, of course, called into the army. The wife saw him off, and was left alone with the little
ones. The wife, a large, big-boned woman, was called Maryuta. Well, a year went by, and another, and suddenly,
mistress, would you believe, folk heard something making noises in Maryuta’s cellar at night, either a little dog or
a piglet. Come nightfall, my dears, there’d be a squealing and a wailing."
“In the cellar?”
“In the cellar, mistress. And now it was that folk saw Maryuta’s belly getting bigger, and wondered how this
could be, with her husband at the war, and never a breath of sin about her.”
The storyteller made a number of quick token crosses upon her narrow breast. The wife, clasping her hands,
said: “Oh, my goodness!” and the children listened in terror to the story of the devil. This Maryuta, they learnt,
shut the devil up in her cellar by day, but at night he would squeal and beg to be set free, and let him out at night
she did. And one day she gave birth to a baby. And when they were bathing the baby, it appears, one old woman
could see it had a tiny tail no bigger than a thimble. And when folk gathered and fumigated the whole house with
heather smoke, not a thing did they see, except that leading from the cellar, in the snow, there were hoof marks.
(The old woman, in her simplicity of soul, had failed to notice that, in the terms of her story, this must have
occurred in summer, at hay-harvesting time, and the summer snow escaped the attention of her listeners, too.) In
the morning, the beggars would rise early, at the same time as the wives, and set off God knew whither, and in
their stead came others, wave upon wave of them, and to that twilight time of hunger no end could be seen.
Soon there was absolutely nothing to eat. Small stocks of corn accumulated before the war had been consumed
long since, and the old women had swept the bins and boxes clean with grouse feathers. In houses where cows
had been cut up for meat, there were potatoes to help survival. In addition to which, the women went to distant
collective farms still producing grain, to barter goods. Fetching out of trunks festive things reminiscent of former
days—shawls, kerchiefs, men’s jackets, boots—they piled them on to sledges, and after a brief lament over it all,
went purposefully to collect their bitter spoils. Ten pounds of grain for new calfskin boots, eighteen pounds of
potatoes for a rich lace kerchief. The women kept back their tears, didn’t haggle, and sledged home with their tiny
amounts of grain, their counted-out potatoes. Their burdens being light, there was no creaking of sledges over the
snow, and the roomy pre-war trunks very soon had even more room in them.
True, even here there were some laughs. One woman, in cheerful despair, bartered a bright-as-new and as yet
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unworn cashmere wedding veil for two earthenware pots of yoghurt, saying that at least she’d have a good blowout for once. Another, after twenty kilometres in freezing weather, came home with a bottle of cabbage soup. Yet
another, for a wad of crisp new State bonds, bought a lame hen. As the proverb has it:
“Laughing or weeping, the same mouth does for both.”
Darya had a good wool-mixture suit of Vanya’s. He’d bought it three weeks before the war, and had hardly had
any wear out of it before the dreaded express couriers came galloping, and the men were marching away,
accordions playing, and the girls and women were howling at the edge of the village.
When things became unbearable and she was very sick at heart, she would bring this suit out of the hay loft
and iron it, catching, though overlaid by the mustiness of the trunk, a faint whiff of her Vanya.
One day she noticed a button loose on the sleeve. Another time, turning out the pockets, she found a kopeckpiece and some tobacco dust. Smoking was something he’d taken to during his army training. And Darya sat long
alone, much agitated, seeking relief in tears. She hid the tiny kopeck-piece in the sugar pot, and taking her time, so
as to spin out the pleasure, sewed the button on the sleeve. She could not bring herself to go bartering with the
other women, not even when her legs began to swell.
On the 1st of May, a neighbor, that gray-haired old gossip Misha, bought her goat from her. One half of the
price Darya took from him in potatoes, the other half in cash. The cash, seventy-five roubles, Darya handed over
to the financial agent, and the potatoes she also divided into two: one basket for eating, one for seed. So that she
could, like all good folk, plant at least one little row. But to keep herself alive, she soon had to boil these in the
samovar too, and when people started ploughing their kitchen gardens, she was desperate. She must plant at least
one little row, at least one little half-row, and, mind finally made up, she went with the other women.
Vanya’s suit she bartered for half a sack of potatoes, and taking a segment from each potato, planted one-anda-half rows. On the basket of cut potatoes that remained, and cakes of weevil pupae, she fed herself until—
incredible as it seems—the 8th of July.
The village had a warm, pleasing summer. Each day Darya went off with the women mowing. In company,
time passed more quickly, you were less hungry, and anguish, as it were, abated.
At breaks for rest, Darya would sit near the other women, warming her swollen legs in the sun, and feeling all
the time like falling asleep. She seldom joined in the conversation, and at times she didn’t notice the mosquito
bites.
“You ought to go home, Darya dear, have a lie down,” they would sometimes say, and she, rousing herself and
ashamed of her weakness, would say softly, tenderly:
“My head’s spinning, girls, just spinning … spinning ….”
Overhead the clouds filed by. Among the hot grasses, tirelessly, for all the world, grasshoppers chirped, and
their chirping merged with the unrelenting ecstatically shrill din in her ears.
Again Darya was sleepily drooping her head, smiling at the caress of the breeze on her palsied brow, and with
difficulty she got to her feet and took up her rake.
For the first minutes of work she thought she was going to fall. But again, gradually, to her own surprise, some
sort of fresh strength came to her, and when she did set off home, it was with everyone else. On her way she, too,
gathered the drying sorrel, and picked sweet, succulent stems of angelica from under bushes, peeling off the
coarse outer skin in strips and eating the crisp flesh.
The sun, now large and red, was sinking towards the horwn. The cows were coming in from the pasture, and
the corncrake was practicing his call by the stream, as if there wasn’t a war anywhere.
Once home, Darya began to feel better. She set the samovar to boil, putting in three or four of the cut potatoes.
Her samovar came to the boil very quickly. She didn’t bring it to the table, but left it on the hearth, and while
eating her potatoes, looked at it and talked to it.
“Just you give another gurgle, just you dare. There, now it’s really off.”
She’d chatted in just the same way to the goat and the little underfloor mouse. But the goat had long since been
bought and slaughtered by neighbour Misha, and the little mouse didn’t live under the floor now, and so she
chatted to the samovar.
“It won’t do. You’ll catch it in a minute! I’ll come and close your chimney, then you’ll stop.”
The samovar composed itself, went over to producing a quiet, church-chant sort of sound, then something
inside chirped softly, and after one final cheep, it fell silent.
Often, singly or in twos, the women would come and visit Darya, or the old, broken-in-half-looking hunchback
Surganikha would drop in. The women would sometimes bring a pot of whey that hadn’t been fed to the cattle,
sometimes some leftover broth in a bowl, and Surganikha would treat her to a clover cake, taste and praise what
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Darya had baked, and drink a cup or two of hot water. They would sit long over the samovar, telling their dreams
and complaining of their illnesses.
Two or three times that summer, gray, venerable old Misha came. Once he patched an oven fork, and on
another occasion he bound round a split scythe handle.
And always everyone asked whether there’d been a letter from Vanya, and learning that there hadn’t, would
cluck their tongues in sympathy and distress, and comfort Darya.
“There will be one, Darya dear. Why should there not? There must be. Just think what war’s like nowadays—
all the men, ours and other people’s, all mixed up. And the post; sometimes it doesn’t get through.”
“Yes, my dear, yes,” Darya would cheerfully agree, dabbing her eyes with her apron.
“Then, again, take the bombings. Shouldn’t wonder if they’ve lost count of the mail trains that don’t arrive.
And Vanya, maybe sometimes he’s got nothing to write with, nothing to write on. It’s not like home, you know,
mother.”
“No, my dear, it’s not.”
“If they’ve been taken into the thick of it, they’ve maybe no time to eat, those lads, let alone write a letter.”
Darya herself did not go visiting other huts. One day, when thundery rain had been threatening since early
morning and hayricks had to be built, she was suddenly afraid that she’d left the samovar uncovered. Lightning
was already flashing directly above the village, a black cloud was bearing down on the white roofs, and with
ebbing energy, Darya set off at a run for home, crossing herself at each clap of thunder, and cursing herself for not
having covered the samovar with a tablecloth and closed the damper of the stove.
She had barely reached the hut when a deluge descended. The sky was one great peal of thunder; the corners of
the darkened hut were lit by the smoky yellow light of the flashes. Weak with fear, Darya closed the damper,
wrapped the samovar tightly in a linen tablecloth, and then came such a bang that, with no time to cross herself,
she fell feebly to the floor and lost consciousness.
But the thunderstorm passed as quickly as it had come, creeping away beyond the forest ridge, and with gold
drops still falling from the sky, the sun peeped out. Darya managed to drag herself just as far as the porch. Her
head was spinning, her legs refusing to obey her. She gazed tenderly at the fresh, rain-washed grass, listened to
the twittering of the white-breasted swallows, and cursed herself for forgetting to put a tub to catch water from the
eaves. Weakness and a dull ache in her head did nothing to remove her sense of grievance against herself.
And suddenly, softly, soundlessly, she started whispering something to herself, and had the strange feeling of
being no longer Darya but someone else, and of being told off by this other Darya for not putting out the tub. It
was a pleasant, easy, comforting sensation to be, as it were, watching and hearing herself, as if her body had
become separate from her, and she now felt easy in her mind and happy.
The thunder died away in the distance completely. Bright, warm steam rose from the bright pure grass. The
steep, bright rainbow was high, yet almost touchable. The broad band of unsullied iridescence described an
enormous arc, descending in a green field, and osier beds in the shadow of the band shone pearly pink. Darya
seemed to be trying to remember something and not succeeding. Her eyes lighted on an ancient pannier hanging
on a wooden peg in the passage, and now, looking at it, slowly and with difficulty, she remembered.
Getting to her feet, and as if in a dream, she took the basket down, and slowly, supporting herself against the
wall of the cowshed, she set off for the kitchen garden. She opened up the allotment, and went to her row. The
potatoes were already showing plenty of greenery. It was good to see the fleshy, succulent little stalks, the rough
broad leaves ready to be decked with pale-yellow flowers.
Kneeling, she dug trembling fingers into the earth, feeling and breaking from the roots the mother potato that
had given life to those green stems. The tiny, fragile white roots had, she could see, no potato buds as yet.
She dug beneath another plant, then another, putting into the basket the black, limp segments of potato that she
had planted. She counted eight, wiped them on grass, and returned, calm and contented, to her hut.
In the hearth stood the samovar, bright and cheerful as before a grand occasion.
She slowly brought a tub of water from the well, stripped half-a-dozen splinters off a log, but failed to kindle
them.
In, noisily, walked Creepy.
“Is the mistress at home?”
“She is, good man, she is. Come you in, Pashka. Sit yourself down.”
She put a stool for him, but he didn’t sit on it. He sat on the bench at the table, opened his satchel and turned
over papers, not looking at Darya, who watched deferentially. Then, deftly, he sharpened a pencil with a little
knife.
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“Well, what about it, Comrade Rumyantseva? Are we paying up, or aren’t we? You are the only persistent
defaulter in the village. Measures will clearly have to be taken.”
“It’s a terrible thing, Pashka, but I’ve got no money at present. You could wait just a bit, couldn’t you?”
“I could not.”
“You couldn’t?”
“Not on any account.”
Darya fell silent, sighed, and without knowing why, scratched the tabletop with her finger, while Pashka
looked the hut over in a purposeful fashion and said:
“I’ll take an inventory.”
“Yes, but you see, what if … well, it’s up to you, good man.”
Pashka spent a long time writing out some document, making a carbon copy, and Darya waited patiently.
Afterwards they went around the hut together. Pashka himself opened the storeroom, and while Darya stood in
the door, raised the lid of an aspenwood trunk, and looked under the bench. The storeroom , was dark, and he was
constantly striking matches.
“So, one trunk, one old sieve. That won’t do. Loom reeds … no good. Anything else?”
“There is, Pashka, yes. There’s an empty kerosene bottle here, and nine or so skeins of bark.”
“That’s not what I’m asking about.” Pashka sneezed. “Any clothing, any linen?”
“No. Only two-and-a-quarter pounds of wool I was going to make into footwear for the winter.”
“Where?”
“There.” She handed him the wool, stuffed into an old cotton pillowcase.
Nothing else in the storeroom, nor in the attic, nor in the dark cellar smelling of mould, was of interest to
Pashka. He went back into the hut, opened the cupboard, inspected the sleeping bench and its locker, and flung
back the lid of the trap door by its ring, but there was nothing more anywhere.
“Here, Comrade Rumyantseva, your signature to the document and the inventory.”
“I’ve not got the schooling, Pashka.”
Pashka had known anyway that Darya couldn’t sign her name. He tugged at the tags of each of his box-calf
boots in turn, slipped his papers into his satchel, and again not looking at Darya, said severely:
“So, Comrade Rurnyantseva.”
Darya poured water into the samovar, and tried to light a shaving from a match of Pashka’s, but he moved the
match away, and having lit his cigarette, blew it out. Darya was at a loss. It was only when Pashka picked up the
samovar and went to empty the water out that she burst into tears, and heading him off, pleaded:
“Pashka, dear, how can I live with no samovar? Take the wool, but leave the samovar … I’ll pray for you for
ever.”
But Pashka carried off both wool and samovar, and Darya sat down on the bench in tears. Her head was
spinning again, splitting. With no samovar the hut was now completely unwelcoming and empty. Darya wept, but
her tears, too, came to an end.
Outside the window, it stayed light for some time. Far beyond the forests the frightening thunder rumbled until
late into the night. Gadflies flew in, and after buzzing about, flew out again. Others banged into the window, spent
a long time beating their heads against the panes, and wearily fell silent.
Darya heard nothing of this. She devoured one of the potatoes that had exhausted itself in the ground, then
another, and climbed on to her sleeping bench above the stove. There she lay, not knowing whether it was night,
morning or evening outside, feeling her arms and legs growing weak.
She was still trying to separate reality from dream, but was quite unable to, and the distant thunder seemed like
the din of a vast war. War, to Darya, took the form of two endless lines of soldiers with rifles. The soldiers, ours
and the Germans’, stood in lines facing one another, firing at each other in turn, and between theirs and ours lay
level green grass. These lines of soldiers were lost to sight far away on the horizon, and Vanya, her son, was
standing in full view on a little knoll, and for some reason was carrying no rifle. Darya was terrified, thinking he
would be killed at any minute, standing there with no rifle, and tried in her torment to shout to him to grab his
rifle, but no shout came. And in extreme alarm, she set off towards him at a run. She wanted to run faster, but her
legs would not obey her, and something heavy, all-powerful, was stopping her from running to him. And slowly
and inexorably the lines of soldiers moved farther and farther away.
Two or three days later, Surganikha, going to the shop to buy a whetstone for the scythes, saw Darya’s samovar
on the counter. Amazed, she went so far as to turn the tap. The samovar was, in truth, Darya’s.
“Oh dear, oh dear! They must have taken it,” thought Surganikha. “That devil Creepy’s taken the old woman’s
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samovar!”
At haymaking, Surganikha told the other women about having seen Darya’s samovar on the shop counter.
The other women groaned, out of sorrow for Darya. At which point it emerged that it was now more than two
days since Darya had been to the fields, and their alarm grew.
“How much is it?”
“I say, you girls, do you think she’s all right? Darya, I mean.”
“Creepy by name, creepy by nature.”
“Pig of a man.”
“Oughtn’t we to buy it for her?” someone asked, and frightened at the suggestion, the women fell silent. But
then, one after the other, they again groaned, and got talking, and somehow it was decided that there was nothing
for it: the whole village must club together and buy the samovar back.
The shop stayed open in the evenings at haymaking time. The women made their collection, bought back the
samovar, and, well pleased, set off together to Darya’s hut.
However, the gate had a padlock on it, the one that didn’t lock, and a birch stick was protruding from the
staple.
“She’s gone, the poor dear thing, that’s clear. Gone begging,” said Surganikha.
They opened the gate, and went around the empty house. It was all swept, the cupboard was shut, the oven
forks were standing tidily by the stove. Surganikha saw at once that the pannier wasn’t in the house or in the little
passage.
The women put the samovar in its usual place, sighed, and left, locking up with the same padlock.
“She’s gone, gone into the wide world.”
“Maybe Christian folk will not forsake her.”
“One amongst others can never be poor, only one alone.”
“True.”
“Beggar’s scrip, like prison bars, will be with men for ever, they say,” Surganikha said, inserting the same
birch stick in the staple. “God send that the war will end and life be as it was.”
“And maybe dear old Darya will come back.”
*
Haymaking took its course.
Hundreds of beggars passed through the village that summer, old men, children, old women. But not once was
Darya seen, not by anyone. Her hut stood alone. The row of potatoes for that hut flowered and withered, a dozen
or so rotten planks slipped from the yard roof. But Darya did not return to the village.
The women questioned beggars as to whether they’d seen or come across her somewhere, but nobody had.
One day, in winter, a rumour reached the village that, some ten kilometres off, in a hay loft on forest wasteland, they’d found an old woman dead. They’d gone for hay, and found her. From the fact that the scraps in her
basket were completely dried out, and she was dressed for summer, the women, as one, decided that it must be
their Darya—indeed, that it could not be anyone else. But old Misha merely mocked them.
“Yes,” he said, “you blow on a puddle, and you say, yes, that must, simply must, be our old Darya. But is
Mother Russia really short of such old women? Try counting them, these old women, and there’ll very likely not
be numbers enough to number them. But all you can say is ‘Darya, Darya!’ These old women …”
The women, defending their firm and clear opinion, made despairing gestures, saying that he, Misha, should sit
quiet and stop arguing. It was Darya in the hay loft, and nobody else.
Misha was dismissive.
“Well, off to God in heaven with you, you chattering magpies; there’s no getting the better of you.”
And indeed, there was no point in one old man’s arguing with them. And who knows? Maybe they were right.
They, women that is, almost always are, especially when there’s a war like that going on.
31.107 Meddlesome Mother-in-Law\fn{by Fazu Alieva (1932- )} Guinichutl, Khunzakh Raion, Daghestan
Republic, Russia (F) 18
It had been raining non-stop for three days already.
“Vababai!” exclaimed Khasbika-ada\fn{A note reads: Ada—term of respect for an elderly person.} as she walked out
onto the porch. “You’d think it was some long-awaited guest the way it keeps coming down.”
She inclined her head slightly and peered at the sky in hopes of finding some sign that it was clearing, but no
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such luck. The dark gray mass stretched all the way to the ground. Only if she looked carefully could she see that
the solid sheet of gray actually consisted of tiny streams falling to the earth like so many steel needles. When they
hit the ground, they didn’t break: they turned into light bubbles as if they wanted to return to the sky.
That was probably why the rain didn’t let up. None of the villagers, including Khasbika- ada, liked the autumn
rains. They messed up all the plans and dashed everyone’s hopes. And that’s what this particular downpour was
doing. Gazing at the field, which resembled a stormy sea more than anything, Khasbika-ada thought to herself:
“How many times did I tell Osman the team leader that we needed to hurry and get the hay in from the
Chanzukh meadow. I could feel the rain coming. And now it’s soaking wet. I can’t stand to look at it. Oh, how I
hope it doesn’t rot. We waited for a good rain like this all summer long! My, how we worried about the drought!”
Khasbika-ada’s heart ached as if the rain they had needed so badly that summer but which had appeared so
mercilessly now were pouring through it as if it were a sieve. She was standing on the porch of the small hut
adjoining the dairy office. The tiny hut was the place the watchman was supposed to sleep, but it was she who
occupied the room more often than not these days.
“I should light the fire,” she thought, shivering from the cold. But the ashes were wet because the rain had
come down the chimney: black rivulets were running down the walls of the fireplace.
“Vababai!” the woman exclaimed in exasperation. “Not even the cliffs will be able to withstand such a downpour!”
She threw the poker down by the hearth and went back out on the porch. But this time, too, she was met by the
damp gray haze. If anything, it seemed even thicker and more impenetrable.
Oddly enough, there had been a time when Khasbika-ada loved the rains. Not the autumn ones of course, but
the spring showers. How she had rejoiced at the first thunder claps and lightning flashes! How her spirit soared to
meet the eager droplets of rain! How she hungered for rebirth, reincarnation, the change spring always brought.
Suddenly the gray haze would split apart, and in the shaft of light that poured through the crack in the clouds,
she could see the mountain cliffs covered by the first tender shoots of grass. Her heart pounded as her native
village of Charkhal came into view. She had not been there for longer than she could remember. She had left that
place well before the respectful but slightly gloomy suffix -ada had been sadly added to her name. Life had
seemed endless then: she could traipse far and wide over mountain and meadow without any reason whatsoever.
She would hunt for sorrel, roll about in the grass, or wonder what some mountain spring with its ceaseless burble
was talking about.
True, even then she had certain responsibilities: gathering dried dung for fuel, driving the cow and calf to the
herd, and the like. But none of those things were really serious. Could such seeming frivolities really have filled
all the endless, carefree, sunny days of her childhood!
“Vai, Khasbika-ada!” rang out the clear voice of a young girl. It was as if she were calling to herself from the
past.
But the voice belonged to the young milkmaid Zoryanka of whom everyone joked that she had already crossed
the Sirat Bridge, by which they meant that she was beyond the point where Khasbika-ada had to check everything
she did to make sure if was right. The older woman was relentlessly demanding when it came to the younger,
which earned her the uncomplimentary nickname of “meddlesome mother-in-law” from the latter.
“Khasbika-ada,” Zoryanka’s voice rang out. “Just look at this weather! We’ve got a real flood on our hands!”
She laughed merrily, pulled off her raincoat, and shook her wet hair, splashing water all over the porch.
“I can’t imagine how we’re going to get along if this keeps up,” Khasbika snapped in exasperation, obviously
not sharing the younger woman’s mood. “One wall of the cow shed is all swollen. I’m afraid it’ll burst soon. Well,
go light the fire. Chamastak won’t be in today. I let her off to go to the doctor. So you’ll have to do her share of
the milking as well. And don’t go running around barefooted on this concrete floor! All we need is for you to get
sick, too.”
Zoryanka put on her rubber boots and walked over to the fireplace. She made a pile of dung and tried to light it
with a twist of paper, but all in vain. The dung smouldered but wouldn’t light. Finally, Khasbika sent Zoryanka to
the cow shed and tried to get the fire going herself. But she had barely managed to light a few of the wood chips
she kept hidden under her mattress when Zoryanka came running in, obviously frightened.
“Is it the wall?” asked Khasbika and raced outside, not bothering to put on her raincoat. She got bogged down
in the mud and could barely manage to pull her feet out of the sticky morass.
“How many times have I told that Khabib,” she said to herself as she struggled along, “that the calf-house at
least needed repairing! But would he ever listen? No, not on your life! And worst of all, he’d tell me every single
time: ‘Don’t worry, Khasbika-ada. It’ll all get done.’ And when a person says something like that, you can’t really
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pin him to the wall. He’s probably still asleep—not a terribly responsible fellow, he. But I’ll show him! I’ll take
him by the hand and drag him over here! Let him stand in green ooze up to his knees in that wretched calf-house!
He’s not willing to do a blessed thing for this dairy. All he wants to do is give high-flown speeches at regional
meetings and make promises. But somebody else always winds up taking the rap\fn{ The blame.} for him!”
Thus Khasbika muttered, thinking aloud as she strode toward the house of the collective farm chairman
through the pouring rain. The harder the going got through the thick mud, the angrier Khasbika became.
All villages have people who give them their character and particular flavor, without which those places
simply cannot be imagined by those who know the locale. And Khasbika-ada was such a person in the village of
Khasar, although she had been born far away, on the other side of the mountain.
But that had been so long ago that the villagers almost considered her one of the founders of Khasar. And it
goes without saying that she was one of the most respected elders at the collective farm dairy. She kept the dairy
—with all its cow sheds and calf-house, clanking milk cans and batteries of buckets, as well as a miltitude of
processing equipment from which streamed frothy milk—running all by herself without any help from the
milkmaids or even the dairy’s official director, lame Abdulkadyr, himself. Without Khasbika-ada, everything
ground to a halt. It all came apart at the seams.
Several generations of villagers had identical memories of Khasbika in her invariable staple dress of brown,
thick cotton stockings tied with elastic above the knee, and big rubber galoshes fastened with string. Her deep
voice sounded as if it were coming from a large, hollow clay jug. The old woman’s upper lip was constantly
pursed, while the lower one protruded so that when she talked, the upper lip seemed to be escaping the captivity
of the lower.
She had spent all her life alone in a tiny two-room house. Her yard was filled with all manner of junk—from
rusty metal pipes to holey rubber boots—or “from horseshoes for birds to snakes’ horns,” as the villagers liked to
say. It was a goldmine for sticky-fingered children for miles about. The old woman’s door, which squeaked and
creaked so loudly it could be heard in the most distant corners of the village, was the subject of constant jokes:
“Khasbika-ada, Noah probably gave you that door right after the flood. Surely that must be the reason you’ve
hung onto it for so long!” or:
“Khasbika-ada, why don’t you donate your door to some museum? It’s surely the oldest thing on earth!”
The tiny, low-set windows of her miniscule cottage, which faced the yard of her neighbor, Aishat, were almost
always dark; after all, she slept at the dairy the vast majority of the time. Whenever Khasbika-ada allowed herself
the luxury of sleeping at home, her famous door creaked constantly: she was so worried about what might be
going wrong at the dairy, she couldn’t get to sleep. So she would run outside fairly often to hurry the sunrise. Her
neighbor Aishat told the other women one day:
“One night, I made a mark on the wall with my nail every time that blasted door creaked. When I got up in the
morning and counted, there were fifteen marks.”
*
So that’s the kind of woman who was hurrying down the muddy road.to the chairman's house. The rain lashed
her face, and the drenched hem of her brown dress clung to her legs. The over-sized galoshes kept getting stuck in
the mud and threatening to come off her feet. Only her back and head were well covered by a white plastic
tablecloth dotted with bouquets of roses and forget-me-nots.
Finally she reached the house of the chairman. Perched high above the rest of the village, it was a comfortable
dwelling with a blue picket fence. All the wrath called forth in Khasbika by the terrible weather was transformed
into anger at Khabib and his smug house, at the gates covered with a luxuriously thick coat of paint, and even at
the two wooden beds which he had supposedly brought all the way from Makhachkala, the capital of Daghestan.
The famous beds stood next to each other and were covered with a single embroidered bedspread.
“Lorchami,\fn{A note reads: An Avar greeting.} Khasbika-ada,” called out the object of her wrath, stepping onto the
porch in his undershirt, barefooted despite the chill. “What’s happened?”
She came up so close to him that the tips of her mud-covered galoshes, touched his bare toes.
“All the calves are dead. Every single one.”
With those words, she turned abruptly and stalked off.
A single stark phrase often makes its point better than the most eloquent of speeches.
By the time Khasbika-ada reached the dairy, Khabib was already there. Still in his undershirt, he had managed
only to pull on a pair of boots. The chairman was standing in the middle of the calf-house, up to his knees in green
ooze, just as Khasbika had predicted. He was nervously fiddling with a cigarette.
“Why did you lie to me?” he snapped at Khasbika. “All the calves are fine. Is this your idea of a joke, or
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what?”
“Now I’ve really got him worried,” Khasbika noted with grim satisfaction and pontificated:
“If I hadn’t said what I did, you wouldn’t have shown your face here for another month. But now you see for
yourself that the calf-house must be repaired on the double.”
“Merciful Allah, it’s the middle of the harvest. Where are we going to find the people?”
“There are twelve months in a year, Khabib. If you haven’t managed to find any free hands yet, then you’re not
going to any time soon. But this simply can’t wait any longer. You can see that right off. And by the way, today
would be a good day to start: no one is out in the fields just now.”
“What’s gotten into her all of a sudden?” exclaimed Khabib, and it was impossible to tell if he were angry or
merely amazed.
However, not an hour had gone by when a long and curious procession reached the gates of the dairy. It was
the villagers shielding themselves from the pounding rain as best they could, some wearing raincoats, others
draped in plastic tablecloths or old capes.
They got down to work. Some shoveled the horrible green ooze from the calf-house, and others hauled it away
in buckets. Another group mixed some cement and got to patching the wall. In the midst of it all, the milkmaids
went about their customary tasks: milking the cows, pouring the milk into cans, and handing them over to the
truck driver who would take them to the main town of the region.
Still the rain did not let up. But it did not create such a gloomy atmosphere, because a fire crackled merrily in
the hearth, and the calf-house was looking better with each passing minute. This small victory over themselves
and the forces of nature warmed the farmers and gave them reserves of strength they never knew they had.
Khasbika-ada walked over to the chairman and announced resolutely:
“I need at least ten truckloads of sawdust!”
“And maybe you’d like the sun and the moon as well!”
“I’m not asking for myself. Would you make your children sleep on the cold damp floor without any bedding?
Well, calves are just the same as children. You can’t find any difference between puppies and kittens and human
children. Only calves can’t tell you what they need in so many words. But they understand everything. Not a
single one will come up to you, but look at this.”
With that, she stretched out her rough palm, covered with grime-blackened cracks, and the baby calves came
running up to lick it.
“If she had her way, she’d make my children sleep in this shed and put her precious calves in our house,”
fumed Khabib’s wife, who had overheard the conversation.
“She’ll do it for sure,” piped up one of the milkmaids. “Didn’t she put every single one of us to sleep next to a
baby calf during the war?”
“She did, and that’s the truth!” exclaimed another. “I remember it as if it were only yesterday. It was winter
and colder than it had ever been before or after in our stretch of the mountains. I was in the sixth grade. Suddenly,
the classroom door opened, and in came Khasbika-ada. We all stood up, of course. She said: ‘Excuse me for
interrupting your lesson, but I’ve got a problem on my hands. Girls, our dairy needs help badly. The work we do
in the rear right now is just as important as what’s going on at the front line, so I’m asking you to come to work at
the dairy!’
“And what a scene followed! Our teacher Bariyat was standing there red as a beet, not knowing what to do. On
the one hand, we should be in school, but on the other, Khasbika-ada had put it in such a way that we couldn’t
possibly refuse. After all, the front line needed our help! The next day, every single one of us turned up at the
dairy instead of going to lessons. And it’s no secret, we were all glad we didn’t have to study any more. But that
wasn’t the end of it. Khasbika-ada greeted us all very solemnly and inspected our hands right off. She rejected a
few then and there. No matter how hard they pleaded, she wouldn’t take them on. You know how she is. Her word
is law. Khasbika-ada picked out the strongest of us—the ones who were most used to doing housework—and told
us: ‘You’re going to work at the dairy, but in the evenings. If I hear that you’ve been skipping school or making
bad grades, I’ll forbid you to work here, and that will be very bad for us all and for the front.’ You can imagine
how our faces fell when we heard that!”
“My, my, my,” sighed Zoryanka, listening eagerly to the elderly milkmaid’s tale. “You can’t put a price tag on
our Khasbika-ada, that’s for sure!”
“Well, anyway, if she ever gets one, you can bet the price will be more than you or I can afford! She’s got so
many medals that when she takes her seat at the Presidium, it looks like the Northern lights have arrived! How
many times has she been to congresses right in the Kremlin! She’s helped decide matters of state, no less. How
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many articles have appeared about her in the papers and magazines! Why, her picture was in one issue of Peasant
Woman magazine three different times. Just imagine that terrible winter!
“We’ve gotten all in a huff now because the rain was about to bring the calf-house down. But what’s a little
rain compared with that freezing winter during the war!? Khasbika-ada brought all the blankets and rags from her
house to cover the calves. It was so cold the cow dung froze as soon as it touched the ground. And to make
matters worse, we’d run out of fodder. So she called a meeting of all us sixth-graders who were working at the
dairy in the evenings and said: ‘The hospitals need potatoes, so all of you bring as many as you can’ We were
foolish young things and didn’t stop to think why we were supposed to bring the potatoes right to the dairy instead
of to the village Soviet. So we brought them to her, and she made mush for the cows and calves. She didn’t eat a
bite herself, and she wouldn’t let us have any.
“Finally, when the calves started to die despite all her efforts, she gave one to each of us and said: ‘Take them
home with you, and they’ll have a better chance of surviving.’ I remember sitting right next to the hearth to do my
homework so there would be more light—the lamps were rarely lit in those days: everyone was saving kerosene.
Suddenly there came a knock at the door. I looked up, and there was Khasbika-ada. She had something bundled
up in her arms. She unwrapped her bundle, and out jumped a tiny calf so weak it could barely stand. It ran over to
our lamb and sniffed it. Then they butted heads and made their acquaintance.
“I didn’t know what she had in mind yet, but I was sure she had something up her sleeve, so I asked:
‘Khasbika-ada, have you brought us a calf for a present, then?’ ‘Sure,’ she said with chuckle in that deep hollow
voice of hers. ‘And in the spring, you’re going to bring me back a cow.’ Mama got scared and shrieked: ‘But it’s
so sickly; what if it dies?!’ ‘Then you can give me yours instead,’ Khasbika-ada replied and left without another
word.”
Lost in conversation, the women didn’t notice that the task which had seemed so insurmountable at first was
nearing completion. The calf-house was getting neater and cleaner by the minute.
Like a commander who had pulled victory from the jaws of defeat in a major encounter with the enemy,
Khasbika made periodic inspections of her “troops.”
“It won’t do the chairman’s wife any harm to do a bit of work on the dairy once a year or so,” she pronounced
didactically while standing near Aizanat, who was washing her hands in a metal tub filled with water at the time.
“That horrid old shrew!” thought Aizanat to herself, but she said aloud:
“My hands aren’t as lily-white as you think, Khasbika-ada. You can have a look at my work record any time
you like.”
And to give the chairman his due, he really did send his wife to work at tasks no less difficult than those he
gave the other farmers. But nonetheless, there was no love lost between the two women. The reason was that
Khasbika had gotten the best of the chairman more than once. It would have been different if Khabib had been
some good-for-nothing, but he actually had a good reputation in the region. He was well thought of by the local
authorities. His farmers got the highest possible work-days and were paid accordingly. Only Khasbika failed to
give him his due and was constantly putting him in awkward positions, as she had just done that day.
How could Aizanat have possibly loved Khasbika when she was the one who had made a laughing-stock of her
husband not just in the village but all over the region.
*
It had all begun in February a year ago. And February, as everyone knows, is the hardest month of the whole
year. The mountain folk say it’s the kind of month when garlic freezes in the mortar. Animals often bear young
during that month, so the milkmaids always hoard their best fodder to see the cows through those difficult days.
Khasbika always stored away ground chaff from wheat and corn for that month. Starting at the beginning of
February, she would give each cow a bucket of watery porridge made from this mixture every day. She guarded it
as jealously as if it were gold dust. On orders from her, Abdulkadyr began putting by stores of the mixture in early
autumn. She didn’t keep it in the regular collective farm storehouse, but hid it in the dairy’s granary.
“That way, my mind’s at ease,” she told Abdulkadyr.
That February, there blew such a strong, biting wind it seemed to all who ventured outside that their faces were
being seared by a white-hot flame. The wind lashed the windows, dashing harsh snowflakes against the panes.
The dairy was like a winter hut somewhere in the frozen Arctic. And during this worst of all possible weather, one
cow after another began to calve.
So Khasbika clean forgot the road to the village. One evening, Adbulkadyr couldn’t resist saying:
“Khasbika-ada, why don’t you go home for a little while? You haven’t had a rest in Allah knows when. You’re
like a worn-out old scarecrow. If anything happens, I’ll come for you.”
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“I'm afraid to leave just now. Aigur will be calving any moment now,” sighed the milk-maid.
“But I said I’d come for you if anything happens,” Abdulkadyr repeated and finally talked her into going home
for a while. But she only consented to leave after extracting from him a promise that he would not sleep at all that
night, but would sit at the dairy himself, checking the cow shed from time to time, and running to fetch Khasbika
as soon as Aigur started rubbing her head against the wall.
Abdulkadyr swore he would do everything just as they had agreed, so Khasbika-ada finally set off for home.
He was the only person to whom she would entrust the dairy at such a crucial moment. After all, they had worked
together for many years, ever since Abdulkadyr had returned home from the war with an arm missing. He was
officially the director of the dairy, but in fact, all the important decisions were made by Khasbika- ada. And the
other milkmaids even came to her to deal with most of the petty matters. If any of them preferred Abdulkadyr’s
authority to her own, she was mightily offended.. She did not strike out at her offender at once but saved up her
anger, letting it fly at the uncomprehending milkmaid at the appropriate moment. But that happened very rarely
because the other milkmaids were well aware of their elder colleague’s weakness and were careful of her feelings.
They knew just what to say to evoke the desired response from her.
Although Khasbika-ada took Abdulkadyr’s advice that freezing February night and traipsed home to get some
rest, she left her heart at the dairy where Aigur might be needing her help any minute. After all, no one knew the
habits of her charges as well as she. For example, before White Flanks calved, she would shook\fn{ Shake; the past
tense, and also the archaic and dialectical past participular form, of shake.} with one leg then the other as if trying to rid them
of the excess weight. Black Hoof would shake her head and moo plaintively. Strawberry Roan would loll about on
the floor as if her legs had been knocked out from under her then race around nervously.
That night, Khasbika’s ancient door creaked once every ten minutes, and her neighbor Aishat, on whose nerves
the creaks grated like chalk squeaking on a blackboard, could not fall asleep for the life of her.
“How I wish she’d just go live at the dairy and never come back,” Aishat thought heatedly.
Finally, after wolfing down a hurriedly-made supper, Khasbika went to bed at last to the eternal delight of
Aishat who was tossing and turning in faint hope of falling asleep again.
But just then, a painful vision of Aigur, eyes crossed hopelessly, rubbing her head against the wall, appeared to
Khasbika. So she jumped out of bed, and, pulling her kerchief on as she went, flew out of the house and headed
for the dairy. When she left, her door creaked with such heartrending despair that her hapless neighbor Aishat
probably called more than one demon down upon the restless old woman’s head.
As she turned down the street, she saw a truck leaving the farm. At first, she didn’t pay it any mind. But when
she saw two even tire tracks leading away from the dairy, it put her on guard.
“I see you’ve come back after all,” Abdulkadyr greeted her merrily. “Your Aigur is standing there, quietly
chewing her cud.”
Khasbika-ada did not reply. Her upper lip receded completely behind the lower one as if it had been taken
captive, no more.
“Well, since you don’t feel like sitting at home, I’ll be heading for my place. Good night! said Abdulkadyr.
She didn't reply but picked up the poker and began striking the coals in the fireplace so fiercely it made the
sparks fly.
When she had locked the door after Abdulkadyr, she got out the keys to the granary. Snow flurries had already
covered all traces of the tracks that had led from there a few minutes before, and the snow all about lay smooth
and even. Khasbika calmed down and was almost embarrassed of her suspicions. She was about to go back inside
when suddenly she caught sight of a crumpled cigarette pack. Although there was nothing particularly unusual
about that, she decided to have a look inside the granary anyway. After counting the sacks of feed carefully,
Khasbika determined that about thirty of them were missing.
She kept her peace for three whole days, her upper lip held captive by the lower one. On the fourth day, after
all the milk-maids had gone home, she went up to Abdulkadyr and stared straight into his eyes for a long time.
Suddenly she burst into such raucous laughter that the old man recoiled in confusion. He had never heard her so
much as giggle in all the years he had known her, and the sounds she was making were nothing like normal
laughter. They were terrifying as snow falling on a meadow in bloom in the middle of June.
“What’s the matter with you?” he asked ingratiatingly.
“I remembered an old parable, and I haven’t been able to get it off my mind for the past three days.”
“Those things happen,” Abdulkadyr replied cautiously, still not realizing what she was driving at.
“I’d like to tell you the story,” continued Khasbika. “A certain shepherd had a dog he trusted more than
anything else in the world. But one day, the shepherd noticed that lambs were disappearing from his flock. And to
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make matters worse, the thief didn’t leave any traces or clues. There wasn’t a scratch on the dog, which meant he
hadn’t been tangling with wolves. The shepherd decided to catch the thief, and do you know what he saw? He saw
that his best friend, the same dog who had endured hunger and cold with him, who had seized more than one
hapless wolf by the throat defending the flock, was dragging lambs off and throwing them to the wolf pack.”
Abdulkadyr paled visibly, and averted his eyes. That was the end of their conversation. Khasbika didn’t even
glance in his direction for the next week, and Abdulkadyr walked about with his head hung low. His limp seemed
twice as bad as before.
*
But not a month had passed before Khabib the chairman asked Khasbika to drop by his office.
Never before had he greeted her so warmly. As soon as the old woman stepped across the threshold, Khabib
rose, spread his arms wide, broke into a grin, and rushed to meet her.
“My dear Khasbika, if it weren’t for you, the sun would not shine brightly enough to light our village. If you
didn’t work at our dairy, there would be far fewer stars in the sky! Allah is my witness!”
Khabib’s enthusiastic greeting put Khasbika-ada on guard:
“The words drip from his mouth like honey. That means he’s got something up his sleeve for sure. So I’ll have
to stay on my toes to avoid falling into his trap.”
“Have a seat, old friend,” he continued, cautiously placing his arms around her shoulder as if she were made of
fragile porcelain and seeing her to her chair. “How are you feeling these days?” he inquired, training a gaze that
was a mixture of tenderness and sympathy on her.
“I can’t complain,” replied Khasbika in her deep voice that seemed to come from a large, hollow clay jug.
“May a stone the size of a goose egg get stuck in the ear of any devil who wants to hex me, but I can’t remember
a day that I’ve ever had even so much as a headache.”
“Yes, good health is the main thing,” Khabib stated with a certain degree of disillusionment. “Such a respected
woman as you should take particular care of her health.”
Khasbika could tell he was procrastinating about whatever it was he had to say, so she decided to bring matters
to a head.
“You know, Khabib, I’m in a bit of a hurry. The vet is supposed to arrive at the dairy any moment now, and I
have to show him every single cow myself. So out with it: tell me what it is you need with me.”
“Well, in that case …” Khabib began, putting down the pencil he had been fiddling with nervously, setting the
stage for some important pronouncement. “Khasbika-ada, you know what we all think of you—after all, you’ve
done so much for the collective farm. You’ve trained more than one generation of milkmaids and devoted your
whole life to the dairy... But after all, it’s not fair to exploit one person for so long. What will people say?! And
what will the regional office think in the end? We have to have a little self-respect, don’t you think? So we’ve
decided to give you your long-deserved rest. Let the younger folk pick up your burden.”
An incomprehensible tremor ran through Khasbika’s body. The chair she was sitting in seemed suddenly
unsteady. She grasped the edge of the seat convulsively to keep from falling like a passenger grabbing for a
handhold on a bus making a sharp turn. But her voice was firm when she began to speak. The only sign of her
agitation was her upper lip, which was completely concealed by the lower one.
“Thank you, Khabib! At long last you’ve decided to show your gratitude for all my years of hard work! You’re
perfectly right—how long can a body keep on working as hard as I have, after all, I’m no spring chicken—let’s
face it. I’ve been wanting to ask you about retirement for some time now, but I’ve felt awkward bringing the
subject up. So I’m doubly grateful to you for bringing up such a delicate matter yourself. Thank you once again,
Khabib. It’s a fine thing to have such a sensitive boss.”
With those words, Khasbika gave the chairman a look that made a chill run down his spine.
“We’ll have a big party to celebrate your retirement in proper fashion,” he muttered.. “With all the pomp and
circumstance you deserve. You’ll see. It’ll be a great event! But let me know who you’ll be turning your cows
over to. I want to make sure they’re left in good hands.”
“All our milkmaids are extremely competent,” Khasbika- ada replied with a note of condescension.
“But still, who will you give them to?”
Khabib relaxed a bit, glad that the most difficult part of the conversation was over and that it had taken on a
calm, businesslike tone.
“I guess Kamila can have them. She works slowly, but she’s very thorough. And she always sees things
through to the end. She’s as honest as they come, that Kamila. So that means I can consider myself a free woman
starting tomorrow?”
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Never had the short street that led from the village Soviet to her house seemed so long and steep to Khasbika.
And never before had her swift feet refused to obey her, but now they stumbled over every tussock and got stuck
in each little rut.
The next morning, Khasbika-ada felt helplessly old and utterly useless. She was like an empty sack from
which the last bits of grain had been shaken.
The milkmaids were thoroughly shocked when Khasbika didn’t show up at the dairy. It was the first and only
time such a thing had happened for as long as any of them could remember. They asked her neighbor Aishat what
had happened, and she suddenly recalled that a light had burned in Khasbika’s window until late the evening
before, and then, miracle of miracles, the door had not creaked once the whole night through.
“Something must have happened,” the milkmaids thought in alarm. They decided the old woman must have
fallen seriously ill and sent Aishat to check on her at once.
How surprised Aishat was when she found Khasbika sitting on her porch, not doing anything. Her yard, which
was usually so full of junk, was clean and neat. The porch, which had not been scrubbed for ages, was absolutely
spotless. Khasbika was perched on the steps, fussing over her chicks.
Aishat was so shocked by what she saw, she almost fainted.
“Are you … are you … are you all right? Has something happened?” she finally stuttered..
“Everything’s fine,” Khasbika replied calmly. “It’s just that starting today. I’m taking a long-deserved rest. The
collective farm has finally decided to let me retire.”
Aishat realized what had happened. She sat down next to the old woman and hugged her in silence. They sat
that way until the sun crossed to the other side of the street and a chilly shadow fell over Khasbika’s yard. What
they were thinking and talking about is known only to them.
But that afternoon, they rose and set off sedately for the dairy like people with no where to hurry.
There, Khasbika-ada cheerfully informed everyone that she was retiring as of that very day. When the
milkmaids began raising a hubbub like a bunch of chicks crowding around a brood- hen, Aishat shushed them all:
“Do you think she’s supposed to slave away for a hundred years at the dairy, or what? She’s just as human as
you or I, and it’s time she had a rest.”
That same day, Abdulkadyr came up to her, his head hung low, so as not to meet her gaze, and said:
“Khabib asked me to get you to fill out your application for a pension.”
Since that memorable day when Khasbika-ada had caught Abdulkadyr redhanded, as it were, they had barely
exchanged a word. He knew she would never say a word to anyone about what she had seen, but the old man was
tormented by the thought that she considered him a thief. But he hadn’t taken the grain for himself or of his own
free will. That day, Khabib had called the dairy and ordered Abdulkadyr himself, without the knowledge or
consent of Khasbika, to give thirty bags of feed to his friend, Murgi, chairman of the neighboring collective farm.
How could Abdulkadyr disobey the chairman?
How many times had he tried to force himself to approach Khasbika and tell her what had really happened, but
every time, she gave him such a cold stare that he backed away involuntarily.
She gave him such a look now, and it made him start as if he had unexpectedly grabbed a piece of ice.
The news of Khasbika’s retirement flew from one end of the village to the other. It was surely the most
significant local event of all the post-war years.
People didn’t know quite what to do with themselves. They felt an ineffable sadness and pitied Khasbika
enormously. They asked her time and again if anyone had offended her. But she quickly put an end to this by
announcing that she had been dreaming of retirement for ages, and that she was eternally grateful to Khabib for
guessing her secret desire and making it all possible.
When Khabib heard about this, he was enormously pleased that everything had turned out so well. He was
positively exultant, for without any difficulty, he had realized an old dream in managing to get such a restless
person to retire without any argument. After all, by what right should the chairman be afraid of one of his own
milkmaids! And he was definitely afraid of her—terrified even. If only she would milk her cows and no more, that
would be the end of it, but she was constantly sticking her nose in where it didn’t belong. Like at haymaking, for
example. What business was it ofhers? She was only a milkmaid, after all. There were team leaders and
supervisors to look after things, but there she was, guarding the field to make sure none of the women took any of
the collective farm’s hay home for their own cows. On the one hand, Khabib should have been glad she was
looking after collective farm property. But on the other hand …
And it was this other hand that stuck in his throat. That busybody Khasbika was undermining his authority. It
was as if not he, but she, were the chairman of the collective farm, because whenever he, Khabib, reproached the
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women for running off with the hay, they didn’t pay him any mind. They would haul wheelbarrowsfull right under
his windows. But when Khasbika stood in the road in her inevitable staple brown dress, her long bony arms
crossed, the women would throw down the stolen hay at once. His patience had run out when Abdulkadyr told
him what had happened with\fn{I.e., about the matter of.} the thirty sacks of feed. That made him decide to get rid of
Khasbika once and for all. The farewell banquet was held in the collective farm office, and naturally, not everyone
would fit inside the room, so there were lots of people milling about in the hall. They thronged outside the
windows as well.
Khasbika-ada appeared at the last moment, after every one was seated at the heavily-laden table.
“Vababai!” cried the women in chorus, and even Khabib let out a slightly womanish sigh.
Khasbika was wearing a velvet dress the color of a tender green meadow, not yet yellowed by the fierce rays of
the blazing sun. On her head was a flowered scarf with a gold thread running through it that had been given to her
by Woman of Daghestan magazine. Her shoes were of white patent leather. Of all her medals, she was wearing
only the Order of Lenin, and that medal gave her appearance such significance that everyone rose involuntarily
when she appeared.
“Vuya!” someone exclaimed. “Why are you even thinking of retiring? You’re still so young!”
“Who would have believed what beauty was hidden under that brown sack she always wears?”
While the women expressed their admiration, Khabib seated her between himself and Abdulkadyr with a
respectful flourish.
Then Khabib tapped a pencil on the water pitcher, calling for silence, and the festive party began.
The chairman made the first speech, of course, praising Khasbika-ada to the skies, and making note of her
selflessness, utter honesty, and her dedication to the dairy and the collective farm as a whole. At the end of his
speech, Khabib wished the old woman good health and a long life with tears in his eyes and presented her a
certificate of merit from the Regional Party Committee and a gold wrist watch from the collective farm.
Abdulkadyr should have spoken next, but the poor man had a horrible toothache, so he pointed to his swollen
cheek, the size of a pigeon’s egg, in silence, a tortured expression on his face.
Many empassioned speeches were made that evening, but the longest of all was given by Khasbika’s neighbor
and friend at work, Aishat. She reminded everyone of how Khasbika-ada had been an example for the young
milkmaids to follow, how she had taken over the care of their worst cows and returned them to her junior
colleagues only when they were equal to the best in the herd, or even better.
“In a word,” Aishat ended her talk, “for all of us, she has been and remains an example of courage, selflessness
and dedication.”
The shortest speech of all was made by Khasbika herself. She rose, straightened the kerchief, which was
slipping off her head, and began. Her upper lip disappeared behind the lower one for an instant.
“Thank you, my dear fellow villagers, for all your kind words and attention and respect. But I’m not the reason
our dairy is the best in the region. That is something for which all of you are to be thanked, my dear milkmaids.
For it is you who have labored ceaselessly, not knowing what it means to rest for a while. Your hands that cracked
from the bitter cold and peeled from the blazing sun …
“I’m not going to talk for long, and I’m not much good at making speeches anyway, but I want to give my old
apron to Kamila. She’s young but she tries hard and is very responsible. So may she never disgrace us or let us
down. Here, my dear—”
She broke off and handed the apron to Kamila with a wave of her hand.
“Thank you, Khasbika-ada. I can’t tell you how touched I am by your gesture of trust,” Kamila stuttered. “I
still have to earn the right to wear this apron. But I can’t take it from you, because I’m leaving tomorrow to take
my entrance exams for the agricultural institute. So you’d better give the apron to Zoryanka. She deserves it more
than I do.”
“Well, if that’s the way you want it,” Khasbika-ada agreed, “I wish you every success. Zoryanka is also a
respected milk-maid and a good songster as well. It’s been a pleasure to work with her at the dairy.”
The old woman walked up to Zoryanka without further ado and held out the apron to her.
“Oh, Khasbika-ada, I am honored that you consider me worthy of carrying on your noble traditions, but I’m
leaving, too. I’m going to Moscow to study. Do forgive me.”
At those words, Khabib started and cast a suspicious glance at Khasbika; Abdulkadyr moaned loudly and
pressed his hand to his cheek. Only the old woman remained calm.
“Well, then,” she continued after a short pause. “Every single milkmaid at our dairy is worthy of receiving my
apron, so I will give it with pleasure to myoId friend Umagani. After all, we helped start the dairy and get it on its
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feet back in the thirties.”
“But you know I have to go to the hospital for an operation, my dear Khasbika-ada. And who knows how long
it will be before I’m back on my feet.”
“Well, if none of you will take my apron, then I’ll pin all my hopes on you, Aishat. At least you won’t let me
down, I hope!”
“Khasbika-ada,” objected Aishat. “You know I’d try to move heaven and earth for you. But I just got a letter
from my son asking me to come and stay with them for a while in Volgograd. My daughter-in-law has just entered
college, and there’s no one to sit with the children. I have to help him, after all. And my suitcases are already
packed. Do forgive me.”
A peculiar kind of quiet fell over the gathering like the lull before a storm or before a battle. Suddenly, the
quiet was broken by a resounding crash so loud it made everyone jump. It was the chairman pounding his fist on
the table.
“Have you all been scheming behind my back? Who do you think is going to work at the dairy if all of you
leave?!”
The next day, there was so much gossip flying round the village that three water-pipes at different ends of the
village burst and created quite a flood: the women who gathered at the well for a chat forgot to turn off the
faucets. The main source of this gossip was Aishat, Khasbika’s neighbor. She told the other women that after the
party in honor of the old milkmaid that had ended so sadly and shamefully, Khabib and Abdulkadyr were the last
to leave the office. And the two of them had had an awful fight. She had hidden behind the door and listened to
every word of what they said. She hadn’t missed a thing: everyone knew what sharp ears she had. In the middle of
her story, after all the women listening had entirely forgotten about the faucets and the water pouring out of the
taps, one of them asked in a moment of doubt:
“But how could Abdulkadyr talk? You saw how swollen his cheek was last night! He couldn’t even make a
speech.”
“This is how,” Aishat replied victoriously. “He didn’t have a toothache at all. He stuffed an ordinary walnut
into his cheek, and when he started to shout at the chairman that all this was his doings, that she couldn’t live a
day without the dairy, and the dairy certainly wouldn’t survive without her—at that very minute, the walnut
popped out of his mouth.”
“Vababai! The lengths people will go to!” exclaimed Umagani.
The women wasted half a day on this gossip. The cows mooed in vain, calling their mistresses. Babies wailed
fruitlessly in their cradles, and Abdulkadyr was wasting his time standing at the gates to the dairy, looking for his
long-lost milkmaids.
The women stood by the water pipes cackling and chatting. When they finally set off for home, they were so
slow it seemed they had lead in their feet. Small knots of women stood by every gate for another hour or so.
That evening, there was more news: Khasbika’s favorite cow, Aigur, had calved but wouldn’t let anyone near
her. So they had had to send a delegation from the dairy to Khasbika, but although they begged her to come for
over half an hour, her reply was one and the same:
“What is it you want from me? I’ve retired, or have you forgotten already? I’m tired of smelling like cow
dung. From now on, I want to smell of nothing but the finest perfume.”
And with that, she walked over to her dressing table, picked up a bottle of the popular scent, Red Poppy, and
doused herself liberally, to the utter amazement of the frazzled women.
With that reply, the delegation left. However, the next day, Aishat reported solemnly that at midnight, she had
heard the familiar creaking of the door and had run to the window in time to catch a glimpse of Khasbika almost
running in the direction of the dairy.
This announcement so touched the women that many were soon dabbing at their eyes with the corners of their
kerchiefs.
Then came the final blow: it wasn’t clear from which direction that evil shaft had fallen, but nothing more
offensive or painful could ever have been imagined. It seemed a delegation from a collective farm which was
constantly competing with their own had sent a delegation to Khasbika and begged her to become the head of
their dairy: she could name her terms. And the worst of it was, she had agreed. What a disgrace for them all!
After that, the villagers saw with their own eyes how Khabib and Abdulkadyr climbed the steps of Khasbika’s
porch. Evidently, their conversation was not a pleasant one, because when they left three hours later, Khabib was
wiping his bald pate with his handkerchief, and Abdulkadyr was limping worse than usual, which was a sure sign
he was agitated about something.
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Allah only knows how it might have all ended, but one day, a big white car pulled up in front of the collective
farm office, and Gairbek—the first secretary of the district party committee—himself stepped out. Even the
cleaning woman, who was never denied entrance to the office, couldn’t get into the room Khabib and Gairbek had
hidden themselves away in. True, she had tried to get in a couple of times with a jug of water, or to get replies for
urgent matters that needed to be attended to at once, but they sent her away each time, and finally, Khabib even
threatened to fire her if she bothered them again.
But she forgave him his rudeness, because he entrusted her personally with a very responsible task: she was to
tell Khasbika-ada to come to the collective farm office at once.
The old woman appeared in the same green velvet dress and goldthreaded scarf she had worn at her testimonial
dinner. Again, no one knows what they talked about, but approximately an hour later, Gairbek left the office with
Khasbika. Her cheeks were burning, and her eyes shown, although she was obviously trying to conceal her joy.
She climbed into the car with Gairbek and he took her to the very gate of her house. When they arrived, he got
out, shook Khasbika’s hand, and said:
“Lots of things happen in this life, but we must never forget that above all, we are communists.”
And Khasbika replied with dignity:
“I don’t like to waste words. Time will tell.”
That evening, the villagers saw her in the green velvet dress and gold-threaded scarf for the last time.
The next day, Khasbika was her old self, the gaunt figure in the brown dress every child in the village knew on
sight. She had donned her thick stockings and round-toed galoshes as well.
The milkmaids were moved to tears when they heard Khasbika-ada, so reticent in showing affection to human
beings, whispering to her White Flanks:
“Forgive me for leaving you all alone with some stranger, my dear, my beauty. In the world of people,
everything is different than here at the dairy. Sometimes you have to hold yourself back from what you really
want to do in hopes of making things better for you, my dears. I hardly recognize you, my dears. A stranger’s
touch just isn’t the same, you know. They just threw you some straw and left, they did. And the rascals didn’t even
bother to clean out your stalls. I can’t believe how badly some people treat cows!”
Thus the matter ended, and everyone breathed a sigh of relief. The river of disaster that was threatening to
overflow its banks receded. Only Aizanat, Khabib’s wife, bore a secret grudge against the wilful milkmaid. How
could she ever forgive the old woman for twisting her husband around her little finger like that and shaming him
before the whole village!
And as for lame Abdulkadyr, his love and respect for Khasbika grew enormously.
In the end, only the three of them ever knew why Khabib wanted to force Khasbika to retire.
*
Not only did the downpour fail to let up, it grew even worse towards evening. So Khasbika sent the night
watchman home and slept at the dairy. To keep her mind off the beating of the rain against the roof and windowpanes, she leafed through piles of old magazines she knew from cover to cover.
But Khasbika had one great weakness that outstripped all the others: she had boundless respect for the printed
word, so she subscribed to all the magazines that were available in her native language in those parts.
She subscribed to more magazines than the school principal, the collective farm chairman, and the head doctor.
So when it was time to renew subscriptions for the coming year, Asiyat the postmistress came to see Khasbika
first of all. She read her the long list of magazines available, and the old woman listened intently, afraid she would
miss some important title or other. She inclined her head, tucked in her upper lip, and opened her eyes wide as if
she were not only listening but gazing intently at something as well. She let Asiyat read the list without interruption, and when the younger woman was finished, she would reflect for a while, then reply thoughtfully and with
concentration:
“Well, I think I’ll take Working Woman,” and with this, she would count on her dark, crackled fingers with
difficulty, then continue:
“Little Flame, Soviet Woman, Woman of Daghestan, and Soviet Sport, I guess …”
“I’ve only got four subscriptions to Soviet Sport for the whole village,” muttered Asiyat in a feeble objection.
“Well, so what?” Khasbika exclaimed animatedly. “It’s a good paper, and it’s not just for men!!”
So poor Asiyat could do nothing but sigh and give the old woman a subscription to Soviet Sport.
But it gave her no end of trouble later. She had to explain in practically every home:
“They only gave me\fn{One has to realize: everything—particularly the visuals of mass-communication, especially in a country
whose political system rests upon the constant fear of being willingly overthrown by its own citizens—was rationed in the former Union of
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Soviet Socialist Republics, despite the fact that they controlled the very content itself of the publications in question .}

four
subscriptions for the whole village. Khasbika-ada took one, and the school another. The third one went to
Makhmud: after all, he’s the physical education teacher and a national champion to boot. The last one went to
Arif, the head doctor. I couldn’t refuse him, you see.”
No one dared to ask what Khasbika could possibly want with a subscription to Soviet Sport.
They had to give Khasbika-ada her due: she didn’t only subscribe to things she needed for herself. She set up a
library of sorts at the dairy which anyone who wanted could use on one condition: that they return the newspapers
and magazines on time and in good condition. Khasbika-ada had ordered a special bookshelf from the village
cabinet-maker. All the periodicals were kept there, and on the door was an enormous padlock which had been
brought all the way from Grozny. There were almost as many jokes in her village about that lock as there were
about the door to her house, which was never locked.
In the same room of the dairy office was a television Khasbika-ada had bought with her own money. This is
how it happened: once during the very heat of the World Hockey Cup finals, one of her cows got sick, so
Khasbika had to miss one of the most interesting matches. True, the other milkmaids, who knew of her passion for
hockey, tried to convince her to stay home for the game, promising to look after the cow themselves. But
Khasbika flatly refused, reasoning that health (even a cow’s) was more important than a game (even if grown men
were playing it and even if the fate of the world cup hung in the balance). The next day, Khasbika couldn’t find
out the exact score or even who had won. So she huffed over to the bank in a white fury, took out a large sum of
money, and set off to the village store to buy a television.
In the evenings after all the milkmaids had set off for home and the cows were peacefully dozing or chewing
their cud, Khasbika-ada had time to watch television or leaf through old magazines. She was pouring over a twoyear-old issue of Working Woman when the door flew open and, along with the smell of rain and dampness, two
little boys, wet to the bone, entered .the room. They were Murtaza and Omar, the sons of the head doctor and the
blacksmith, respectively.
“Khasbika-ada, we've got a bet on about a goalkeeper. Can we have a look at all of last year’s Soviet Sport?”
they asked in chorus.
Having said their piece, they peered hopefully at the old woman. She gazed silently back at them, taking note
of their wet heads and dropping her eyes to the puddle that was forming at their feet. She clucked disapprovingly,
and the boys grew suddenly gloomy.
“Doesn’t your father get a subscription?” she asked Murtaza sternly.
“Yes, he does,” admitted Murtaza, “but we don’t save it.”
“Well, that’s not very good,” Khasbika noted didactically. "How can you lose track of such an important thing
when there are only four subscriptions in the whole village!”
With those words, she rose and pulled an enormous, heavy key from her pocket.
“Do you want to look here or take them home with you?”
“We’ll take them with us!” the boys exclaimed animatedly.
“I really shouldn’t let you take the papers out in such a downpour,” sighed Khasbika. “Be sure not to touch
them with wet hands, or they’ll get smudged, and they won’t be any good to anyone. And don’t dog-ear the pages!
I expect you to have them back by evening on the day after tomorrow.”
Having finished this litany, she carefully wrapped the papers in a plastic bag which she held out to the boys.
*
Still, the rain kept pounding on the roof. Its steady patter made her drowsy and called forth vivid reminiscences
from the past …
*
She saw herself as a small girl with a multitude of long, black braids, running across a newly-ploughed field.
She would pause to pick up roots that had been torn up by the plough, put them in the sack hooked over her arm,
and run on. How fine and free everything was! How she wished to live that way all the time! There was her father
pacing along after the plough and her mother breaking up the clods of earth with a pick—how she wished it could
always be that way!
“Khasbi-i-ika!” called her mother, and the wind carried her voice far, far across the field. “Come over here and
look at what juicy roots I’ve found! How happy your White Face will be!!”
But that unexpected image vanished just as quickly as it had come, and Khasbika couldn’t remember for the
life of her what had happened after that. The next scene that flashed before her eyes was just as joyful and
melancholic as the first. A little girl with a multitude of long, black braids was playing hop-scotch in the yard.
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Two large pear trees provided shade from the blazing sun. But the thick, gnarled roots of those trees rose above
the surface of the ground all about and kept her from drawing even squares. Her mother’s voice rang out from the
verandah:
“Khasbika, come home! There’s going to be a storm soon. Don't: you hear the thunder?”
True, the sky had grown dark, funnels of dust blew all about, and the wind had risen. Two large drops of rain
hit the ground. Khasbika ran onto the porch and stared at her mother with curiosity: she was scratching her back
against the wall and the post of the verandah just like a cat, and reciting with a laugh:
“May you never have a backache during the spring planting, the summer haymaking, or the fall harvest.”
So Khasbika began to imitate her antics.
*
The old woman remembered how sweetly she had slept in the mornings; how the sleep would not leave her
eyes no matter how hard her mother tried to wake her. Through the warm waves of slumber, the little girl could
already hear her mother’s voice:
“Khasbika, it’s time to get up! The calves are frisking about down by the stream, and your White Face is offended at you. She keeps on mooing and mooing and can hardly wait for you to wake up, little lazybones! Girls
should never sleep so long. You know what they say: ‘Beauty comes to those who wash with the sunrise.’ Just
look, your kitten is already washing herself with her paws, and the swallow has brought a bit of fluff in its claw.
Come on and get up! I’m talking to you and no one else! If you don’t love your calf, I’ll give it to Amina. She gets
up earlier than anyone.”
“No, mama!” Khasbika shouted, jumping out of bed. “I’ll never give my White Face to anyone.”
“Moooo!” the calf cried plaintively from the yard as if she understood that it was the subject of the conversation going on within. White Face stretched her neck and chewed her cud with funny, moist lips. Khasbika
hurriedly gave the calf cold left-overs from the previous night’s supper, breaking the food into small pieces and
extending them one at a time. The calf’s whiskers tickled her palm. The touch of White Face’s rough tongue made
her squint with pleasure. They went out and ran together in the meadow. There was not a cloud in the sky, and the
air was as clear as a pealing bell, purer than ever before—and my, how far she could see! The tiny silver bell tied
to White Face’s neck tinkled merrily. Her mother had worn that lovely silver bell at the end of her long, thick,
black braid, but Khasbika had asked if she could have it for White Face.
But what was this? Where had that strong wind come from all of a sudden? It almost knocked slender
Khasbika off her feet. The silver bell rang furiously as if announcing some great misfortune. How could a black
cloud appear in such a clear sky? Suddenly, it was dark all around, and lightning was flashing in a dozen different
places at once.
A lightning bolt cut through the thunderhead, and large tears fell to its mother earth from the gaping wound.
Khasbika raised her hands above her head in a vain attempt to defend herself from the elements. But there was no
salvation from such a downpour which burst forth from the heavens like a thousand jugs being emptied at once.
The women threw down their sickles and picks and ran thither and yon, trying to cover their heads with burdock.
The thunderstorm ended as suddenly as it had begun. Soon the sky was bluer and higher than it had been
before the rain; the sun fairly shone above Khasbika’s head. Rays of light played on the alpine meadows, fresh
and fragrant after the storm, festive as her mother’s best dress. Only the frothy streams flowing swiftly down the
mountain and the gurgling brooks with colored stones at the bottom retained any traces of the shower that had just
passed. Khasbika could not see her wet reflection in the clouded surface of the spring, usually smooth and glassy.
*
“Khasbik, Khasbik!” called her mother.
And the old woman looked around, expecting to see the person who was dearer to her than anyone, for no one
else had ever called her by that nickname. But she saw no one. The room was quite empty. There was only the
sound of the rain on the roof and window- panes.
“When was the last time she called me that?” Khasbika- ada tried to remember, but could not. It was as if a
mountain divided the flowing river of her past and present in two.
“There was something like that in nature as well,” Khasbika recalled suddenly. She herself had witnessed
something that happened maybe once in a century, or perhaps even once in a millennium. It was a rainy autumn
just like the one they were having at present, and Khasbika was awakened by loud cries. She was still half asleep
and did not understand what was happening, but she ran with everyone else across the wet, boggy field..
Suddenly she stopped dead in her tracks, as did the rest of the people there. They were all struck dumb by what
they saw.
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Where yesterday a high, craggy mountain had stood was a deep, gaping cave and the mountain—or rather, half
of it—had broken off and was damming the river. The crumbled remains of the mountain were terrifying to look
at. They were great and pathetic as a fallen giant. Khasbika wanted to mourn over them as over someone who had
passed away. The river’s course had been blocked, and she could see the pool of water growing by the minute.
A few days later, an enormous lake had formed beyond the village. People came from all over Daghestan to
have a look at it. A commission was sent all the way from Moscow to see what had happened.
But that monumental picture faded as well, only to be replaced by another …
*
It was summer again, and the midday heat was stifling. Haymaking was on at a furious pace. There wasn’t a
soul in the village. Everyone who could move was out in the field. Only a few ancient women remained behind to
rock the babies in their cradles. Each one was left with three or four to look after. During haymaking, every able
hand was worth its weight in gold.
The field, knee-high in hay, seemed endless. Far, far away at the horizon, it blended with the sky. Steam rose
from a huge cast iron pot in the part that had been mowed: mutton was being boiled.
But dinnertime was still a long way off. Khasbika couid hear the familiar sound of scythes swishing through
the air—a sound she always associated with the intense heat of summer and the joy of youth. The men followed
each other down the rows, step for step, one after the other. Ahead of them all went Ashkabali, the father of
Khasbika’s friend. He was wearing a white felt cap and white shirt, stained with sweat. The gleaming sleeves,
emphasizing his dark suntan, were rolled up above his elbows. Behind him came Hadzhi who was wearing two
large burdock leaves fastened together in place of a hat. Third went Khasbika’s father Kamal. He was short, but
his swing was widest of all. She was a bit offended that he didn’t go first—after all, he was the best mower by far.
After him was Abdula, the tallest, thinnest man in the village. A large handkerchief knotted in three places
covered his head. His sweep was not as wide as the others, but it was clean: the ground over which his scythe
passed was bare as a bald man’s pate. Khasbika addressed him respectfully as Abdula-datsi, because she was
betrothed to his son, Shapi.
Below, at the edge of the meadow worked the women, Khasbika among them. Her dress was not as short as it
had been the year before, and now noone could see her long braids, for they were hidden by a green scarf.
Khasbika moved a short distance away from the others and picked a large bluebell, still covered with drops from
the previous day’s rain. It could easily quench her thirst, so she raised the bluebell to her lips, tilted her head back,
and enjoyed the cool drops of water that fell onto her tongue.
The aroma of the grass blended with the smell of burning dung and boiling mutton made her head swim.
Everything all around was singing: the scythes, the larks, and the grasshoppers; even the flowers swaying in the
breeze added their quiet, almost inaudible song to that summer choir.
The sun rose higher and higher in the sky. Its rays grew unbearably hot, and the grass got drier and drier. The
women ran back and forth to the spring, wetting large burdock leaves to cover their heads. How Khasbika wanted
to eat and drink! She could hardly wait for one of the women to cry out:
“Put down your scythes! It’s time for dinner!”
But when the long-awaited summons finally came, she was in no hurry to put down her scythe, for she
remembered her mother’s instructions:
“Go out first to work, and come in last to eat.”
At last the scythes were left in the grass, hands wiped on burdock leaves, and the simple repast under the shade
of a tree was served up: what could be sweeter than those moments! A chance to stretch tired legs and straighten
backs that ached from the long hours of bending over. The buzzing in her tired body died down. One of the men
was already pulling chunks of steaming meat from the pot, and one of the women was placing clay jugs of milk
on the grass. Khasbika’s mother, casting a glance at the mowed field, said with a sigh:
“If only Zulkhishat had lived to see this day, how happy she would have been!”
Khasbika could barely remember the thin, spritely girl who was constantly roving from one end of the village
to another. They could see her red kerchief flashing wherever they looked.
“I want a kerchief like that,” whined little Khasbika when she saw that her mother had donned just such a
bright red scarf.
“Don’t worry. You’ll get a red tie soon, and you’ll go to school, too! Just you wait and see!” her mother
assured her. Though Khasbika was still small, she remembered that terrible day quite crearly.
One evening while her family was sitting by the hearth, three shots rang out.
“Vail” whimpered Khasbika in fright and drew closer to her mother. Her father took down his dagger from the
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wall and raced out into the yard. He returned soon, sank helplessly onto a stool, his head lowered, and said in a
hollow voice:
“Zulkhishat has been killed.”
They carried the girl’s body to the cemetery. She was wrapped in a red banner. The ends flapped in the breeze,
and it looked as if red flames were dancing in the air around her.
Shariat law\fn{The legal code, based on pronouncements in the Qur’an, which governs traditional Muslim societies, the defense of
both of which is, in these days, the primary concern of Muslim fundamentalism throughout the world, the enemy of which by these people
is seen as primarily the United States .} forbade women to take part in funeral processions, but that time—perhaps the

first time ever—women and children accompanied the body all the way to the grave. Khasbika felt proud and
happy: she had been entrusted with a drum to beat along the way, and she pounded it with all her might. That
procession was vivid proof of the fact that things were changing beyond recognition, and there was no returning
to the past.
The old village mullah, prayer beads in hand, tried to block their way:
“Don’t you dare bury that godless heathen in a Muslim cemetery—it’s sacred ground! Have you no fear of
Allah’s wrath?!”
But they passed by him in silence. For the first time in the history of the village, no prayers were recited at the
graveside. Instead, angry, impassioned speeches were made. Khasbika stretched her neck to see her mother climb
the fresh mound of earth. It took her a long time to get started, for she was unaccustomed to speaking in public.
But once she’d gotten her nerve up, she spoke out clearly and confidently. She talked about how Zulkhishat had
been a guiding light for them all. She recalled how they had gone to literacy classes together during the nationwide campaign to eliminate illiteracy. How Zulkhishat had understood and taken up the new ideas earlier than the
rest of them and had been among the first to join the collective farm. How she had been a shining example for
them all.
At the end of her speech, Khasbika’s mother swore that all her sisters in struggle would do everything they
could to get revenge against their enemies for this horrible murder and to continue to fight for the cause their
friend had given her life for.
Khasbika listened with her mouth opened wide in surprise. There was a lot she didn’t understand, but she
would never have thought in a million years that her own mother could say such things or speak so wisely and
logically. But she raised her fist along with the rest, feeling a strange, not at all childlike strength rising in her, and
whispered:
“I swear!”
Perhaps that was the day her childhood ended. Zulkhishat was dead and buried, but her invisible presence was
felt in everything that was going on in the village, in every bold new undertaking, on weekdays and holidays
alike. None of these tributes were official. The villagers remembered Zulkhishat with warmth and affection from
the bottom of their hearts. Unintentionally and even inappropriately on someone’s wedding day, or when the table
was laid for some holiday repast, people would remember her like some beloved family member who was no
longer with them.
“How happy that would have made Zulkhishat … what would Zulkhishat have thought of that?” someone
would say all of a sudden. Her name and whatever people thought her opinion might have been became a measure
by which actions were judged.
So no one was surprised when now at the haymaking, during the short dinner break, Khasbika’s mother could
not resist mentioning her. Everyone fell silent for a moment, reflecting on that idea, and someone moved over to
make room for the presence of Zulkhishat.
*
No matter how long and full of activity the summer days were, it was never enough for the busy days of
haymaking.
The villagers returned from the field late at night when the sky was already sagging low to the ground as if it
could not bear the weight of the stars. The meadow that had just been mowed was like the silvery moon, but it still
gave off the aromas of the daytime and the blazing sun. Bluebells swayed in the darkness here and there.
Khasbika stayed behind to have a last look at the silvery meadow which rustled and sighed as though it were
alive. She wanted to remember it just the way it was then, because she was already old enough to know that such
moments and visions were unrepeatable: the next day, the very same meadow and sky and streams at the foot of
the mountains would be quite different, not at all as they were just then.
“Khasbik, what are you waiting for?” called her mother. Perhaps this was the last time she ever heard her
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mother call her that.
After her mother’s death, Khasbika’s heart turned to stone. She couldn’t get used to the idea that her mother
was no more. At night, it seemed her mother was calling, “Khasbik, Khasbik!” Whenever that happened, the girl
would jump out of bed, her heart pounding, and peer into the darkness with terror and hope.
Her father grew reserved and withdrawn. He became more gloomy by the day and got quite strange. Although
he had previously shared his wife’s views, he prayed twice a day now, morning and evening.
One day, he brought a woman named Murgan into their home and told Khasbika this was her new stepmother.
Tacit and glum, she never once called the little girl by name. Once when she was returning from the spring, she
heard her step-mother telling her father:
“Mark my words, she’ll bring misfortune upon this house yet. I told her to learn her prayers, and do you know
what she said: ‘My mother never prayed, and I’m not going to either. I’m a Young Pioneer.’ What good can come
of the branch of a poisonous tree? You have to make her quit school.”
“You’re right, of course, Murgan,” her father agreed meekly. “But I’m afraid if we forbid her to go to school,
that Maria the teacher will give us no peace. It’s only a month till the end of school, and this summer, we’ll marry
her off fast. That will knock some sense into her for sure.”
The conversation she had overheard by chance cheered her, because marriage was the only way out of her
untenable situation. She would leave the home she had loved not so long before but where she was now so lonely.
She would be rid of her step-mother once and for all. She would take with her only the red kerchief that had been
her mother’s. She kept it hidden inside her pillowcase, and when she was falling asleep, she could feel its warmth
through the rough linen. It seemed then that her mother was beside her, hair smelling, as always, of the summer
meadow. Khasbika, choked with tears, would remember that last haymaking when her mother, as if sensing her
own approaching death, spoke of Zulkhishat, and then, as they were returning home, called out:
“Khasbik, what are you waiting for?”
What tenderness and pain the memory of that last “Khasbik” brought forth whenever she thought of it.
But one sad day, the red kerchief, the only memento Khasbika had of her mother, fell into Murgan’s hands.
Khasbika had no idea how it happened: either Murgan had found it while airing the pillow on the porch on a hot
summer day or she sus- pected something was hidden there. But in any case, the glum, cruel Murgan took the red
kerchief and threw it into the fire, shouting:
“That shameless girl, that daughter of a godless heathen wants to bring the wrath of Allah down upon our
heads!”
Khasbika dashed over to the fire and tried to pull it out of the flames, burning her hands terribly. Her father,
who had been stubbornly silent up to that point, started shouting. And Murgan began screaming when Khasbika
grabbed her hair and pulled it with all her might. They tugged the girl away and kicked her, but she didn’t feel the
pain.
That night, they locked Khasbika in the dark windowless pantry. Since it was always black as pitch in there,
she had no idea how long they left her—maybe an hour, or maybe an entire day.
“If Maria the teacher were here. she would save me,” Khasbika thought, crying. But Maria had gone back to
her home in Russia for the summer while school was out.
Finally the door opened, her father entered, and let her out, not saying a word. They washed Khasbika, made
her put on her best dress, and took her to Abdula-datsi’s house.
During these silent and hurried preparations, the girl’s heart alternately froze with terror and pounded with
mild excitement at the presentiment of changes to come. At last, her dream was being realized: she was leaving
her house to become Shapi’s wife. Even though she had been betrothed to him at birth, she had never said a single
word to him. For among their mountain people, the bride was not allowed to talk with her intended. But his father,
Abdula-datsi, worked alongside her father in the fieid. He would always stand up for her, especially since she
didn’t have a mother.
She was in a daze throughout the modest wedding ceremony, and when the zuma flutes and drums finally
quietened down after the celebration, she found herself alone with Shapi. This large, morose man who smelled
strongly of spirits was a complete stranger to her. He staggered toward Khasbika and tore the festive marital
headpiece from her hair, muttering something incomprehensible.
“No!” screamed Khasbika and pressed against the wall.
But Shapi paid no attention to her weak protest.
“This is probably how it’s supposed to be,” thought Khasbika, trying to calm herself. So she let him have his
way in the end.
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All night, he tried to do something, but she had no idea what. Suddenly, Shapi sprang from the bed, lit the
lamp, and, in a white rage, began trying to strangle Khasbika.
“You’re not a virgin!” he whispered, drawing close to her with his distorted mouth that still smelled just as
strongly and nauseatingly of spirits.
“Who was he? Tell me who you were with!”
Khasbika felt his rough fingers on her neck and began screaming at the top of her lungs. Her cries brought
several of Shapi’s relatives running. They raised a hue and cry, clucking in disapproval. Khasbika heard the word
“shameful” and realized it was being applied to her. The women told her to get dressed.. Then the men entered,
Abdula-datsi with them.
“Now he’ll stand up for me,” Khasbika thought with relief, not understanding what those noisy, furious women
wanted with her.
But to her amazement, Abdula-datsi placed his hand on his dagger and said sternly:
“Tell us who it was right this instant, or else this bed you have besmirched will be bathed in your blood.”
Perhaps that night would have been her last, but at that moment, Alibek, chairman of the village Soviet, and
Anna the nurse came racing into the room.
Later, Khasbika learned that she owed her timely rescue to Shapi’s cousin, leader of the local Komsomol cell.
It was she who had gone for Alibek and Anna.
“How dare you offend this girl in such a fashion!” Anna said angrily and convincingly, pressing the trembling
Khasbika to her breast. “The old days are gone. By Soviet law, you could be brought to trial for such an offense.”
“You’re playing with fire, Abdula. And fire burns, as well you know. So watch that nothing you do gets you
caught in the flames,” said Alibek in support of Anna..
Abdula-datsi announced hotly that he didn’t intend to let anyone interfere in his family affairs, to which Anna
replied that this was a matter which concerned the whole community. Paying no heed to the protests of Shapi’s
relatives, she led the bride away and took Khasbika back to her house.
Not expecting such a turn of events and frightened by the rumors flying about the village that Shapi was
impotent, and therefore at fault, Abdula sent a delegation to Anna with the request that she forgive him and return
the bride. Finally, he humbled himself and came to visit his almost-daughter-in-law.
“Khasbika, I beg you to forgive Shapi. He just got drunk at the wedding party. At least show some respect for
my old gray head.”
“I’d rather be at the bottom of the Sulak river than with your son,” Khasbika replied firmly.
Now she had no idea what the future held for her. She couldn’t return to her father, nor did she want to. She
couldn’t stay with Anna forever, either. After all, Anna had her own family to think about. The very thought of life
in her native village was intolerable. People practically pointed openly at her when she walked down the street.
When her mother’s cousin came for her from a distant village, she left her own with relief.
But in the village of Khasar where she now lived, people looked at her askance for a long time, because the
news of her situation had reached the villagers long before she herself arrived.
“The grass doesn’t sway unless there’s a wind blowing,” or
“Smoke doesn’t rise from the chimney unless the fire’s lit,” as the villagers liked to say.\fn{ Or, as in America, when
we say: “Where there’s smoke, there’s fire.”}
Truly, if one evil man were to say that the stars are not really stars at all but bird droppings, some people would
surely be silly enough to believe him.
*
Khasbika-ada was standing in the dairy yard, head back, looking up at the sky. It was unusually blue and
higher than she could possibly reach. It could hardly have been the same sky from which such a nasty downpour
had issued just the day before. A cold north wind soared about, flapping its enormous, invisible wings.
“The weather is so fine now, really made to order,” thought Khasbika with pleasure.
In a day or so, everything would dry out. The hay in Ganzukha probably wouldn’t rot, either.
Khasbika started and listened attentively. Someone was singing:
In numerous verses you say I’m a mountain peak tall.
A white peak so high that you never can reach me at all.
While I’m very touched by the wonderful praises you sing,
No peak is too high for the eagle’s undaunted broad wing.
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“Zoryanka,” exclaimed Khasbika, her lips trembling as they broke awkwardly into an unfamiliar smile. “My
dear girl, the birds are surely jealous that you are constantly beating them at their own game.”
Khasbika could easily imagine to herself the young woman, light as the evening breeze, skipping over the
stones like a mountain goat, hurrying toward the dairy, glad that the rain had stopped.
Khasbika knew not only the characters and secret hopes of all her milkmaids but their every motion as well,
their gestures and moods. They were all like daughters to her, but how hard they had all worked to earn her trust
and respect. First, they had to endure trial by fire, water, and various other elements of her devising. Khasbika had
certainly earned her nickname of “meddlesome mother-in-law.”
Zoryanka remembered well how she had come to the dairy for the first time with her friend Kamila. Accustomed from childhood to farm work and used to looking after livestock at home, they had appeared at the dairy
twittering and laughing as if all they had to do was pluck flower petals one by one.
After they had milked their cows, Khasbika didn’t say a word. She just took a bucket, went up to each cow,
and milked her dry. Then she set the whole row of buckets in front of them.
“Let this be the last time!” she said sternly. “You’re not city girls, and you know quite well that if you leave
milk in the udders, the cow will give less each time.”
But the lesson didn’t end there. Seeing that the girls had put the cows’ feed into the troughs without cleaning
them first, she called them to the room where she spent more time than she did at home, and began talking with
them in a roundabout way.
“Girls, I’d like to know what you had for supper last night.”
Zoryanka giggled.
Kamila asked, a note of challenge in her voice: “Why do you want to know?”
“When your elders ask, don’t smart off at the mouth, just answer ,” replied Khasbika.
“I had porridge,” said Zoryanka, after thinking for a moment.
“And I had cheese pie,” added Kamila.
“And what did you have for breakfast?”
“For breakfast? Pancakes with sour cream.”
“I had cheese tart. So what?”
“And you ate the pancakes and cheese tart from the same plates you had your supper in, without bothering to
wash them first?” Khasbika continued her inquiry.
“What do you take us for?!” the two girls objected simultaneously. “We washed our supper dishes last night
and every night.”
“There you go,” Khasbika said triumphantly, her eyes gleaming. “So why do you think your cows should eat
from dirty troughs?”
“Why are you picking on us?!” snapped Kamila, angry that she had been caught red-handed. “You’re just like
a meddlesome mother-in-law, that’s what!”
“You know what,” Khasbika continued, not taking the slightest offense at that uncomplimentary nickname.
“You know what, a lot of feed goes to waste every single day because it’s placed into dirty troughs, and the cows
won’t eat it unless it’s clean. So don’t you let me see that happen any more. Do you understand?”
The thoroughly embarrassed girls did not calm down for a long time.
“Who does she think she is, anyway? Why is everybody so afraid of her? The dairy director and even the
collective farm chairman both quake in their boots at the very thought of her! What do I need a meddlesome old
mother-in-law like that at work for? She’s an ordinary milkmaid, just like me. So let her worry about her cows,
and I’ll take care of my own.”
“Kamila,” Aishat interrupted her, “your cows are at home. The cows here don’t belong to you or her either.
They all belong to the collective farm. Nobody is concerned about the particular cows you or I take care of
personally. They are concerned about the collective farm’s dairy. And we have to uphold the honor of our dairy
and the collective farm as a whole.”
She continued on a gentler note:
“Kamila, don’t take offense. That’s just the way she is. And she doesn’t reproach you of meanness. She wants
you to become a good milkmaid. That’s all.”
“My hands are already so sore, I can’t fall asleep at night,” complained the girl.
“It was that way with all of us at first.”
“Then why don’t Zoryanka’s hands ache?”
“They hurt just as much as yours do. They have to be aching like mad for a while. She’s just chattering away
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and pretending they don’t hurt. She doesn’t want to complain.”
“If her hands really bothered her, she wouldn’t be singing like that—”
“They hurt so badly I want to scream, so I si-i-ing instead, and that makes it easier to bear,” Zoryanka
interrupted.
Just then, Khuzu, the assistant chairman of the collective farm, came running up, all in a tither. She announced
that her neighbor’s daughter, Patimat, wanted to come to work on the dairy, but her parents were insisting that she
go off to college. So someone had to convince the parents to let her join the collective farm, and Khasbika- ada
was the only one who could do that: she was the only person in the whole village they were “afraid” of.
Khuzu told them what had happened in more detail: it seemed the girl’s mother had decided Khuzu was
muddying the water, so to speak, and had burst into her office with the following accusations:
“You have the sun yourself, and you don’t even want to leave my poor daughter a tiny sunbeam!”
Patimat’s mother was referring to Khuzu’s higher education, which she had received in Moscow at the
Timiryazev Agricultural Academy.
“If your daughter wanted to go to college, there’d be nothing to stop her,” replied Khuzu.
“Who would want to go and study when there are serpents like you with designs of your own!!”
“Vababai!” exclaimed Aishat, waving her hands in amazement when she heard the news. “The world is
changing before my very eyes! I remember when I wanted to go study after the war ended. My mother raised such
a fuss I decided not to do it: ‘You shameless hussy! You’ll disgrace our whole clan! I’d rather be in my grave than
live to see such a day—my daughter going to college! I won’t hear of it!’”
In a word, Khasbika-ada had to take off her apron, rinse off her hands, smooth her brown dress, and set off to
save the girl. Everyone knew she would carry out this task with honor, as she did everything she set out to do.
When the wind made her skirts billow, many people thought she looked like a large brood-hen under whose
broad, kindly wings the little chicks would gather for warmth and comfort.
And they thought as well that she wasn’t like a meddlesome mother-in-law at all, but like a mother—a real
mother. Not the kind who smothers her children with blind love, but the kind who does everything she can to get
them out of the nest and teach them to fly.
29.124 The Monster\fn{by Nina Katerli (1934-

)}

St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 3

“If only things were the way they used to be,” said Aunt Angelina, and wiped her eyes.
“The way they used to be? Thanks very much! That’s all I need. ‘The way they used to be.’” Anna Lvovna
could be seen choking back her tears and sniffling. “All my life I’ve lived in this apartment and cooked soup on a
single burner in my own room, and I scarcely use any gas at all. And until very recently I had to go to the public
baths, even though we have a bathtub right here. I was afraid to go to the toilet too often, not to mention the way
my personal life—”
“No, if only things were the way they used to be,” Aunt Angelina repeated obstinately. “I simply can’t look at
him the way he is now.”
I myself had gotten used to the Monster, and even as a child had not been very much afraid of him. I was born
after he moved into our apartment, so for me there was nothing unusual about corning across a shaggy creature
with a single crimson eye in the middle of its forehead and a long scaly tail, whether in the hall near the bathroom
or in the kitchen. But why go in for descriptions? One monster’s very much like another, and ours was no more
monstrous than the next.
They say that before I was born the other tenants in our apartment had filed an application with some agency,
requesting that the Monster be evicted and housed someplace else, even that he be given an apartment all to
himself. But the application was rejected on the grounds that if all monsters were given individual housing, there
would be nothing left for large families. The argument ran that there were too many monsters and too few
apartments, and when our application was turned down, the reason given was:
“Yours is not the most serious case: There has not been a single fatality or instance of grievous bodily harm.”
The fact that Anna Lvovna’s husband had been turned into an aluminum saucepan for a whole month did not
constitute grievous bodily harm, apparently. They say that as soon as her husband had returned to normal after
having had borscht boiled in him and meat stewed in him for a month, he immediately abandoned her for another
woman. Anna Lvovna was left on her own and since then has never forgiven the Monster for ruining her life. But
the Monster claimed, on his honor, that he had turned Anna Lvovna’s husband into a saucepan only because the
man had been sweet-talking his mistress every evening from the phone in the hall, and he would have left home in
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any case. That way, at least he stayed home one more month, even if he spent the time as a saucepan.
I don’t know how the story would have ended—Anna Lvovna, they say, was threatening to drop a burned-out
light bulb in the Monster’s feeding dish—but at that very time the Monster set off to work as an exhibit in a long
traveling exposition organized by the museum of ethnography and anthropology.
*
In time, the tale about Anna Lvovna's husband came to be forgotten, but as the Monster grew older, he began
to turn nasty, and gave us no peace at all.
You’d go into the bathroom and the sink and bathtub would be full of frogs and newts; or suddenly all the
refrigerators would begin to howl horribly and heat up, the milk inside them would boil and the meat would roast;
or else poor Anna Lvovna’s nose would erupt in a boil of amazing size that changed color with each passing day:
One day it would be blue, the next day lilac, and the day after that a poisonous green color.
It should be mentioned that Aunt Angelina and the Monster were on somewhat more equable terms. If she
found a tortoise in her cupboard instead of bread, she would exclaim with pleasure:
“Look, a reptile! I’ll take it straight to the kindergarten for their pet corner!”
I now realize that when I was little the Monster simply couldn’t stand me because I annoyed him so much.
Everything I did annoyed him: I clattered up and down the hall and I laughed too loudly and I loved peeking into
his room at him. So he kept giving me tonsillitis. Not serious cases, but the kind that if you so much as laugh you
lose your voice, and if you run you get sent to bed.
When I grew up, the Monster did me great harm for a time; whenever anyone called me up, he would always
get to the phone before the others and hiss:
“She’s not in. She’s gone out with someone else.”
I live alone now. My parents are no longer alive, I have never had a family of my own, and Aunt Angelina,
with whom I share the apartment, takes care of me after a fashion, but as for the Monster … at least he’s stopped
tormenting me. Of course, if I come back late from the theater or from visiting friends, I’m bound to trip over the
cat in the hall even though we’ve never had a cat. Or I’ll tear my new dress on barbed wire. But that's nothing—
mere trivialities. And recently even that kind of thing has stopped happening.
Something’s gone wrong with the Monster. You wouldn’t recognize him: his eye has turned from red to a kind
of dirty ginger color and his fur has gone gray; to put it in a nutshell, our Monster is getting old. He’s stopped
going to work and sits for days on end in his room, just hissing occasionally and sometimes sighing. And it was
only today that Aunt Angelina said she’d prefer things the way they used to be because it broke her heart to look
at the Monster, and she didn’t have the energy to sweep up his scales after him.
“About those dreadful scales I totally agree with you, Angelina Nikolayevna,” declared Anna Lvovna. “It’s
disgraceful! He must be made to do an additional week of cleaning duty. Nobody should have to wipe his dirt up
after him! "
At this point the conversation came to a sudden halt because the Monster’s door squeaked loudly, and a minute
later there he was in the kitchen.
“Picking on me behind my back, eh?” he asked, and his eye reddened slightly. “Well, now I’m going to make
you all freeze. You’ve never felt such cold!”
And the Monster began to blow so hard that his cheeks turned blue and his head started to tremble.
He blew and blew and suddenly I noticed Aunt Angelina shivering and jumping in place and knocking her legs
against each other and rubbing her nose as if it had been frostbitten.
“It’s so cold, oh, it’s freezing!” she groaned dolefully, for some reason winking at me. Then she suddenly
screeched:
“What are you standing around like that for? Keep moving! Keep moving! Or else you’ll catch your death of
cold! Hands on your waist! Bend your knees! One, two, three!”
1 wasn’t that cold; in fact, I was even rather warm, all the more so because we were in the kitchen and all the
gas burners were lit. But Aunt Angelina was winking and shouting so that I, too, put my hands on my hips and
started doing knee bends.
“There you go! There you go!” shouted the Monster gleefully. “Now you’re going to dance for me!”
I scarcely had time to think before Aunt Angelina grabbed me by the hand and began leaping about in a
frenzied dance. I followed her lead.
“This is a nuthouse!” declared Anna Lvovna angrily and left the kitchen. The Monster stared after her with a
frightened look, then turned to Aunt Angelina as she danced and asked quietly:
“Why isn’t she dancing? Why did she go away?”
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“She’s stiff with cold!” shouted Aunt Angelina, gasping for breath but continuing to dance. “Can’t you see?”
But the Monster had already forgotten what he had been asking. Dragging his tail and leaving a trail of scales
across the floor, he went over to his refrigerator and opened the door.
“Where’s my bone?” he said in perplexity. “I remember it was here yesterday, 1 bought it at the store!”
“Your bone? There it is, you made soup out of it this morning, don’t you remember?” shouted Aunt Angelina,
stamping away, but at the same time managing to pass the Monster her own white enamel saucepan with soup in
it.
“I did? Oh …” And the Monster looked uncertainly into the saucepan. “I never had a pot like this.”
“But it really is your pot, 1 just cleaned it up a bit, that’s all.”
“Aaargh!” he roared. “You dare touch my pot?! I forbid you to! For that both of you will … you will both …
turn to stone for thirty-five minutes!”
Aunt Angelina suddenly froze the way children do when they play Statues. As fate would have it, my nose
started itching and I was about to rub it with my hand when she inconspicuously but painfully jabbed me in the
side, so I froze, too.
The Monster glared at us triumphantly, then grabbed the boiled chicken out of Aunt Angelina’s saucepan and
ate it whole.
“A delicious bone!” he rumbled, licking his lips, and then took pity on us.
“You can go now,” he said dismissively, and strode imperiously out of the kitchen, slurping soup from the top
of the saucepan.
“Why did you give him your entire dinner?” I asked, when the door closed behind the Monster. “And where is
his bone, anyway?”
“He didn’t have a bone!” said Aunt Angelina, “He hasn’t been to the store for a week.”
“Then what’s he looking for?”
“God knows! Maybe he forgot. Or maybe he’s just being that way to show us that everything’s all right. But he
doesn’t have any money, not a single kopeck, and he’s going hungry.”
“What about his pension?”
“He doesn’t have a pension! He's an exhibition object, and … he’s been written off, dropped from the show.”
Aunt Angelina lowered her voice.
“It’s as if he doesn’t exist. And now I’m afraid about his room. I’m afraid he’ll be evicted. Just make sure you
don’t tell Anna Lvovna.”
“I won’t breathe a word,” I said, also in a whisper.
Aunt Angelina and I began taking turns buying bones and chopped meat from the butcher and leaving them in
the Monster’s refrigerator. On one occasion she left two apples and a small carton of kefir.
“All this meat’s very bad for him! It can ruin his digestion,” she said. “I wanted to buy him a big bottle of kefir
but he always immediately bolts any food he has, so I bought a carton instead.”
“He’s bound to throw out the apples,” I said.
“We’ll see. Maybe he won’t realize. Lately his eyesight’s been getting poor,” and at that moment Aunt
Angelina looked around at the door; Anna Lvovna was just coming into the kitchen.
“It makes me laugh just to look at the two of you,” she declared. “All this undercover charity—do you think
I’m blind? Such pretense—what a show! And for whom! If he was human, it would be one thing, but he’s not,
he’s just vermin.”
“You should feel sorry for him; after all, he’s old,” I said.
“My dear, pity’s not a feeling you should brag about, pity’s humiliating. And in this case,” she said as she put
her coffeepot on the stove, “in this case, pity doesn’t enter into it. It was one thing when he was making himself
useful in his … in his freak show; we could put up with him then, but not now. Animals should live in the wild.”
The Monster had crept into the kitchen so softly that we didn’t even know he was there. He now stood in the
doorway and his eye was as ruddy as it had been in the first flush of youth.
“So, I’m an animal, am I?” he said slowly and slumped onto a stool. “I’ll show you.”
His breathing was heavy and irregular, the sparse gray fur on his head and neck stood on end.
“I’ll show you. Your … legs … will … give way … beneath you! Yeah! You will … all … fall … on the floor
… and then … One, two, three … All fall down!”
Aunt Angelina and I collapsed simultaneously. Anna Lvovna remained standing, leaning against the edge of
the stove, and grinned, staring the Monster straight in the eye.
“And you?” said the Monster. “What about you? This doesn’t mean you, I suppose? Fall down, I tell you!”
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“Give me one good reason why I should,” she said, scowling.
“Because I’ve put a spell on you, that’s why.”
“Oh, you slay me,” said Anna Lvovna, going right up to him. “What have we here, a magician? All you know
how to do is leave your scales all over the floor and help yourself to everyone else’s food! You’re just trash and
you’re due for the dump! Just garbage. You’ve been written off!”
“Written off?” repeated the Monster in a whisper. “Who’s been written off? Me? Written off? Not true, not
true! I can do anything! Look at them! They fell down!”
“Ha! Ha! Ha!” Anna Lvovna burst out laughing. “They’re just pretending. They’re sorry for you, see. You’ve
been written off. You’ve lost your job. I’ve been to the museum myself and I’ve seen the directive with my own
eyes.”
"No!" The Monster leapt up from the stool and rushed from the door to the stove, thrashing his mangy tail
across the floor. "I'll show you. I'll turn you into a rat! A rat! Now!"
“Ha! Ha! Ha!” was Anna Lvovna’s only reply, and suddenly she stamped on the Monster’s tail with all her
might.
The Monster screamed. One after another great tears streamed from his eye, which immediately turned pale
blue and dimmed. Aunt Angelina and I jumped up from the floor.
“You ought to be ashamed of yourself! Let him go! An old man. Don’t be so cruel to him!”
“A rat! a rat!” hissed the Monster, forgetting himself, and he poked Anna Lvovna in the shoulder with a dark
and crooked finger. “One! Two! Three!”
“Ha! Ha! Ha!” sniggered Anna Lvovna.
But now Aunt Angelina and I began to shout.
“A rat! A rat!” we screamed. “You’re a rotten rat! Vermin! One! Two! Three!”
Suddenly Anna Lvovna was gone.
She had just been laughing in our faces, her shoulders shaking in her white blouse, when suddenly she was no
more. She had totally disappeared, as if she had never existed.
The kitchen suddenly fell silent. Something live jabbed against my foot and immediately leapt away to the
wall. I screeched and jumped onto the stool.
A large gray rat shot across the kitchen and scuttled under Anna Lvovna’s table. The Monster was whimpering
softly, his face turned toward the wall.
“See,” said Aunt Angelina, “you did it. Don’t cry. Now let’s go and have some soup.”
“It’s you who did it, not me. And it’s true, you know; I have been written off. There has been a directive.”
“What do we care about directives,” said Aunt Angelina, carefully stroking the Monster’s fur. “Don’t you be
afraid of anybody. And if anybody touches you I’ll give him … I’ll give him ants.”
“And so will I,” I said. “Okay?”
The Monster didn’t reply. Slumped against the wall, he dozed off, shutting his eye and wrapping his thin
hairless tail around his legs.
31.87 Is It Far To Chukotka\fn{by Irina Raksha (c.1935?-

)}

Moscow, Russia (F) 20

“Hullo, old thing! The polar bears in the Arctic miss you.”
Galya recognized Lukashin’s voice at once. It had been like this from her very first day at the editorial office—
they chatted lightly, nonchalantly, as if gliding along on the surface, but they knew all the time that there was
something else, secret and gentle, underneath. She smiled:
“How do you get there? By plane or train?”
I t was Sunday. Galya was still in her warm bed under her blanket. Her mother was rattling the pots and pans in
the kitchen as she cooked breakfast. Beyond the white window, framed by white muslin curtains, it was snowing.
The white snow flew across the lace of black branches in the park, and its white slanting flight was reflected in
the black lid of the grand piano standing in the middle of the room. It seemed as if the snow was trying to whiten
it, to replace the blackness, but could not. Galya was glad to hear Lukashin’s voice, and to see her mother’s cactus
in bloom on the window-sill, and the clean snow—as if it all promised that something wonderful was going to
happen.
“I’m quite serious,” boomed Lukashin in his deep voice. “I think you're in luck. They’re going to send you off
on an assignment. But you’ll have to get yourself some warm felt boots.”
Galya sat down on her bed. She held the receiver with one hand and tried to twist her hair into a bun with the
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other. But her long hair refused to obey her; the light brown strands slipped from her hand and scattered around
her bare shoulders.
“Hullo, there! Have you been struck dumb? Aren’t you pleased?”
“Pleased” was too mild a word to describe her feelings. She didn’t know what to make of it—especially
considering her last failure. Galya saw Lukashin in her mind’s eye—big and bulky in an armchair by the
telephone, grinning good-naturedly as he scratched his unshaven cheeks covered with a coarse red bristle. He
couldn’t wait to let her know the good news and was calling while his wife was at the market or the baker’s,
taking care not to be overheard by his teenage son.
“How do you know?” Galya even felt a sort of chill.
“When Your Highness wasn’t well on Friday after the meeting of the editorial staff, Natalia told the chief that
she thought you should be given another chance. After all, she said, you had done a good sketch on Gzhel pottery
and on Otradnoye.” Lukashin’s voice betrayed his joy. “Honest to goodness, my dear!” In giving her this piece of
good news, he had probably hoped that Galya would at least be grateful and might even want to see him.
“I wonder why they want to send me?” her voice was expressionless; he could hear neither joy nor gratitude in
it.
“Who?”
“Well, Natalia, in the first place.”
Galya had been expecting to be sent on this assignment ever since autumn. She had begged for it, demanded it,
and finally had gone to see the chief himself, but then had given up. And now she did not even feel pleased. It was
as if the desire had burnt itself out. She only felt absurdly nervous—the sort of feeling you get before an
examination. Suddenly chilly, she pulled the blanket up to her chin.
“Natalia said that you’re the one for this job; that it’s right up your alley. Listen, since when has she been so
taken with you?”
“Oh, stop it, for goodness’ sake!”
“Why, Galina Pavlovna!” He was making fun of her and at the same time enjoying the risk of talking to her
from his home. “Bosses must be played up to. With tact and according to the rules of the game.”
“I hope you’re joking!”
He sighed:
“What’s to be done with you? Goodness knows, I hate to let you go there in winter; it’s so terribly cold. But
you may not have another chance.”
“Where is ‘there’?”
He spelt it out, stressing every syllable:
“To Chukotka. Only this time none of your tricks, please!”
He laughed, pleased with himself, like an editor-in-chief who has signed a young author’s cheque for three
times the usual amount.
“You must learn to take advantage of a situation. Live and learn.”
His laughter was more like smothered sobbing. Galya again pictured his large frame in a black sweater,
shaking with laughter. But come to think of it, he might be wearing a dressing-gown and slippers at home on
Sunday.
“Natalia said we haven’t printed anything about the North for quite some time,” said Lukashin enthusiastically.
“And now we’ve had a letter from up, there. It’s really something my department should handle, and it’s got the
makings of a good story—about Chukotka and the Tynykvai hunters, about two brothers, Heroes of Labor, who
trap polar foxes. By the way, you could get a polar fox pelt for yourself while you’re at it—a real big one.”
“What length?”
He laughed again.
“Enough for a hat and collar for a well-dressed woman. Look how well Natalia dresses.”
Natalia certainly knew how to make the most of herself. She walked deliberately, with an important air, so that
everybody had a chance to admire her clothes and how well they fitted her trim figure which she kept in shape by
strenuous daily exercises.
“Stop it, please, for goodness’ sake!” Galya watched the strands of her hair as she fingered them. “Your door
may open any minute, and here you are talking to me like this.”
He stopped his bantering and gave an uncomfortable cough. She was right, and this made her sad. And her
thoughts about their belated and strange relationship were sad as well. It contained much that was wonderful, but
even more that was unsolvable and even impermissible. Theirs was an impossible, dead-end affair that had no
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future, and this was clear to her now. With each rendezvous, the bright and sincere side of it was disappearing,
melting away, as it were.
“About the length.” he went on. “Well, five to seven pages—just enough to see how gifted you are.”
Galya’s mother glanced into the room, a towel in her hands.
“Is it Victor?” she asked. She was glad when Victor called and still hoped something would come of his
repeated calls and visits that had been going on for so many years.
Galya shook her head—“No.”
Her mother immediately became tense and pursed her lips in displeasure.
“Come on—get off the phone, then!” She entered the room for no apparent reason, moved a chair, and dusted
the lid of the piano with a towel as if brushing away the snow. “It’s time for breakfast and there’s a lot to do. The
washing has piled up: you’ll have to take it to the laundry. And we need some sunflower oil too.”
“Bye for now!” Pressing the receiver against her shoulder with her ear, Galya lowered her bare feet to the
floor, found her slippers, and joked: “How do you get there? By plane or train?”
*
She flew from Moscow to Chukotka, of course. How else could she possibly have got there? Crossing the
meridians and time zones, she flew to the east as if above the globe, overtaking time. First she landed in Magadan,
a town surrounded by hills on the shores of a frozen sea. She was surprised to see that the town had its own
version of the Eiffel Tower on a hill for transmitting television broadcasts. In the evening, its neon lights seemed
particularly cold.. Magadan was a town without birds where asphalt buckled in the heayy polar frosts, so the main
streets were laid with concrete slabs resembling a runway heading skywards as it went uphill. It had its own big
department store which sold refrigerators made in Ryazan, perfumes from Paris, walrus tusks from Uelen, and
famous handmade Vologda lace. By the entrance to the hotel restaurant, there was a stuffed polar bear holding a
tray, which everyone used as an ashtray. There was quite a rumpus in the restaurant at night, for the people who
spent their working days out in the severe Northern cold made merry and drank hard. If you were lucky, besides
salmon, and meat a la Chukotka, you could sample an incomparable dish made from deer tongue.
Galya did not even want to compare it with anything. Every trip she had made before, each one so filled with
new impressions, was still fresh in her mind: unique, happy diversions from the daily routine of her city life. The
two days she spent in this strange town, in a room freshly painted with indifferent green paint and smelling of
disinfectant, a squeaky iron bed in the corner and a broken pot with a wilted plant on the window-sill—these two
days were also unique and full of impressions, though Galya did not consider them significant in any way and
lived them sketchily—in transit, as it were. She absorbed through her feelings and perceptions everything from
the surrounding world that seemed bright and important. This frozen city with its lights flickering beyond the
narrow, high window, and the poor plant shivering from the cold that she had moved from the window-sill to the
table, and the multitude of faces and things had already imprinted themselves on her mind.
But she kept reminding herself that the main adventure was still ahead, in Chukotka, on the shores of the ocean
where the Tynykvai hunters lived in their deerskinyarangas, and drove dog-team sledges over the snow and ice..
Or perhaps it awaited her even further in the future, after her article was finished and published and she had
proved to everyone, especially herself, that she was worth something..
How often does it seem to us that the main thing is still ahead, and that what we are experiencing at the
moment is of no importance. It goes by unnoticed and unappreciated. But as we get older, we suddenly realize
that those moments were very important indeed, perhaps even the most important ones in our fast-moving life,
although we had not appreciated them at the time, or realised their significance.
Galya stood at the window touching the cold pane with her fingers.. She watched the thick clouds of smoke,
tinged with pink from the street lights, flow over the town.. The Arctic city was trying to warm itself in the night..
It breathed and pulsated and was full of moving car lights and the murmuring of tyres on the snow-clad streets,
the banging of shop doors that let out clouds of white steam, the white breath of people scurrying by, and the
sharp crunching of the snow under their felt or fur boots. Behind each lighted window, there was a life that had
nothing to do with her. And she recalled a line from a poem:
A Saturday in a strange city.
Oh! A strange city on a Saturday.

She heard some booming voices and footsteps in the corridor. The door of the next room banged shut. Galya
started packing her towel, soap and tooth-brush into her travelling bag, slowly moving about the room as she
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collected her things. Two steps in each direction—from the wash-basin to the table, from the table to the bed—her
feet in the big new felt boots trod stiflly and silently on the shabby floor boards. Victor had suddenly appeared
with the felt boots an hour before she was to leave for the airport. Galya guessed that it was her mother’s doing:
she had probably phoned him without Galya’s knowledge. He stood gasping in their dimly-lit hall with the felt
boots in his hands, having run up to the third floor as usual, two steps at a time, the stiff tails of his gray army coat
flapping. A taxi was waiting for him downstairs. The white blob of his face was immobile in the semi-darkness,
and there was a faint gleam from his buttons and lieutenant’s stars. He brought with him a gust of fresh air and the
smell of leather. He asked her nervously in a strangled voice:
“Shall I see you ofl?”
“What for? I’ll only be carrying a satchel with me. You shouldn’t have come at all. Did you slip off without
leave again?”
He was silent for a few moments and then said:
“Okay, so long! Behave yourself. Be a good girl.”
She sighed wearily, maternally.
“Don’t worry about me. I’m not going to the North Pole!”
He was still the same Vic the Pig, the boy next door with a perpetually running nose, red spots on his hands
and funny faces painted on his nails, the boy who played all the usual noisy games with the girls in the yard until
it was dark and he was perspiring all over and dead tired. Later, in their final year at school, he trailed along
silently behind the girls to Gorky Park and to dance-halls, buying them ice-creams. But they never took I him
seriously.
Gentle and impetuous, Galya Bochurina with her straight hair smoothly combed back, her mischievous smile
and the quick turn of her small head, had been the only light on his horizon all these years, an unceasing
attraction.
There was the sound of running water from the kitchen. The radio was playing softly. Victor still stood with the
felt boots in his hands peering silently at her face and neck, gleaming white in the semi-darkness, not daring to
step forward or do anything.
“Come, come! Don’t get upset. I’m only going for seven days. They couldn’t arrange a longer trip. Ran out of
money. The usual thing at the end of the year. So I’ll be back in a week. Oh, Vic!”
She smiled and tried to cheer him up with an old children’s counting rhyme:
One, two-buckle my shoe
Three, four-knock at the door

she recited, stressing each syllable and touching in turn his coarse army coat, still cold from the street, and her
lacy blouse.
Her mother’s dark silhouette appeared for a moment ip the kitchen doorway and tactfully disappeared at once.
“Well—thank you. Now go, or they’ll notice you’re missing.”
But before he disappeared, he quickly bent over, took the end of her plait in his hands, and kissed it.
*
Muffled music now sounded from somewhere below, in the depths of the hotel—the orchestra had started up in
the restaurant and would go on playing till midnight. The song they played more often than any other was the
lively Northern hit, popular in these parts: “Sorry, captain, oh, sorry, captain, each has his own talisman.” It was
performed so often that Galyasoon knew all the words. She even repeated them to herself to the insistent beat of
the tune: “Oh, sorry, captain.” She got her slippers from under the bed and packed them nearly into her bag
together with the warm cardigan her mother had knitted: she had not wanted to take it, but her mother had
insisted. She unzipped the side pocket of the bag to make sure her notebook and pen were there.
She took out the notebook absent-mindedly and leafed through it. Apart from a few pages covered with her
indecipherable writing, it was empty. Looking at these pages, she suddenly realised that it was the notebook she
had started the previous autumn, during her last unsuccessful trip to the construction site of the Zeya Railway. The
notebook had very little in it, but how interesting the beginning of her trip had been when she set out to visit what
was reputedly the best team on the whole project. Galya sat down on the squeaky hotel bed and, getting excited
against her will, looked through the notes she had made so long ago.
The helicopter was already over the construction site, after circling over hills yellowed by autumn. Suddenly we saw
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the ribbon of the river with pink clouds reflected in it, and through the tops of the pine trees on the bank, we could
make out a tiny group of tents and see the smoke of human habitation. “A Russian steam bath! I’m sure we’ll have a
splendid sauna!” shouted the pilot holding his earphones and looking through the lower glass panel. Buzzing and
vibrating, the helicopter hovered in the air for a moment and then began to descend vertically. The slope of the hill, the
tops of the trees, and the people running from the tents to the bank all seemed to be flowing towards us. The blue,
dragon-fly-like shadow of the ’copter was swaying on the stony river bank, getting smaller and smaller. At last the
helicopter merged with it and landed. What a pandemonium of greetings! Mail-bags, food supplies, and barrels of fuel
were unloaded by workers with weather-beaten, sun-tanned faces, wearing faded canvas overalls and jauntily flapping
high boots with turned-down tops. Everything looked as familiar as if I had seen it in a documentary film. We hastily
exchanged greetings and introduced ourselves, then went to the tents. Two spotted white dogs were jumping around at
our feet, yelping with excitement.

Then followed the figures: the number of kilometres of various sections of the railway and how quickly they
had been built, the names of the river’s tributaries and their lengths. All written in Galya’s small, untidy hand,
because she had been writing with the notebook on her knee as she sat in a log cabin under a kerosene lamp that
threw light on a portable radio transmitter, a rough wooden table, drawings of land contours, and aerial
photographic maps. It also lighted up faces that were unfamiliar to Galya—the team leader, the engineer, and the
workers, who were mostly young people, smelling of sweat, petrol, and the forest. They were quite at home sitting
there on the roughly made bunks. A kettle spat boiling water onto the stove. Strong, almost black tea was made in
green enamel mugs, and the babel of voices never ceased. The subtle smell of the humid air of the autumn forest
and the slightly sweet smell of decaying leaves filtered in through the gauze-covered window. The young radio
operator, dressed in a checked sports shirt with rolled-up sleeves, skilfully cooked an exotic dish— vareniki
(dumplings) stuffed with blueberries. Galya admired their faces—tanned, lively, smiling. She was all ears
listening to their simple and often rather crude stories, told with feigned unwillingness, and to the disputes in
which they were showing off a little although they pretended to be unaware of her presence. She was already quite
taken with them although she didn't know them properly or really understood them. She was particularly receptive
to impressions of their unusual life.
Somebody knocked on the door of her room. The door opened and Galya raised her eyes from the notebook,
returning to the present to see a young man dressed in a sweater and an unbuttoned fur jacket. He smiled gaily,
looking at her with blue, slightly tipsy eyes, and said in Ukrainian:
“Sorry! Have you got a cork-screw or something? The girl in charge of the canteen has disappeared somewhere.”
“Just a minute,” replied Galya and looked in her bag.
“Well, I was just telling them there was a pretty girl in the next room, a real beauty, and with long plaits too.”
He did not close the door but stepped into the room, his blue eyes shining. “Are you on your own? You look
bored, and that won’t do at all.” He took the pen-knife that she handed him. “Come and join us, in our room.
We’re having a little celebration, you know, a well-earned one!” He raised a finger. “We’ve fulfilled the plan! Yes,
indeed! I mean the plan for gold prospecting. Get it?” He stopped short suddenly, and listened to the distant song
drifting up from below. He drew his hand hard across his face as if to wipe away the intoxication.
“What a song and a half!” He grew serious and thoughtful. “A song ought to torment your soul, but the way
they’re singing it leaves you cold.” He sighed bitterly. “You should hear us sing at home! That’s really
something!” He lingered a few moments longer, then suddenly threw his curly head back, tossed the pen-knife on
his palm and said: “We’ll return it in a jiffy—or maybe you’ll drop in?”
And he went out, hiding the melancholy in his light-blue, reckless eyes.
Galya sat for a minute listening to the noise on the other side of the wall. She tried to visualize his appearance,
to imagine his words, and even conjure up a picture of his life. Then she turned the page of her notebook and her
gaze followed the lines of the indecipherable notes that she had made five months before:
The evening sun was pricked by the sharp black tops of the pine trees. Its last rays lit up the forest on the hill slope
as if it were on fire. Down on the bank, it was much darker. Among the trees, a Russian steam bath was being heated
with pine-wood, the pleasant smell of the bluish smoke, and of the bark warmed by the sun during the day permeated
everything. In the open-air kitchen, the stove, stoked with yellow blocks of pine-wood, gave out its hot breath. The
young cook with a flushed face, wearing a gauze head scarf and an apron on top of her overalls, stood over a cauldron,
brewing something which gave off a greasy steam. Blobs of fat glistened and gurgled in the cauldron. There was a rich
smell of potatoes cooked with dill and corned beef. Somebody was laughing nearby, someone else was running his
fingers softly over the strings of a guitar. Three landrovers with caterpillar tracks stood immobile in the glade, waiting
for the next day’s work. Nobody in the tents was asleep as yet. On the tarpaulins of the lighted tents, sharply outlined
silhouettes appeared from time to time as on a screen.
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Galya walked slowly down to the river. First there was loose sand which squeaked and seemed to run away
under her feet, then there were pebbles which crunched underfoot. It was getting dark fast. She felt a fresh wind
against her face, cooling her hot cheeks. The tops of her high boots flapped as she walked. At some distance from
the oily-looking black river she sat down on a boulder still warm from the sun, at the very spot where earlier in
the day she had stepped out of the helicopter. There was nothing to show that anything unusual had taken place
except for three small hollows, with puddles in them, left by the helicopter’s wheels on the pebbles. The river
flowed sluggishly along, wetly reflecting the greenish sky. The last rays of the sun still glowed on the mountaintop, but down by the river, it was already dark and quiet. A fish jumped, making a loud splash and sending out
circles of green ripples on the dark water. Galya imagined the fish going down into the watery depths where other
fish lay immobile, looking blacker than the dark water. A bird gave a piercing cry somewhere beyond the forest in
the midst of the marshes. It cried again. Or perhaps, it was an echo. The people in the camp were now probably
having their supper. She heard distant voices. The light of the campfire flickered between the black columns of the
pines. The land was going to sleep, breathing lightly. And she sat there unaware of the time, as if she were going
to sit there forever, in a state of rare happiness that overwhelmed her, overjoyed by the wonderful beauty around
her, by that merging of the two worlds.
The moon was already dancing on the water, as if trapped by the river in its black secret pools. And she
continued to sit there on the gradually cooling stone, reluctant to leave, not daring to spoil this wonder by the
slightest sound or movement.
*
Several more lines had been hastily scribbled on the white page of her notebook. These last lines had been
penned in the morning in a tent drenched by the night rain, before leaving for a visit to the construction site. The
camp was waking up unwillingly to a drizzle falling on the canvas.
The specific feature of road building in permafrost conditions? Difficulties? Advantages? Technology? People?

There were no answers to these queries in the notebook. “People” was the last word in it. It was followed by
blank white pages.
Behind this emptiness was her confusion and horror at what had happened next, and her failure to comprehend
the incident at once. She could not possibly remain there and take down cold figures, looking those lads in the
face as she had the day before, and describe their advanced building techniques as if nothing out of the ordinary
had happened. The world of her faith, of her love and hopes was suddenly split in two—into the past and the present. The past—familiar, clear, always corresponding perfectly to her notions of good and evil, to her ideals and
the truth—that past split off suddenly and drifted away. And for the first time, a new present opened up before her
and weighed on her with tremendous force. She could not imagine how her soul, her conscience, and her mind
could live with this new realization.
Later, back at home, as she sat in front of her old typewriter in a state of feverish inspiration, staring at the
sheet of paper in front of her, the contours of her pain, her protest, her outcry had already taken shape on the
paper. She realized that she should not have left the camp, that she should have controlled her feelings. She should
have stayed there and done something. She should have got to the bottom of it and understood how it was possible
for a human being to behave like that. Of course she should have plucked up her courage and stayed there.
Galya was typing it all down, unaware either of the tapping of the keys or of her mother’s voice calling her to
breakfast, lunch and supper. She wrote about why she had never got to the construction site after all …
*
The morning was overcast that day. A strong autumn wind was driving a fine drizzle against the tents and the
roofs of the surrounding structures. The chief of the prospecting party dismissed everyone before dinner break and
they all gathered in one of the tents to play cards on an impromptu table made of boards. And then the radio
operator ran in. He was excited and out of breath and could only manage to get out:
“The dogs have cornered an elk!”
He dived under his bed and began throwing out his belongings left and right-some bundles, a bag, an old
padded jacket-looking for his shotgun.
“An elk? Where?”
The boys jumped from their seats.
“Quite near. On the edge of the bog.”
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At last he found his double-barrelled shotgun and a box of cartridges.
“I was walking by and heard the dogs barking like mad. When I came out into the glade I saw him there
cornered by the three dogs.”
He was pushing cartridges into the barrels with stiff, disobedient fingers.
“Damn it! I wish I had some heavy stuff! We won’t get him with these groats.”
“Gerka has some.”
“He’s gone off somewhere.”
Galya didn’t quite understand what they were talking about, but she was eager to see a real hunt.
Someone else in the tent had a gun and some small shot for game birds. Everybody was suddenly seized by a
nervous excitement, hastily pulled on boots and jackets and rushed out of the tent. They ran off, bending in the
face of the driving drizzle, through the forest where the pine trees became sparser and their trunks thinner.
They ran silently, intent on their purpose, their feet noiseless on the carpet of pine-needles. The barking of the
dogs, which they did not hear at first, could soon be heard and quickly became louder and more distinct as the
forrest thinned out and wet mud squelched under their feet. At last they reached the glade, breathing heavily and
keeping behind the trees.
A little further on, quite open to view, stood a young elk on his long legs. He still had no horns and his big ears
were trembling.
The dogs were barking themselves hoarse and jumping around him, rushing at him and then jumping back,
afraid of his hard hoofs. He was tensely watching the dogs with dark, anxious eyes, trying to keep them all in
view, turning sharply in moments of danger and pawing at them with his white front legs. He was desperately
striving to win the battle.
And then the gun roared out. Everything was still for a moment: dogs, elk, hunters—all were rooted to the
ground. The shots hit the elk in the ears and the neck. Blotches of red immediately appeared on his wet coat. The
dogs broke into a frenzied barking. The elk leaped up and turned his head towards the forrest.
“Hit him in the eyes!” somebody cried, “in the eyes!”
Immediately two more shots rang out, and the elk’s eyes, mixed with blood, trickled down his face..
They shot at the blind animal again. The target was a big one. The elk turned blindly in the direction of the
dogs’ barking. But it was impossible to finish him off with small shot from such a distance, so they rushed out of
the forest, swearing in impotent rage, and ran towards the animal over the wet hillocks. But the elk heard them
coming, turned round and, holding high his head, rushed blindly away from them into the marsh. The dogs soon
gave up the chase. And Galya, standing some distance away behind the trees, watched stunned, as the elk ran
away, getting smaller and smaller till he disappeared in the rainy haze of the marsh.
“Well, that’s that! Not a hope in hell of getting him there,” grumbled the boys, disappointed. “We’ve just made
damned fools of ourselves!”
“Yes, we made a mess of it from beginning to end! We’ve gone and lost our fresh meat.”
*
Galya was distracted from her typing by a telephone call:
“Hullo, old thing!” Lukashin’s voice boomed happily in the receiver. “Welcome home, my dear. Why so
soon?” His voice sounded happy and kindly. “Are you typing your story? Hurry up with it, dear, because Natalia
has already been asking for it. Don’t be stingy with your words—spread yourself. Your stuff will be printed as a
special feature.” Then he went on in quite a different tone, softly: “How are you? Did you miss me? When am I
going to see you?” He stopped talking and eagerly waited for an answer. “Or is it ‘no’ again?.”
She twisted the telephone cord in her hands:
“Look here, it’s a very complicated story. Will you take a look at it?”
He was surprised:
“You’re joking, surely? What do you mean ‘complicated?’ How can a story about Siberian construction
workers for a Sunday issue be complicated?”
“I don’t know … well, all the same, I wish you’d take a look at it for me.”
There was a pause.
“Of course, I’ll be glad to read it. But Natalia is the one to decide. Better give it to her straightaway. There will
be enough time to me to read it later … hullo? Are you there?”
She couldn't answer. She was silent as if she had been struck dumb. And he went on breezily:
“Anyway, write lots, spread yourself, so there’ll be plenty of scope for pruning …”
But she couldn’t “spread herself.” The whole story turned out to be only about five pages long. Five pages of
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outburst, written without pausing for breath. And she longed to see it printed. But the most important thing was
for the people directly concerned to read it and perhaps be flabbergasted, to think about it and see their own
horrifying action reflected in words and images.
On Monday, at the end of the working day, Galya put the story on Natalia’s desk. After she had read it, Natalia
put the pages down neatly, smoothing them with a beautiful hand adorned with many rings.
“Is that all?”
Her expertly made-up eyes with their luxuriant lashes looked at Galya commiseratingly but at the same time a
little bitterly.
“That’s all.”
Galya sat opposite her, tense, with her hands on her lap, and looked off to the side. To be more precise, she
looked out of the window, a big window, for their editorial office was housed in an old mansion. Beyond the
window, which was wet from the rain, nighttime Moscow was glowing and throbbing. Streams of cars rushed by
leaving stripes on the wet, shining surface of the asphalt, and every minute the reflections of the neon lights—now
crimson, now cold quick-silver, now seagreen—flared up on the lacquered roofs and on the pavements. Natalia’s
fluffy blonde hair also shone with the many-coloured lights like a Christmas tree.
“You are a capable person.”
She spoke softly.
“You have a fine style. Everybody liked your latest articles. Vivid and well written. Both the one about Gzhel
crockery and the one about the Otradnoye state farm.”
She struck a match and lit a cigarette. Simultaneously, the light was reflected in her eyes and in the precious
stone on her ring.
“But I think that you have to learn to separate the relevant from the irrelevant. This has to be done before one
actually starts writing. The skill can be learnt. We’ve all had to pass through this stage. Look how Trunin writes—
never a mistake! And Lukashin, too. Of course you are young and it takes experience—long, hard-earned experience.”
“You can’t plan your impressions in advance,” said Galya in a low, indistinct voice.
“Do we plan impressions? No.” Natalia was absolutely calm. “We are publishing a newspaper. And reporters
are supposed to take the aims of the paper into account.”
She smiled.
“Don’t you agree?”
The raindrops rolled down the window-pane. Now and again, they flared up with the red flame too, and
sparkled disturbingly, melting the city in their fire. It burned and crumbled like burning coals and turned into an
unreal world engulfed in tongues of fire.
"I realize that you can write and that this is a reflection on human morality. But what is it? A sketch, a story, a
short essay? Is it suitable for publishing?”
Now her hair became golden in the light of the neon sign and glowed like a halo. She shook the ash from her
cigarette into a little crystal vase that served as an ash tray, and inhaled again.
“I’m an easy person to get on with, and you know it. But I can’t show this to the chief. I simply can’t. I’m sure
Lukashin won’t support you either. I’d even bet on it—” and she made a meaningful pause. “Because all this
misses the point.”
She handed Galya’s article back to her and looked at her hopefully:
“Perhaps you’ve got something else? Didn’t you see anything else there? What about their everyday life, their
work, or their holidays?”
“Yes,” said Galya, rolling up her story. “I mean, no!”
Natalia sighed.
“I simply don’t know what I can say in the report about your trip. Or what the accounts office will say.”
She put out her cigarette and got up.
“You see, you’ve failed with your assignment. So I can’t promise you any special jobs for quite some time.”
*
It was noisy in the room next door. The sound of happy voices drifted out and Galya remembered the blueeyed Ukrainian:
“We’re having a little celebration. We’ve fulfilled the plan for gold prospecting.”
Holding her notebook in her hands, she absent-mindedly ran her fingers again and again over the metal rings
fastening the pages. The notebook was almost unused.
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Galya closed it with a bang and put it in her bag. On this trip to Chukotka, to the Tynykvai hunters, she would
make use of it. Meanwhile the noise beyond the wall stopped, and then the sudden silence was broken by a clear,
pure sound. A soft, tender voice began singing in Ukrainian. In a lovely tenor, the singer carried the tune carefully
drawing out his notes as if he were afraid of spilling them.
There’s a high mountain, and at the foot of it a forest.
A thick green forest.
A veritable paradise!

The song gathered momentum, fIlling the room with melancholy, soft summer warmth and trembling foliage,
it vibrated in the cold window glass.
Next to the forest flows a river, its waters sparkling like glass.
Whither does it flow along the wide valley?

It was an enchanting voice. Inspired, pure notes held for impossibly long moments, it worked miracles—it
seared the soul, filling it with gentleness and compassion.
Galya got up, switched off the light, and went to the window. With its widely dispersed lights and spirals of
smoke, the toiling polar city, this port city devoid of birds and trees lay before her in the blue frost. The voice
beyond the wall was full of nostalgia and a desperate love: it said there was no grief harder to bear than parting
with youth, with one’s beloved native land, with the willows at the water’s edge, with the white cottages, and the
sun that rises over them, forever showering that blessed land with its golden rays.
Galya stood watching the lights of the city sparkle on the ice-clad window-pane. It was an austere city, but her
heart ached at the thought of having to leave it, this frozen town, swept by fierce polar winds and covered with
snow, but teeming with life and full of human destinies, as yet unknown.
*
It was hot and crowded at the airport booking office. Behind the glass counter with a signboard saying
MANAGER, a plump, blonde woman with an Aeroflot badge on her blue uniform sat knitting. She answered
sharply without looking up.
“Didn’t I tell you plainly that all flights there have been canceled? There aren’t any tickets either. This isn’t the
mainland, you know.”
Then she added, somewhat less abruptly:
“They’re having a snow-storm out there. Ayam Airport has been closed down, too.”
The blonde manager was separated from the waiting-hall by a glass partition. An even rumble, occasionally
broken by a child’s crying, flowed through the stuffy, stagnant air. The passengers sat or walked in the aisles, or
dozed on their bags and bundles along the walls under the misted blue windows.
Galya felt that she had known these people forever in their shawls, high boots of dog fur, military greatcoats,
padded work clothes, and sheepskin coats, soiled and shiny with grease. She knew them from her previous trips to
Siberia and to the North. The same kinds of people, the subjects of her sketches, often stayed at her family’s flat
when passing through Moscow. Her mother bustled about, setting the table and the small flat was filled with the
strange smells of dirt roads, fresh winds, and petrol.
Every day, more people arrived at the airport to wait for their flights and were forced to make themselves at
home as best they could.
Children were running wildly about all over the worn tiles and their mothers were calling loudly after them.
Two young soldiers were eating bacon and hard-boiled eggs in a corner using a brand-new pram as a table. A
group of men were noisily playing cards on the top of a suitcase. Behind the glass counter was a different, favored
world, all clean and neat and full of potted plants. There, in the light of desk lamps, as if in a big fishbowl, the
cashiers and the plump woman manager, her blonde hair set in curls, sat at their windows, bored from inactivity;
with the airport closed down, there was nothing to do. Actually, the manager was knitting—something pink that
looked like a beret. She put it aside from time to time and looked at it critically, silently moving her lips as she
counted the stitches or the ribs of the pattern.
“I’m traveling on an assignment for my newspaper. I can’t wait,” Galya said to her. She was about to push her
newspaper identity card, folded in two, under the glass shield. “Perhaps, maybe—”
“No ‘maybe’ about it! The airport is closed.”
The curly-headed manager looked at her with dignity.
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“Why are you so special? ‘On an assignment’!” She chuckled with derisive pleasure: “Everybody here is ‘on
an assignment.’ And everyone is waiting. So youjust sit and wait, too.”
She sighed.
“What a nuisance! Didn’t I make myself clear?”
She was sure of her power. Perhaps it was only a litde bit of power and temporary at that, but power,
nevertheless, which gives a feeling of superiority over others.
Galya felt hot, suffocating. She took off her shabby fur hat, wiped her forehead with it, and unbuttoned her
coat. All this was so unexpected. It was as if, in the middle of her journey, she had suddenly bumped into this
glass counter, this glass wall: as if it was impossible to go any further, as if there was no way out, nothing she
could do about it. She put down her bag and pushed it over to the wall with her foot. Now she had to sit here
waiting for her plane, for a day, maybe two days, or even three! What would Lukashin do in such a situation?
What would Trunin or Natalia do? Natalia, self-confident and perfumed, a reporter’s kit slung over her shoulder,
would go straight to the airport manager on her high heels. Lukashin would certainly go to the regional Party
committee. At any rate, each of them would undoubtedly find a way to get on the plane. Perhaps the air of
triumph they radiated was immediately felt by everybody around.
Galya radiated no such air and everybody realized it at once. She stood leaning hopelessly against the counter,
one foot propping up her bag, absent-mindedly watching the blonde manager in her blue uniform as she knitted—
slowly and inexpertly. A ball of pink wool jumped about under the frame of the abacus as if trapped in a cage. The
curls of her elaborate hairdo shone artificially in the electric light, and it dawned on Galya that the woman was
wearing a wig. At the temples and neck, some thin strands of quite gray hair showed against the collar of her blue
uniform.
For no apparent reason, Galya remembered her mother knitting in their kitchen with her head bent low over
her work. She was constandy knitting or reknitting something for her, using every spare hour, especially during
the difficult years when Galya was at college—scarves, cardigans, hats—it was cheaper that way. Her mother’s
gray head, with the hair parted down the middle, bent over her knitting, the swift movements of her thin hands
with their dark veins, the clicking of the knitting needles in the silence, like the tapping of a bird’s beak—all this
so dear and so long past.
“You’re knitting that the wrong way,” Galya said. “You must knit two or three more rows here, adding stitches,
and then start decreasing.”
The knitter raised her blonde head. Her face looked tired and old, and her lipstick was put on carelessly.
“You don’t say!” She was surprised and tugged at her knitting. “I wondered why it was tight! So I must
decrease later?”
“Yes, a few rows later,” agreed Galya without enthusiasm.
The woman looked first at her knitting, then at Galya’s upset face. She was thinking, and her gaze was getting
more concentrated.
Galya turned away. The woman hesitated a litde longer, then suddenly put down her knitting and extended her
hand.
“Give me your papers,” she said.
She scrutinised Galya’s newspaper identity card, and shook her head sympathetically.
“So you are a writer?”
Suddenly she spoke in a low, confidential voice:
“Go along the corridor until you come to a green door on the right. Ask for Zhukov; he is the chief of cargo
transport. He may have an idea. He is also a writer. A poet.”
Unexpectedly she gave Galya a mischievous, youthful wink:
“Go for it! Only don’t tell him that I’ve sent you!”
*
In a smoke-filled room, with charts scattered allover the place, sat Zhukov behind the only desk, under a
portrait of Saint-Exupery.\fn{Antoine Marie Roger de Saint-Exupéry (1900-1944), French aviator and author .} An emaciated
man in a navy blue tunic, he looked irritated and tired from overwork. His commonplace, high-cheeked peasant
face and small colorless eyes expressed indignation and even rage.
In front of him, stood a young woman in a stylish red coat and a yellow mohair hat. The coat could not be
persuaded to cover her very pregnant figure. She was carefully holding the flap of the coat by the buttons with one
hand and a purse and a heavy, awkward bundle in the other, dragging her shoulder down. It was a square box of
some kind, wrapped in a gray checked shawl.
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“What do you want?” Zhukov threw a quick glance at Galya. He indicated a chair near the door.
“Sit down. And you—“ he waved the woman away angrily “—off you go! I’ve nothing more to say. The flight
will be announced over the loudspeakers!”
But she stood there and didn’t go away. She blinked her china-blue eyes.
“My husband is waiting for me.”
Her voice was soft but insistent. Her lovely face with its full lips was spoilt by dark spots on the forehead and
cheeks.
“I’ve been here for four days now.”
“So what? Wait some more. We’ve got a room for mothers and children. A very comfortable one it is, too, even
if you’re not a mother yet.”
She sighed humbly.
“I’ve been there already,” she spoke in a slow, country manner drawing out each word. “You say I’m not a
mother. But what am I then? And for your information I’m not supposed to worry, or labor might start
prematurely.”
He tugged at some papers in front of him in a gesture of vexation.
“All right, all right! We’ll send you to the maternity hospital here in town.”
“But I want to go to Ayam. My husband is there waiting for me.”
She put her bundle down stubbornly. There was a long sigh from inside the square bundle as if it were alive,
and Galya realized it was an accordion.
“But there’s no plane service to Ayam at the moment. And cargo planes can’t take passengers. They’re not
heated.” His face was red with tension.
But she kept looking at him, unblinking, with her shining blue eyes.
“Can’t you understand my situation? Please.”
He turned away from her, and looked to one side. Then he moved the telephone closer.
“Where are you from, anyway?”
“Where was I born? A village near Ryazan. But now I’ve just come from Togliatti. I came by plane through
Chita.”
“From Togliatti through Chita? What a detour!”
She lowered her eyes, nervously fingering her buttons.
“I had to. I was stuck there for two days.”
He took off the receiver.
“What fool has let you go traipsing around like this? Such a long journey, and in your condition!” He started
dialling sharply.
“My husband wanted me to come. He misses me. We haven’t seen each other for a long time.” She took off her
hat and she seemed very young to Galya with her thin, fair hair glued to her head.
“Besides, with my trade I can always find work.”
“What’s that, if I may ask?” He went on dialing. She shook her hat and smoothed its yellow fluff.
“I’m a crane-operator.”
“Hullo!” he shouted. “Hullo! Zhukov speaking. Who’s flying to Chukotka through Ayam today? Kochuro?
Listen, tell him he’s to take one more piece of cargo aboard. Cut it out! Don’t shout at me! Tell him it’s my
personal request. A personal favor, a special case. Weight? Not much.”
He looked up.
“About sixty or seventy kilos … O.K.” He put the receiver down with a bang.
She was already standing, ready to go, quickly pulling on her hat, and taking her bundle on her arm.
“Find cargo plane No. 16-15 on the airfield,” Zhukov was saying sharply. “On landing strip No.9—chief pilot
Kochuro. Time of departure 5.10, Moscow time, naturally. Understand? They’ll find some warm clothes for you.”
She nodded hastily.
“Thank you.”
Her eyes shone brightly. “You’ve really saved me.” She clasped her hands. “I don’t know how to thank you.”
She could not express herself with words so she extended her hand:
“My name is Tosya, short for Anastasia.”
When the door was shut behind her the room grew quiet. The daylight poured in, blinding white through the
window. The noise from the waiting-room beyond the door was subdued. Galya realised it was time for her to go,
that it was useless to ask for anything, But it was impolite just to get up and leave. So she went on sitting there
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with her fur hat on her lap, her scarf wound several times round her neck.
Zhukov took a pack of cigarettes from his drawer and lit one.
“Have you ever seen the likes of that!” he appealed to Galya as to a witness. “No stopping them! What a
headache to her mum and dad!” he said, waving his hand. “My daughter is like that, too. She’s on Sakhalin Island
now, working at the fisheries there. Well, that’s all right. Let her stay there and have her share of hard times.
Nowadays they’re all used to being comfortable.”
At last he turned his attention to Galya, to her smooth hair with tiny ringlets at the temples, to her felt boots,
and the bag standing at her feet.
“What is your business?”
She put her newspaper identification card and documents on the edge of the table.
He looked at it and returned it silently. He smoked calmly.
“Hoping to get there?”
She shook her head.
“Not really.” She felt hot and suffocating. She unwound her scarf.
“You are quite right!” He liked her answer. “You are quite right.” He was smoking and looking out of the
window. “To tell you the truth, I have a great respect for people who can write. I’ve got a soft spot for them. If
they are real writers, of course. The Russian language is a country all its own in away.”
He looked at the expression on her face and then confessed thoughtfully:
“I write a bit myself. Poetry. Nothing special. Just for myself. Sometimes do a piece for our wall newspaper.
Mostly about the sky. I used to be a pilot.” He brushed the table with his hand.
“But I’ve been fiddling about with this paper work for two years now.”
He became silent. In order not to let the conversation die out, and to delay the refusal, Galya asked him:
“Have you published any of your work?”
“What for?” He looked at her intently.
“What do you mean ‘what for'’?” She was embarrassed. “Would you like me to show it to someone at our
editorial office? They might like to publish it.”
“What’s the, use? No point in publishing bad poetry.”
She looked at him respectfully and remembered some words from Pasternak:
The aim of creativity is self-expression and not noisy fame or hope of success .

She wanted to recite the line aloud but he got up sharply, tall and stooping, dressed in a uniform with a loose
collar, and went across the room to the safe. “To fetch his poems,” Galya thought with instant alarm. As he moved
she saw that he was lame. To be more precise, he was one-legged—the cloth of his trousers concealed an artificial
leg that didn’t bend properly at the knee.
“I think,” he said, opening the safe with a click, “that everyone should do what he does best. You can probably
write best. That girl operates a crane. I was best as a pilot.”
From the waiting lounge a muffled noise was audible as waiting passengers tramped about on the tile floor.
There was a bustle of activity out there, but here two people were strangely alone in the quiet room full of tobacco
smoke. Galya had given up all hope of ever getting on a plane. She sighed.
“We aren’t omnipotent; there’s a lot that doesn’t depend on us.”
He took out a folder, came back and threw it down on the desk in front of him.
“If all our wishes and even our plans were suddenly fulfilled, it would be quite a different life. Perhaps a
wonderful life, but not mine, and not yours. Anyway,” he raised his voice, “something of the sort is necessary,
absolutely necessary! A bit of risk, perhaps? You mustn’t be afraid to take risks. In other words, you mustn’t be
afraid to live!”
He looked at her as she sat there by the door, bathed in perspiration, at the loop of her plait at the back of her
head, at her face, gloomy and dejected, and he suddenly laughed a ringing and youthful laugh.
“I see, you have your worries too!”
Without sitting down he tore a sheet from the desk calendar.
“We are also having a difficult time. We’re all jittery. The weather is lousy but cargo keeps arriving and it has
to be transported—especially to Chukotka, to the hunters and reindeer-breeders. We’ve managed to get by so far.”
He selected a coloured pencil from the pencil holder.
“Recently we had to throw bales of hay from planes for the cattle because of a fodder shortage.” He waved to
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the certificate on the wall. “There was a letter of thanks from the regional Party committee. We deserved it. Saved
more than a thousand head of cattle.”
He bent over the sheet of paper and started writing something on it.
“This is for cargo plane No. 16-15. Give it to Kochuro. He’s my friend. He used to be my first officer. But,
most important,” he gave her the sheet of paper, “keep an eye on that crane-operator!”
The telephone rang. He spoke into the mouthpiece: “Just a minute!” He screwed up his eyes mischievously:
“Tell me, why did you decide to apply to me?” Galya chuckled slyly:
“Intuition!”
*
Looking for cargo plane No. 16-15, they walked across the snowy, seemingly endless airfield which merged
with the blue sky. It was during the long polar night-dark and cold. The two of them walked together through a
blueness full of the fragrance of snow. In the distance they could distinctly see dark rows of planes. A ground
wind was driving the snow across the field, and their eyes were freezing. Little Tosya-Anastasia was walking
ahead over the smooth snow in her patent leather boots and bright red coat, looking like a flame against the
whiteness. She was stepping carefully, but hurrying as fast as she could, and swinging in rhythm with her steps.
She carried Galya’s bag in her hands. Galya followed her, the flaps of her fur hat down, trying to step into Tosya’s
footprints and holding the heavy accordion against her chest. They were both out of breath and perspiring when
they at last found the AN-2 biplane, small as a dragon-fly, with the number 16-15 on its gray side. It stood at the
edge of the field, apart from all the other planes.
“It’s all right,” Tosya was saying. “I’ve traveled six thousand miles already, so I’m sure I can manage the last
400. The girls in the hostel didn’t want to let me go. They said I was a fool to leave. And at the construction site
they didn’t want me to go. But I kept telling them: ‘Am I going to another planet, or what? I’m going to my
Anatoly!’”
They were now approaching the plane. The wind burned their flushed cheeks, and it was difficult to breathe.
“Is he going to meet you? Have you sent a telegram?” asked Galya.
Tosya did not answer for some time. She seemed to be listening to the noise of the blizzard.
“To tell you the truth I don’t know his exact address. I only know it’s the Komsomol mine,” she said at last.
Then, after another pause, she said: “I’ll find him. He’s a driver. I’m sure everybody there’ll know him. He’s that
sort of person.”
They stamped their feet on the squeaky snow for some time while the pilots walked around, speaking in low
voices and inspecting their plane unhurriedly—the sides and the broad skis powdered with snow.
“Oh, my feet are killing me,” confessed Tosya in a tired voice.
The pilots were smoking and talking to each other and seemed to be taking no notice of them, which offended
Galya. But Tosya took a fresh grip on the bag, felt the aluminium wing of the plane and knocked at it as if she
wanted to make sure it was strong enough. One of the pilots, who was passing by, took a good look at their absurd
figures—one pregnant and near her time, the other in a fur hat with the flaps down and embracing a bundle. He
chuckled good-naturedly:
“Will we make it, what d’you think?”
Tosya gave a radiant smile.
“Why? Of course we will! With your help.”
In their big, awkward, fur flying-suits and helmets the pilots looked like a couple of bears. One was tall and fat
and was apparently the elder of the two. His name, Kochuro (which in Ukrainian means roly-poly) suited him to a
“T”; he looked as if he'd roll over if you pushed him. The other, who was younger, taller and more supple, wore a
belt tied round his slim waist. With a lot of rattling and clanging Kochuro opened the oval door, produced a metal
ladder and offered his hand to Galya.
“You shouldn’t have taken Genka’s place,” he was saying to his co-pilot in his booming, roly-poly voice. “I’m
telling you. According to the schedule, Genka was supposed to make this flight.” He was pulling Galya and the
accordion inside. “I tell you, Fedya, you shouldn’t have done it.”
“No, I have to check up on her at last,” answered Fedya, the first officer, in a boyish ringing voice full of
determination. “I must see for myself.” He threw his cigarette onto the snow and stamped on it.
“She loves you, you dope. Of course, she loves you,” Kochuro was saying. “People say all kinds of silly
things. You can’t believe everything you hear.”
He was already offering his hand to Tosya and pulling her up the steps.
“Will you hold out till we land? I’m not much of a midwife,” he joked.
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“O.K. We’ll see about it,” answered Fedya.
He jumped into the plane after the rest, pulled the ladder inside and closed the rattling door.
*
Galya rubbed the ice-covered port-hole with her mitten and breathed onto the blue "peephole". Now and again
her lips bumped against the glass, immediately sticking to it, and she kept repeating Lukashin’s words to herself
with a smile:
“You seem to have the best of luck, old thing!”
In good spirits, she was thinking that everything was going well so far, one might even say “according to
schedule,” and that in three hours’ time she’d have reached her destination. She watched the cold expanses from
above as if she wanted to take it all in with her eyes. Below, as far as she could see, the ranges of hills were
swaying—the white, many-breasted, ice-clad land. Not a single smokestack, not a single house. It was hard to
visualize her Tynykvai hunters somewhere among this silent snowy waste. The plane was vibrating and roaring
evenly. Quite nearby, beyond its thin wall, the wind that swept the vast expanses was whistling powerfully.
Inside the cabin, an electric lamp glowed weakly, and in its gloomy light, the smell of ozone and grease
merged with the cold. The whole plane was stuffedwith deer carcases—meat for the geologists. One couldn’t
possibly sit on the carcases, but the girls found a small space near the wall, under the window in the farthest part
of the plane, and settled down there. They sat close to each other, cosily wrapped in the shaggy sheepskin coats
that they found there. Sometimes Galya would kneel and gaze for a long time through the thawed round spot on
the iced window.
“I’ve trekked around all over the place,” Tosya was speaking with animation, “and I’ve seen plenty, but this
journey is a new one on me.”
Her yellow hat peeked out jauntily from her shaggy fur collar.
“Somehow I feel sorry for these poor young deer.” She gazed at the carcases. Galya answered dryly, for no
apparent reason, addressing not the girl but someone invisible:
“Yes, but this is meat, and people need it.”
“Look! There’s some jam here!”
In the tail section of the plane, cases of glass jars were stacked up. Through the gaps between the slats she
could read: “Plum” and “Quince.”
“My Anatoly is so fond of jam! He can eat a whole jar for a bet.” Tosya’s eyes sparkled. “Oh, and he’s so full
of pranks!” she prattled on. “You know how we met—through him acting the goat. I was working as a craneoperator at the time. We were building a school in Soviet Street, and one day, when I was going to work by bus, I
was standing at the back window and saw this other bus right on our heels. It almost butted us at the stops. Then I
saw the driver waving to me like this.”
She freed her hand from the sheepskin coat and gave a demonstration.
“First I made out I didn’t notice. Our bus started up. He came hurrying after us, not even keeping to the road,
but going over all the ruts and hummocks.” She was choking with laughter. “He gave his passengers a good
shake-up.”
When she laughed she covered her mouth with her palm like a small child. Her hands were short-fingered,
weather-beaten, and the skin was cracked—working hands.
“At the bus stop, he wrote with his finger on the front glass: ‘Tolya,’ short for Anatoly. Well, so I wrote
‘Tosya.’ Our names aren’t all that different. Anyway, it ended in me almost missing my stop.”
She smiled happily, glad of the chance to recall this bright moment from the past and to talk about it.
“After that he found me at the construction site. It turned out he was from the same place as me—from Ryazan.
And he’s such a wag, too!”
She was simply bursting with delight.
“You know, when he was passing the construction site, he’d stop and blink his headlights before going any
further—so as I could see him from the crane. Six times a day he’d do it.”
She wrapped herself up again, sinking into the sheepskin coat so that only her yellow hat showed over the
black fur collar.
“Oh, how nice! How warm!”
The wavering, uncertain blue light of the polar day was getting thicker outside the window. The night
flickered, pierced by the stars. Galya touched the wall of the plane with her mittened hand. She felt the tenseness
and vibration and thought: “It’s like something living!!”
“Don’t jump around all the time. Keep warm or you’ll catch cold. I know all about it. I had a spot on my lung
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once. Always in a draught up there in the crane.”
She watched attentively as Galya tied the flaps of her fur hat.
“What a plait you've got! Good lord, is it real?”
There was gentleness and warmth in her gaze.
“What a fine girl you are! Only I see that you’ve got freckles, too. They’re an awful nuisance in the spring,
aren’t they? Are you married?”
“Who’d want a wife with such freckles!” laughed Galya. “You’re a fine one, aren’t you!”
Tosya’s eyes were shining through the fur.
“You’ll be the death ofme! If I had a plait like yours I could grab anybody I wanted!”
Suddenly the plane gave a jolt. It swayed and trembled.. They both remembered the depth of the abyss under
their feet. The door of the pilots’ section flew open for a moment and through the bright oval of the doorway they
saw a quite different, brightly-lit world. A hand reached out to the door and closed it with a bang. Tosya raised
herself a little and listened to the sound of the motor anxiously. She reached out and touched a row of white rivets
covered with hoar-frost:
“I’m used to heights, but it wouldn’t be so nice to crash in this crate.”
She imagined the worst and shook her head:
“No, no! I was a fool not to send him a telegram! That’s what I should have done. Just to the address of the
mine. They would have found him right away. He’s always the life of the party.”
She didn't want to think about frightening things; she didn’t want to tear away her thoughts from Anatoly.
“He’s a bit short, it’s true, but the way he plays the accordion!”
She closed her eyes with pleasure.
“I’ve bought an accordion for him. As a present. He was always borrowing one from the club or from someone
in the hostel.”
Then she added proudly:
“I’ve been saving up for it for three months, plus a whole bonus. And there you are!”
She searched for the gray bundle with her eyes.
“Do you think he'll like it?”
“Aren’t your feet cold?” Galya asked. “Keep your toes moving. Or would you like my felt boots?”
“No, thanks, I’m quite warm.”
She was silent for a while, then looked at Galya’s pale, serious face:
“You probably think I’m an awful idiot—pregnant, and traveling God knows where.”
She sighed.
“The girls all said I was. Only they don’t understand.. They don’t know him.”
She livened up and even got to her feet.
“I’m the only one who understands him, what kind of person he is. Only me.”
Her white face with the dark pregnancy spots on her forehead and cheeks was glowing with happiness in the
semi-darkness. And Galya suddenly felt envious of this cheery girl, with her spontaneity, her blind faith and love.
“I remember how he begged me to take him up on the crane. I nearly died laughing! He was terrified, and
shaking like anything as he climbed up. I was climbing behind him and wouldn’t let him go back. No, my dear, go
on! I climb up here twice a day, up and down, and I’m O.K. Then he didn’t want to go down. He took my seat in
the driver’s cab and looked and looked at the city. ‘What a view! This is how birds feel when they’re flying,’ he
says. ‘Free and easy. Freedom’s the thing I love best!’ he says.”
She leaned against the wall comfortably and stretched her legs under the sheepskin.
“‘Well,’ I said, ‘be as free as you like. I’m not one to stop you.’”
She adjusted her hat.
“First he went to Chita. He said we’d get married there. He sent me three letters with a return address on them.
But I couldn’t find his office in Chita for two days. Turned out to be a dreadful hole—something to do with
repairs of some sort. They told me there that he'd left way back in December and gone to Ayam with some
friends.” She added with conviction: “He wouldn’t just up and leave me like that; he’s not that kind. It’s all his
friends’ doing. I know for sure. Listen, are you hungry? I’ve got some doughnuts.”
She fumbled around happily, searching for her bag.
“They were hot when I bought them. Do you think we should offer some to the pilots—or maybe not?”
They ate with gusto the cold, stale doughnuts filled with sticky jam, and listened to the wind howling and tearing at the aluminium side of the plane. They watched the stars, frozen in the dark, flowing by the windows. And
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Galya suddenly wished Lukashin and her mother, and even Natalia and, of course, Victor, could see her now—
like this in a sheepskin coat, flying in a cargo plane at night over a frozen land so infernally far away from them.
She suddenly remembered Victor, as he’d looked when she was leaving, standing in their dimly lit hall with the
felt boots in his hands, and the buttons sparkling on his rough army coat. She usually had the mental image of him
as a shy person, afraid to look right at you, who would only drop in “for a minute.” When they were in the sixth
form he had come uninvited to her birthday party. He rang the door bell, shoved into her hand his only treasure—
a magnifying glass wrapped in a piece of old newspaper—and ran away. This magnifying glass could be used to
burn holes in almost anything. He even put her name on the windowsill of the landing with it.
“Listen, Tosya. I want to ask you something.”
Galya looked at her intently.
“Aren’t you afraid? You are traveling God knows where, alone, so near your time. Aren’t you afraid?”
The other chuckled cheerfully:
“Why should I be? They must have some kind of medical service.” (But in her eyes Galya read: “I’m scared
stiff!”) “Anatoly will take me there—he’s a driver, so no problem with transportation. There’s always a shortage
of crane-operators. And as for medical service, it’s everywhere nowadays.”
She was silent for a while, then turned to Galya confidentially:
“To tell you the truth, I’ve got a big problem,” she sighed and added unexpectedly: “I don’t like my name. It’s
a horrible name, no doubt about it. It was my mother’s idea. I got tagged Anastasia after one of my grandmothers.
My younger sister wasn’t any luckier. She’s called Dusya-Evdokia. Thank goodness they didn’t call her Efrosinya. She doesn’t care yet. She’s only eleven. But I’m old enough to understand what I’m stuck with.”
She went on dreamily:
“I wish my name was Laura. Or, perhaps, Alia. Alia is even better.” Imagining her Anatoly, she became more
vivacious. She rounded her beautiful eyes affectedly: “‘Good evening, Alia,’ he would say to me, ‘would you care
to go to the cinema?’” She burst out laughing into her fur coat and wiped her greasy fingers with a handkerchief.
“I could die laughing. Isn’t it funny!”
Galya listened to her and thought gloomily: would life never send her this gift of complete faith with no fear of
being deceived or disillusioned, would it never send her this kind of reckless, incredible love? The kind of love
that makes you unafraid of gossip and censure, willing to abandon everything forever and fly like this, alone,
through cold and hardships, across the whole country, passing thousands of people, to him, your one and only, to
the back of beyond. Just to be together, no matter where, even in a strange city, just to be able to rock with
laughter together on rainy days in an ordinary, cheap hotel room. Or to open your eyes in the morning, look into
the sky and listen to him breathing beside you as you both lie on a prickly haystack—or perhaps go to the postoffice every day and catch your breath waiting at the “Poste Restante” window, feeling the violent thumping of
your heart.
Would she never know any of this? Would she never have this gift? Perhaps it was not in the cards for her...
*
“Calling Crimson! Calling Crimson! This is ‘Bee-8.’ Are you receiving me?”
In the warmth of the small pilot’s cabin Galya felt cosy and safe. When she forgot, of course, about the abyss
below. She stood in the narrow passage between the twin seats and enjoyed shifting from one foot to the other and
looking around. It would even be possible to sit here if a wide canvas band were fastened between the two seats,
from one arm to the other. But she enjoyed standing. She had entered after knocking, or rather banging, on the
metal door to offer the men some doughnuts.
“How are you getting on back there? Is it draughty?”
The round-faced Kochuro, bald without his helmet, had to shout in order to be heard.
“Thanks for the doughnuts. Just what the doctor ordered!” He ate with gusto, and his red bristly eyebrows
jerked in a funny way.
On his right, his hands on the controls, earphones on his head, and an expression of concentration on his
youthful face, sat the co-pilot, Fedya. His hair was closely cropped and his gaze was fixed on the control panel.
He didn’t take a doughnut, waving it aside with an aggrieved air, and Galya remembered that he had his own
personal reason for being on this flight. There was a greenish glow from the instrument panel, the pointers
quivered, and there seemed to be dozens of different colored buttons and levers. And this small, droning room,
tense, like a magnetic field, cut its way through the dark, flickering universe advancing evenly toward them.
Taking off her hat, Galya watched, fascinated. Now all three were hatless, as if at home.
Far below through the blue, they caught sight of some scattered small lights. They became visible and then
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disappeared almost at once.
“Seimchan!” shouted Kochuro. “The coldest place on earth.”
He smiled mischievously.
“We won’t land here!” He sat solidly, like the real owner of the place, at the controls, his legs in their deerskin
boots planted apart.
“Zhukov and I had to make a forced landing right here in the hills,” he pointed with his finger. “We were badly
frost-bitten and he broke both legs. It was some time before they found us and managed to cart us out in dogsleds. So both his legs were frost-bitten. The doctors managed to save one, though.” He waved his hand. “It’s a
devilish place!”
Co-pilot Fedya gave him a quick, disapproving glance. Kochuro turned away and finished his doughnut in
silence, giving his attention to the control panel. And Galya realized that this whole experience—the pilots,
Zhukov, who had stayed at the airport, the polar sky, the girl with whom she was traveling—all the unusual and
wonderful things she had experienced these last few days—would never be repeated. She was sorry she wouldn’t
be able to reproduce it all in her sketch about Chukotka. A pity that it would all pass irrevocably, and that she
wouldn’t even be able to write about it as she would like to, or describe it the way she was feeling about it now.
Her mother would simply be horrified and wouldn’t understand. Lukashin would smile wisely, tongue in cheek.
Only Victor, the faithful Vic the Pig, would be ready to listen to her endlessly, his hands on his knees, nodding
understandingly. And later in the evening, her mother would sigh in the kitchen:
“Why do you treat the poor lad like this? Why don’t you make up your mind? I feel sorry for him. He’s been
coming to the house for so many years now. He must be the laughing-stock of his friends. Perhaps you ought to
tell him not to come any more.”
“Crimson! Crimson! ‘Bee-8’ calling,” repeated Fedya again and again in his squeaky tenor. “I hear you. Over.”
Even through the droning of the motor Galya caught the apprehension in his youthful voice.
“Come in …”
He nodded hastily to Kochuro. The other put on his earphones at once.
“Over …”
They listened silently, in concentration. At last Kochuro said distinctly:
“Roger. Can’t skirt the storm zone. Too late. I’m continuing on course. Keep us informed. Azimuth, distance
… Over.”
The co-pilot got out the map. Then he began writing down some figures transmitted from the control centre far
away, as if from another planet. The stars were still flowing by peacefully. But here, in the pilot’s cabin, tension
reigned. Galya suddenly felt unwanted and irrelevant. She turned carefully, pushed open the bulky door and went
through into the cold, dark, but already habitable, freight compartment.
“Why were you gone so long?” Tosya cried immediately in a hurt voice from her corner. She was almost
invisible under the dark sheepskin: “I’ve been here waiting and waiting for you!”
*
Before that night, Galya had no notion of how the universe could fall to pieces; for it was something that had
to be experienced to be understood. First it began railing very slowly. Then faster and more sharply. Then it
seemed to overturn and scatter like a basket of apples. You first lose your centre of gravity even when you are just
lying down like a bundle in a sheepskin coat. Then you lose your point of equilibrium and start sliding
somewhere, clutching at anything you can get your hands on—ribs of the frozen carcases, your own bag, the cold
metal of the vibrating floor. And inside you, everything seems to churn around, to swim.
Night had come on outside the ice-covered windows long ago. A dark mass of driven snow was howling there.
The plane shook and jumped all the time, and for the first time in her life, Galya felt absolutely helpless. Nothing
depended on her effort, or her wishes. She was in the hands of two complete strangers she had never seen before
—the pilot Kochuro and the strict and austere young Fedya. They were holding the threads, so to speak, of their
lives—hers and Tosya’s. Everything depended on their skill and willpower. And Galya prayed they would have
enough.
“Don’t forget to give me your Moscow address,” Tosya shouted from nearby. “When I come to see you, you
mightn’t even recognize me.”
She lay gripping the sleeve of Galya's coat.
“You’ll ask me, perhaps, ‘Where have I seen you before?’ ‘Don’t you remember, my dear, how we rocked and
rolled over Chukotka?’ I’ll answer.”
Every now and again the floor seemed to collapse under them,\fn{ A downdraft; inducing a short space of freefall .}
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leaving them weightless for a moment. These frightening moments of weightlessness, of complete loss of support,
terrified them and made them feel sick.
“This is a scream!” Tosya shouted. “How do they manage to work in space?”
Galya saw a sort of reckless desperation in her eyes.
“Hold on! Grab this,” Tosya pointed to a sort of handrail attached to the wall.
Galya clutched at it tightly, bracing her feet against the carcase that slid closer to them with each sway,
threatening to fall on top of them in the end.
The electric lamp on the ceiling kept flickering. Time seemed to crawl on interminably. Galya lost track of the
minutes. She felt sick and her ears were blocked. It seemed as if she were in an empty iron barrel rolling
thunderously into an abyss. Then she felt the small, sturdy hand of her neighbor in hers, and this gave her
strength. It reminded her of reality. The carcase slid down on her foot at last; she jerked herself free and propped
the foot against the carcase again.
“You’d better sit up!” she heard Tosya’s voice. “You’ll feel better. The plane seems to have leveled out a bit.
We’re getting out of it. I remember once I was caught in a snowstorm up on the crane. I was afraid to get out of
the cab. The storm was so wild you couldn’t see anything. And staying there was even worse. Didn’t I half get a
fright that time!”
Propped against the wall, Tosya was also holding onto the handrail overhead, and her red coat that didn’t meet
in front was showing from under the sheepskin.
“When I go in a lift I always think, I don’t know why, I hope it doesn’t break down; I hope it doesn’t fall!
What do you think? One day the cable’s sure to snap. But, as my Anatoly says, the main thing is to keep your
head. You know what you should do?” she looked at Galya, who had grown pale, and winked slyly: “At the last
moment you must jump as high as you can. Understand? Everything will smash to bits under your feet and you’ll
still be in one piece. Don’t you believe me?”
Galya broke into a smIle in spite of herself and carried on the joke:
“In our case, the velocity of the fall would be different.” She sat up with difficulty, because of her sheepskin
coat, feeling dizzy. “And then, you might misjudge that last moment.”
This Tosya-Anastasia both surprised and enchanted her more and more.
The plane was indeed flying more evenly, more calmly, though it still swayed and trembled from time to time.
The lamp stopped flickering. The round windows became blue again as if this color was gathering strength.
“I think we’ll be there soon.” Tosya looked at her little gold watch. “Enough trouble for one day.”
Suddenly she stopped short and then said in a strangled voice:
“Oh, it hurts.”
An expression of astonishment froze on her face. She couldn’t believe what she felt. And again she cried out
sharply: “Oh, mummy dear!”
“What’s wrong?”
Galya stood up at once and looked to see if something had fallen onto Tosya. But no, the carcases and cases
were all in place.
Tosya cried out again and again. Louder and longer:
“O--o-h-h-h!” She looked at Galya, her eyes big with surprise and fright: “That’s a bit too much! The very
idea. O-o-o-h-h-h!”
She let go of the handrail and, holding herself with both hands, gave out a long, inhuman howl, shaking her
head.
“O-o-o-h-h-h!”
Startled by what she guessed was happening, Galya kneeled in front of her, confused and frightened, and at a
loss what to do, what measures to take. She seized the work-roughened little hand and, looking back at the pilot’s
cabin, mumbled:
“Wait a bit, Tosya, darling, be patient, we’ll be there soon.”
But Tosya didn’t hear anything. Her eyes screwed up in pain, and her face a deep red, she was moaning loudly:
“Oh, oh!”
Galya jumped up in alarm. She hurried to the pilot’s compartment, stumbling over the carcases. Banging on
their door with her fist, she threw it open wide and shouted into the bright and warm cabin:
“She’s gone into labor. I think she’s going to give birth now!”
Against the background of the control panel she saw both men’s faces turn to her quickly and immediately
change expression, becoming helpless-looking and confused. She was silent for a while. And then at last she
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realized that she couldn’t expect any help from anywhere, that she would have to manage by herself, and in spite
of all her misgivings, she said somewhat sharply and even confidently:
“Don’t worry. I know all about it. Don’t worry. I’ll do everything myself.”
As she closed the door she heard Kochuro calling the control-tower:
“‘Bee-B’ calling …”
*
Tosya greeted her with a weak smile on her pale face:
“It seems better now! It’s giving me a break. It’s not supposed to start yet. It’s too early. I’ve counted a hundred
times. I thought I’d get there and then …”
She looked hopefully, but helplessly and miserably at Galya. Her hat had disappeared somewhere and her
short, fair hair seemed to be scattered all over the black sheepskin:
“Perhaps it will pass off, eh?”
Galya kneeled before her and took her wet, hot hand in hers.
“I know it hurts, my dear. Just be patient for a while. It will be all right. It’s all right,” she kept repeating
hastily, in a motherly tone. She didn’t know herself where she got her words from.
“It’s going to be all right. It’s all right.”
But Tosya’s fingers again clawed into her hand with unexpected force, the knuckles going white, and her
mouth contorted as she gave a terrible, heart-rending cry. She stretched as if consumed by pain, shook her head
and wheezed. She fell on her side trying to get up. But Galya quickly, almost unconsciously, intuitively turned her
over on her back. She started pulling off her boots, taking off her clothes, unfastening something.
“Just a minute, my dear, just a minute …”
Tosya seized Galya’s hands in a violent grip, clutched at the clothes and cried and cried, not aware of what she
was saying:
“Oh, mummy dear! Oh, mummy dear!”
Galya longed to help her, to defend her somehow from the pain, the suffering, but she realized that she could
do nothing, that everything was proceeding according to laws that are independent of human wishes. Kneeling in
front of her, she just repeated quickly, as old women do:
“Come, come, my dear!”
When the pain stopped Tosya was lying down, her teeth chattering as if she were in a fever. Her gray, masklike face was thrown backwards, almost unrecognizable now, the lips bitten. Her hands were limp and her breath
was hot and coming in gasps. She stared in front of her with dark, unseeing eyes, concentrating on what was
going on inside her body.
Galya wiped her wet cheeks and forehead.. She pulled the sheepskin coat over the girl, who had been flinging
her arms and legs in all directions. Little by little, she managed to calm herself.
But the girl suddenly leaped up again, howling like an animal, banging her hands on the floor around her,
tearing at the sheepskin and trying to sit down, rolling half-mad, uncomprehending eyes.
“You mustn’t get up!”
Galya pressed her down with all her strength, took hold of her skinny shoulders, and kept repeating: “You
mustn’t get up, you mustn’t—”
But Tosya pushed her away and cried: “Let me go, damn you, let me go!”
She broke loose with such wild, incredible force, her face contorted with pain. She tried again and again to get
up and crawl somewhere. Galya, breathing heavily and going weak as a kitten, could hardly restrain her.
Then Tosya again became limp in her arms. She leaned back, dark in the face and drenched in perspiration,
whimpering softly like a little girl, her eyes half-closed:
“O-o-o-h-h-h”
Catching her breath, Galya repeated mechanically:
“A little more … just be patient a little longer!”
She pulled her towel and her knitted cardigan from her bag, and wiped her hands with some eau de cologne.
Suddenly a beam of bright light fell on her. Somebody was standing in the oval frame of the door.
“Here’s ajacket. Kochuro told me …”
Galya waved him away, almost hating him, and shouted:
“Get out of here! Get out of here!”
The door closed. Galya turned to the girl, and in the dim light she saw her sitting, her face scarlet with the
effort, her hands trembling as they supported her. Her face was swollen and wet with tears and the pupils of her
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eyes were black, immobile and frightening. She looked at Galya without blinking as if demanding immediate help
and relief from her suffering.
“Lie down, this minute!” cried Galya, pressing her to the floor. Biting at the end of the sheepskin collar, the
girl moaned quietly. Then she tensed, trying to bear down.
“Your legs … bend your legs!” Galya cried at last. “You’re going to have your baby now!”
She seized Tosya’s naked legs and bent them at the knees.
“Come on, my dear. Just a little more!”
The girl was breathing hard from the strain of her labor. Her face had a bluish tinge and was unrecognisable.
“Come on! Come on!” Galya cried, not hearing anything else, forgetting herself, and only being conscious of
one thing—it was going to happen now … now …
“Once more! Just once more!”
She felt Tosya stretch sharply and prop her knees against her as she gave a long and terrible cry that merged
with the roar of the engine.
“Come on! Come on! Come on!” Galya shouted in the same tone again and again until she felt that the girl had
stopped resisting. She became limp, as if she had thawed. Galya let go of her and covered her hot body with her
coat. Completely exhausted, she leaned back to get her breath. In front of her on the black fur was a tiny creature
helplessly naked as if skinless, with folded jerking little legs and arms. Galya began wiping him carefully but
hurriedly and wrapped him in a towel. And then she noticed the umbilical cord, dark and thick, that still connected the baby to its mother. She stiffened for a moment, wondering desperately what she must do next. Then she
took her pen-knife out of her bag, poured some eau de cologne over it, cut the cord, and tied it with her small,
clean handkerchief as close to the tiny body as possible, helping herself with her teeth. Then, overcoming her
trembling and rising fear, she lifted the hot body of the baby by the legs and quickly slapped it—once and then
again.
“This is the way, I think!”
And she held her breath.
The baby opened its mouth and cried, perhaps, but she didn’t hear for the noise of the plane. She only saw his
tiny round mouth open and his lacklustre eyes screw up tightly. And Galya laughed happily with relief.
“Well now! Just think of that! It’s a boy!”
She had forgotten all about Tosya. She wrapped the baby skilfully and carefully in the towel, then her woollen
cardigan, then her scarf. At last she cried:
“It’s a boy! Do you hear? You’ve got a son!”
Tosya lay, indifferent to everything, as if out of this world. Her gaze was unseeing and her eyes had become
pale and colorless. But then her cracked lips moved:
“Don’t drop him.”
Galya didn’t hear and was saying gently: “It’s all over. Now you are born. How nice!”
He had a discontented expression on his crumpled little face which was slightly bluish; his eyes were half
closed.
“Give’m to me,” Tosya said almost inaudibly, slurring her words and holding out her weak hands. “Give’m to
me.”
“He can’t stay here. It’s too cold.”
Holding the bundle with one arm, she covered Tosya with her other hand to keep her warm as best she could.
She managed with difficulty to pull the sheepskin coat over her.
“Come, come, we’ll be there soon. Have patience.”
The girl looked at the bundle in Galya’s arms with longing and envy, and smiled slightly with only the corners
of her lips.
“Give him to me!” she freed her hands. “Gimme.”
But Galya stood up, overcoming her dizziness. She felt the vibration of the plane with her unsure feet, and
reality started slowly returning to her.
“You just stay quiet. I’ll be back soon.”
She went to the cabin, holding the baby carefully in her arms.
“‘Bee-8’ calling Crimson!” trasmitted Kochuro to the ground. “Yes, everything’s O.K. With the mother, too.
What did you expect? No, a boy. He’ll be a flyer, maybe!”
There was a broad grin on his round face. He stopped talking and gave Galya a long, attentive look, full of
respect and wonder, and then shook his head: “So you’re his godmother!”
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She sat down on the canvas band between the pilots’ seats holding the warm bundle in her arms, not quite
herself yet, tired, not really believing that what she herself had witnessed, that incredible, wonderful miracle of
birth, was quite real.
“An ambulance is waiting at the airport,” said the co-pilot Fedya, seriously. He turned around and looked at the
tiny face, pink, as if the baby was just from the bath-house. The baby moved his little round mouth, opened it,
and, through the noise of the engine, they heard his cry.
“A-a-a-a!”
At last Fedya broke into a boyish smile.
“What do you know! Four of us took off and now five of us are arriving! How do you like that? I wonder what
they’ll put for his birthplace?”
Stars were moving past the windows out in the cold darkness, and in the cabin the persistent crying continued.
“Crimson, just listen to this!” Kochuro was laughing. “This is ‘Bee-8’.” He took off his headset and held the
microphone close to the baby’s small screwed-up face.
In the cargo section nearby, under the sheepskin coat, lay Tosya-Anastasia. The accordion she’d bought was
still standing next to her, wrapped in the gray village shawl, and next to it was Galya’s bag with the notebook and
pen.
The new-born person was in Galya’s arms, and she looked tenderly at a little blue vein on his transparent
temple where life was beating. And, looking at this new life, she was not yet conscious that what had happened
was relevant to her too, to her future life, which would include her mother and Natalia, Lukashin and Vic the Pig,
and much else that she didn’t know about yet. It seemed to her at that moment that she’d be successful at anything
she put her hand to. And the time would come when she would be able to fully appreciate what had just happened.
During the two trips, the previous one, and the present one, two great mysteries had been revealed to her—Death
and Life.
The plane was descending quickly. The lights of the village were already discernible below. The plane was
gliding down slowly in the darkness, as if onto a scattered pile of burning coals. And somewhere, far away on the
shores of the Arctic Ocean, were the characters of Galya’s future story—the Tynykvai hunters, whom she had yet
to meet.
16.9 The Woman Who Fulled Clothes\fn{by Yi Hoesong aka Ri Kaisei (1935Oblast, Russia (M) 14

)}

Maokn, Sakhalin Island, Sakhalin

Chang Sun died on a winter day ten months before the end of Japan’s long war. I distinctly remember the
events of that day, perhaps because I was by then nine years old. I’m sure the fact that death took my mother from
me when I was still a boy was strongly reflected in my character as I grew up, but at that time I was still just a
carefree child.
Mother always used to tease me by calling me “Jojo.” Even now I don’t know the exact meaning of this
nickname. It can be spelled four different ways in Korean, but none of these spellings is in the dictionary. I knew,
though, that Mother was born in a farm village in Kyongsang Province near the ancient Silla capital of Kyongju,
so I thought it was probably a pet name for children peculiar to that area. Whenever I got the chance I asked
people from there if they knew what it meant, but I never did find out.
I guess it doesn’t matter, though. I knew it meant something like “smart aleck” or “misfit.” I shouldn’t have
had to keep asking people so persistently when I had figured that much out, but I felt such deep attachment to the
name that I couldn’t help wanting to ask people.
I don’t know when or why Mother called me Jojo for the first time. It could have been because of the octopus
dance. When I was small I was good at making people laugh, and even adults often egged me on encouragingly.
As I remember it, this octopus dance was more like the stately palace dances in Thailand, not like crazy Japanese
festival dances. I would bob my wrists up and down, and duck my head in and out. But the best part was when I
flew and leaped about. Absorbed in watching, people would forget themselves and shout out “That’s it!”
reminded, I guess, of the dazzling sword dance of the legendary Silla knights. But then I would get carried away
and upset the tempo, and then of course people would be disappointed. I guess when that happened I must have
looked more like a monkey hopping around madly scratching fleas. Anyway, my dance got to be known as the
octopus dance, which doesn’t sound particularly dignified.
“Aigo!\fn{A note reads: An interjection meaing “woe is me;” “dear me.” } Jojo. Jojo." Mother laughed at me and sighed.
“Why on earth are you so jojo?”
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Hearing this, I somehow felt I had been praised and it made me want to dance all the more. When Mother and
Father quarreled, I would make them stop by doing this dance. Father, with a resigned expression, would

give up and stop arguing immediately.
Oh, Jojo was quite a guy, all right. But to tell the truth, I had my weaknesses. I don’t know why it was, but I
had a bad habit of wetting my bed. In the winter it was especially bad. In the morning I often regretted having
been tricked by a dream. One time I was so sure of myself. I was sure I had gotten up from my bed as I should
and gone to the toilet before confidently letting myself go. Of course, I knew immediately what I had done, but by
then it was too late. Feeling miserable, I tried desperately to dry the bedding with my body. The cock had long
since announced the day, and it was already time to get up. But still the bedding wasn’t dry.
“Come on! Get up and go to your aunt’s house for some salt,” Mother called out to me from the kitchen. I
ducked my head under the covers. That was what she always said on mornings when I wet my bed. I ventured to
peer out at Mother’s face suspiciously. She looked innocent, but I couldn’t be sure. This was no mere errand. I
would go to get the salt, but I already knew that once I got there my aunt would give me a licking. The first time I
didn’t know this, though. It seemed a fair punishment for bedwetting. Mother handed me an empty bowl and told
me to ask for a lot.
“Make sure she gives you a lot. All right?” When I got there, my small aunt beckoned to me with her hand.
And as I was handing over the bowl, she grabbed my wrist firmly.
“A lot, huh? Well, here you are! Oh, that’s not enough. How about a little more? Had enough yet?”
My aunt’s spanking hurt so much, I threw the bowl at her and ran home crying.
Seeing her child run up and bury his head in her lap, Mother laughed.
“Well? Did you get the salt? Hey, how come you didn’t get any salt?”
I was infuriated at her acting as if she didn’t know. Then she told me that the customary Korean treatment for
children who wet their beds is to send them to get salt.
“When will you start to act your age? Honestly, you’re already six years old!”
Mother said this to make me shape up. But, as it turned out, she had to repeat the same thing to her child year
after year, only changing the age—“Now that you’re six years old” became “Now that you’re seven years old.”
Even when I was nine there were times when I would rush home in tears from my aunt’s house. I knew all too
well that if I went to my aunt’s house for salt I would get spanked. By the time I was nine I had figured out that
much, but, nevertheless, for some reason I would go every time. Was I so taken in by my mother? Whenever I
heard Mother’s words I was filled with expectations of something good. Her words worked a strange, irresistible
charm on me. It was really a terrible curse.
When I returned home in visible embarrassment, Mother couldn’t help sighing, “Aigo! Whenever will you get
over this? My Jojo.”
In the morning on that day, I was roughly awakened by my aunt. As soon as I saw her stern face close to mine,
I quickly reached down to check the bedding. But it was all right. It wasn’t wet. I looked up at her in relief. But
then, why did she look as if she were going to hit me? And why had she come all the way over to our house?
“Why are you staring at me so stupidly? Honestly! Don’t you know what’s happening?”
My aunt’s voice was harsh. She gave me a rough shove, and, confused, I scrambled out of bed. I found that
several of our relatives had gathered in the room. My pockmarked uncle was standing with his hands tucked in his
belt; and even a couple of distant relatives were there. They all looked solemn, their vacant stares drawn to the
back room where a voice offering encouragement could be heard over the lower sound of groaning. It seemed
logical to suppose that a baby was being born since I knew that Mother had a big stomach, and I could hear the
familiar voice of the midwife. But then why were all the adults so grim? My brothers were sitting near the glass
door to the back room, and they looked as grim and uneasy as the others.
That day, I remember, we children were sent to school earlier than usual. My younger sisters, who didn’t go to
school yet, remained at home. It was cold enough that morning to turn one’s ears to ice. The rays of the morning
sun pierced the crystal cold air and dyed the snow red. Our breath was pure white. The three of us who had set out
for school together parted ways when we reached the hill road. My middle-school brother took the road to the
right, and my sixth-grade brother and I took the road to the left. When we got to school, we found we were the
first to arrive. The class- room was so cold that if I didn’t move around my feet and hands would begin to hurt. I
remember that when the stoop-shouldered janitor came in to light the stove, he stared at me in surprise.
The second hour was Japanese class. While the fire in the stove was crackling away, the sound of chalk tapping
on the blackboard like a woodpecker and the sound of lead pencils continually being sharpened blended with the
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faint smell of lunchboxes that was beginning to envelop the room.
I was thinking comfortably that it wouldn’t be long before lunch, when it slowly dawned on me that I didn’t
have my lunchbox. I remembered that my aunt had not handed it to me when she hurried me off to school.
“Drat! No lunch!”
I gazed miserably out the window. I could see the base of the bronze statue that had once stood in one corner of
the playground. The statue itself, of Ninomiya Sontoku reading a book while carrying firewood on his back, had
been sent to the battlefield.
That wasn’t the only change the war had brought to our school. There was a health hour when a woman
teacher would come to put cod-liver oil into our mouths with a medicine dropper. The slimy cod-liver oil had a
fishy smell, but she always gave us candy so the taste wouldn’t last. As the war went on, though, this candy ration
disappeared and we just got the cod-liver oil.
The sound of the chalk pecking away ceased, and footsteps could be heard coming down the hall. The teacher
stepped off his platform and moved toward the door. I grew tense. Somehow, I was sure that the footsteps had
something to do with me. My premonition was right. Before long, the teacher nodded deeply, looked over at me
and called my name. I was to go to the hospital right away.
For some reason I felt rather proud of myself. Maybe it was because when my classmates heard the word
“hospital” they looked jealous for an instant. No wonder. We were at an age when the idea of going to the hospital
was very appealing. All we needed to get our imaginations going was to hear the word “hospital.”
Conscious of the admiration, and feeling all those envious looks on my back, I obediently left my seat and
went out into the hall.
My sixth-grade brother was standing there with a brooding expression.
“They said to come to the hospital right away. Do you know what that means?”
My brother said this to reprimand me for wearing a cheerful expression. But he apparently thought it useless to
discuss it, for without another word we slipped out through the long, dark hall. When we emerged from the school
building the glare of the snow blinded us. My brother started to run, pulling me along, but finally with an
expression of annoyance he let go of me.
The long snowy road leading to the prefectural hospital was very slippery. People and horses had trampled it
down so that it glistened as if it had been waxed and it was easy to lose one’s footing. I fell down over and over
again, but at last I got to the hospital, where I stood around in the hall of the ward, not knowing what to do. I had
no idea where Mother’s room was. As I wandered along the back halls, I got more and more depressed.
By the time I’d wandered all the way to the other end of the hall, I could almost feel the uneasiness pressing
against my chest. I could almost see the graves I was sure were outside, on the other side of the door.
I don’t know how I found my mother’s room, but when I did I almost shouted with joy. I didn’t though.
I slipped my body through the half-opened doorway, pressed my back right up against the wall, and stood
motionless. My brother had arrived before me and was pressing his fists against both eyes. My middle-school
brother was scowling at the ceiling, and my father was sniffling and saying something to him. That was the scene,
but still I didn’t realize that Mother was dead. I was watching my father talking intimately with one of his children
as he never did before, as if talking over a serious problem.
It looked as if Mother had fallen asleep peacefully in bed while listening to her husband and son talking, as if
she had thought to return her sons to their father. At home, we were always on Mother’s side, and with reason. In
the eyes of her children, Mother gave the impression of being weak and in need of support.
Father finally noticed me, and called me to him in a tearful voice. I wondered what it was he said. Whatever it
was, his words must have conveyed both the emotion of a forty-year-old man who has lost his wife and the
determined strength of a parent of five children. And suddenly I was dimly aware of the anger and bitterness in
Father’s voice. Father looked at me standing against the wall dry-eyed, even though my mother had died, and for
a moment his face took on a hard expression, as if he could not forgive me. From the time I was small, I
remember Father sometimes looking like that. When I couldn’t fall asleep at night, I would go into my parent’s
room, hugging my pillow to me. Mother would always let me get into their bed, but Father only gave me a forced
smile or tried to brush me away as if he were disgusted. If I could feel my body touching Mother’s body, I could
sleep peacefully. Sometimes I would thrash around in bed and accidentally kick her roughly in the stomach. At
such times, Mother would quietly move my foot, saying, “You funny kid!” and hug me to her, but Father would
tell her to put me back in my own bed.
When my father called to me in that hospital room, I suddenly quivered and felt such panic that I wanted only
to escape into the hall through the partly open door. It had suddenly struck me that Father might make me
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accompany Mother and die with her.
“Since she called you Jojo and you were her favorite, you must go to the other world with Mother …”
This voice, the product of my imagination, really seemed to be coming from Father’s mouth.
I was breathing in rapid little gasps and couldn’t move away from the wall. I gazed at Father entreatingly.
Probably he mistook this look of mine as suffering. He took me by the hand and led me to my mother’s side.
“Now, no matter how much you want her to love you, it’s too late. She’s already …” As he said this, Father
was sniffling and sobbing convulsively. Then he described Mother’s last moments to us. He told us that she had
held his arm tightly, and was anxious only about us children.
“What will happen to the children if I die?”
She had kept on repeating this deliriously.
Mother had had a Caesarian section as soon as she was admitted to the hospital. She had lost so much blood
since the evening before that she was unable to give birth on her own strength. The baby had grown nice and fat,
but it died as soon as it was delivered. After that, Mother’s face grew pale and waxen, and she soon followed her
child in death. The baby, wrapped in the blanket it had been placed in when it was born, was lying beside Mother.
That child, had everything turned out right, would have been welcomed as the sixth child in our family. But as it
was our attention was taken up entirely by Mother’s death, and we hardly noticed the misfortune of the sixth
child.
I was cheerful all through the funeral ceremony. When I think about it, for children funerals aren’t so very
different from festivals or holidays. The tears I had shed at the hospital had already completely dried up, and in
any case, there seemed no reason to go on mourning forever, like our grandparents. I suppose that was because we
didn’t understand that Mother had really died and would be dead forever. When I looked at the coffin, I could
certainly see that Mother now belonged to another world. But when I looked around at all the people who had
gathered at our house, it looked like the beginning of a festival. And with the way everyone seemed to have come
to praise Mother, my spirits were lifted gradually.
On this night only, the black-out was forgotten. It seemed to be a special privilege of just our house. The lights
shone on the snow and revealed the wreaths and flags of the cooperative (an organization whose purpose was to
“conciliate Koreans in Japan” during the period of Japanese imperialism) which had been set out in front of the
house. I felt proud because the neighborhood kids seemed to wither when they saw so many wreaths and flags.
Even the kids who were always acting superior obviously noticed today. And the adults, too, seemed to consider
me someone to pay respect to. Somehow I felt like the honored child at a festival. And the festival itself was in
honor of Mother. In order to make people pay attention to me I made a pious show of offering incense at the altar,
and suppressing a slight yawn I showed myself quietly moved to tears. Gazing at this kind of behavior in her
grandchild, Grandmother beat her knees and moaned, “Aigo! Jojo. You really don’t understand at all, do you?”
Later, when I was a middle-school student, I wrote a poem about Mother’s death and entitled it Reminiscences.
It was a bad poem, but for me it had many nostalgic associations:
A boy is crying.
The boy’s grief reaches to the sky,
Which sheds tears of compassion.
On a day with icy rain falling,
The boy emerges from the crematorium,
The urn containing his mother’s ashes hanging on his chest.
His mother’s bones make a tapping sound.

It was a foolish, childish poem. And it wasn’t strictly true. I had had a hard time making one part of the poem,
and ended up changing reality to suit my artistic convenience. There was no sleet on the day Mother was buried;
there were snow flurries.
The weather of Sakhalin was changeable.\fn{ Sakhalin Island; now entirely a part of Russia .} When we set out in a sled
from our house by the seaside where the sound of the waves was audible, the weather was not bad. Then as we
were leaving the town behind, snow started to come fluttering down lightly. But soon the sun reappeared, shining
in under the hood of the carriage. The driver was using his whip on the carthorse, and the sound of the bells rose. I
was in high spirits because this was the first time I had ever ridden in a covered carriage through the snowy fields.
It was a little cramped where I sat under the hood, but I didn’t care at all.
The distance to the crematorium was a little over one ri. We were climbing a rise in the gently sloping
foothills, and the sled moved along gaspingly. When I looked out behind me through the window in the hood, I
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could see the ocean with icebergs floating in it spreading out far beyond the hazy valley. When I turned my eyes
to look ahead, all I could see were groves of white birch and aspen drawing past on either side. We passed a fox
farm, and then the crematory chimney came into sight.
“It’s just a little farther,” I said to my grandmother, who was sitting beside me.
Grandmother looked terribly sad. She nodded, sighed audibly, and fell silent again.
Suddenly the snow-covered fields looked gray and snow began to blow in through crevices in the hood. A
snowstorm had come up. Our aunt hurriedly pulled out a blanket to cover everyone’s knees. Grandfather, resting
his hand on his cane, was sitting with his eyes closed and didn’t seem to notice anything. The hood creaked and
strained and sounded as if it would rip right off the carriage. The sound of the whip was torn away by the wind.
The horse began to neigh nervously, and reared up as the ominous snowstorm grew more and more violent. It
stirred up forebodings in our hearts, too, and reminded us of our loss.
Suddenly, my grandmother, up to then grim and silent, pushed aside the blanket and started to shout, “Oh,
that’s Suri crying that she doesn’t want to leave us! That’s my daughter calling!”
My aunt managed to restrain her, and started to comfort her.
“No, no. It’s just a snowstorm. Calm yourself. Suri is already far away.”
“Suri, Suri …”
Sighing, Aunt said to her, “It’s everyone’s fate. Sooner or later everyone goes back to being a spirit, you
know.”
I strained my ears to hear what the grown-ups were saying to one another. The word “fate” sounded so strange
to me. Fate? Was that guy to blame for Mother’s wandering around in the middle of a snowstorm? I, too, felt
uneasy, my mind weighed down with doubts about the path her spirit had taken.
By evening the snowstorm had abated. On our way home from the crematorium, I got my oldest brother to let
me hold the burial urn for a little while. When I hung it from my neck, it felt warm, like a pocket warmer. Could it
be that her spirit was still inside? But it was too light; I supposed that after all her spirit had gone wandering off
somewhere. The lightness of the urn made me feel vaguely the loneliness of my own existence. This upset me,
and I returned the urn with Mother’s ashes in it to my brother.
Be that as it may, Mother’s death was not really a great strain on me. On the contrary, it was a pleasant surprise
to find everyone suddenly so kind. And in fact, it was the kindness of my relatives that was most startling. Take
my aunt, for example. Before, if she so much as looked at me, I thought she was getting ready to give me a
beating, and I was usually right. Why, once she even pinched my red pepper, threatening to cut it off with a pair of
scissors, saying she’d make it so I’d never be able to use it my whole life. So, I couldn’t help wondering what had
happened. She was now completely different. When I went out to play, she just gazed at me gently and sighed.
“Hey, have you eaten yet?”
“Yeah, I ate just before I came.”
“If there’s anything you want to eat …”
I looked at her in surprise. Because the truth is that my aunt is a terrible miser—she’s a well-known
kkakchaengi.\fn{A note reads: A stingy, shrewd, or difficult person.} When she was pregnant she decided that, rather than
give money to a midwife, she could handle the birth all by herself. She gave birth to her baby—my cousin Sundae
who was one year older than I—in an outhouse. Anyway, even though my aunt urged me to eat now, I almost
never did because I knew my aunt had picked up the shit-smeared Sundae and bitten off the umbilical cord and
now cooked rice with the same hand. I usually refused to eat her food saying, “I’m full.”
But it made me feel good that this woman, who used to just beat me when I went to get salt, never giving me a
single handful, had now become really generous. The other women too, like my aunt, became unusually kind.
These women would come to our house and do our laundry, and even prepare our meals. Father, in ill humor,
ignored them. When they left our house I suppose they gossiped maliciously about us, but we children didn’t
know or care anything about that.
Every once in a while, when they gave us meals in our house, they would demand, “What happens now?”
What sort of thing was that to say to a child. Unable to understand, I asked what they meant.
“I mean, aren’t you sad? You!”
It was as if they wanted to extract a particular answer from me. And the question was more disturbing because
at the bottom there was a certain nastiness involved.
“Not at all!”
My cold answer disappointed the women, and it seemed to me that they began to look grudgingly at the extra
bowl of rice I had taken. So, thinking better of my answer, I said,
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“Well, a little.”
So for a while, at least, everyone acted kind. But when the warm sympathy inspired by the funeral had faded,
the women gradually revealed their heartless natures. The maliciousness in my aunt’s lip spread, and when she
looks at me even now it’s as if she wants to beat me. The other women had an expression of disgust when they
looked at us, as if we were slightly dirty beggar children.
I dodged out of their reach.
“Damn those heartless bitches.”
My father grew venomous when the women came, and eventually they stopped coming.
Having those cold-hearted women around depressed me, but it also forced me to think. Surely fate was to
blame. Fate was what caused everyone sooner or later to turn into a spirit. That’s what the grown-ups said. And if
that is so, at least as long as one is alive, shouldn’t everyone try and be careful of his own p’altcha?\fn{A note reads:
Eight cyclical logographs forming binominal compounds for the year, month, day, and hour of a person’s birth. They are used in telling
fortunes because they are supposed to influence one’s fate. Here the compound means “destiny” or “fate.” }

Our house gradually began to take on more and more of the characteristics of its male inhabitants. Day by day
our sense of Mother’s presence in the rooms grew weaker. And as this happened, it was as if darkness welled up
to replace it.
I sometimes would recall vaguely the little rituals Mother and I went through. For example, when I had a tooth
pulled, Mother told me to “throw it on the roof” if it was an upper tooth, and if it was a lower, she would order me
to “throw it under the floor.”
Naturally, I did just as I was told—because I was afraid I would get a protruding tooth if I didn’t, and because I
thought if I did as Mother told me I wouldn’t get any cavities.
Father was growing more and more irritable. Every morning, he would tie bindings around his legs, put on
heavy work boots and go out somewhere. He was on a work gang. In the evening when he returned, he cooked
supper and did the laundry. He didn’t bother straightening up the rooms. With my little sister in his arms, he drank
raw sake, complained about our relatives, and eventually fell asleep.
At times I dimly remembered conversations with Mother. For example, one afternoon I had awakened from a
nap and was so disoriented that I automatically grabbed my bookbag and started to leave for school. Mother,
looking perfectly innocent, hurried me off, saying,
“You’ll be late if you don’t hurry.”
I told her to hurry and wrap my lunchbox. The whole family laughed at me for this.
I went out to my grandparents’ house. I really hated going there because somehow I couldn’t help feeling that
the smell of Mother was clinging to these two people, her parents. But they were very different from Mother. That
was why I felt constrained when I went there, but it was also because I felt strangely sad there.
We children called their house “the cave.” It was an oddly built house that one entered by way of the
storeroom, and it was so eerie that when we stood before the wooden door we were almost tempted to shout
“Open Sesame!” On the other side of the door when I opened it, I could make out jars, large and small. The jars
were full of kimchi and they gave off a strong pungent smell. Groping for the entrance and ducking in, I noticed a
dim light coming from the back of the “cave,” and there in the far room the figure of my grandfather, sitting like a
stone Buddha, was dimly visible.
Even when his grandchildren came to visit, Grandfather rarely showed any emotion. He just sat still, his long
pipe, from which no smoke emerged, in his mouth. And always he had stacked up beside him lots of Chinese
books bound in the Japanese style, next to an old-fashioned wooden pillow. Even when we sat next to him he
never said anything. Sometimes, when I got impatient, I would push things so that they would fall onto his lap.
Then Grandfather would turn toward me, his jaw moving slightly. I thought he might scold me. But his words
were invariably neutral and he always asked something like whether it was snowing outside. At such times, I felt I
understood Grandfather’s feelings better than anyone else. He was feeling the deep pain of having his only
daughter precede him in death. When he spoke to us grandchildren, his dry old lips trembled slightly.
Compared to my taciturn grandfather, Grandmother demonstrated her feelings completely and with
exaggeration. I was always disconcerted by her. When anyone went into the cave, she would call out a challenge,
“Who is it?” and watch the entrance with an angry look on her face. If it was someone she didn’t like, she would
throw water at him with her gourd scoop. But if she saw it was only her grandchildren, she would just grumble
and go back to her work, drawing water or whatever. But after a little while she would come and crouch next to
me Korean style, with one knee up, so close I could feel her hot breath engulfing me.
“Heaven has made a mistake, taking Suri away from this urchin!”
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When Grandmother got close to me I always tried to get away because she smelled so of yeast. Her hair was
like a spider’s web, and her face was dried and wrinkled. But that time it was too late. She hugged me fiercely and
with an unexpected strength pressed her cheek against mine. When I finally disentangled myself from her
embrace, I jumped back screaming:
“You witch!”
Grandmother was unshaken by that and merely cursed back at me:
“You devil!”
But then suddenly her voice grew quite teary. As she became absorbed in her memories, she would begin
mourning with her whole body, swaying her body and slapping her knees rhythmically, recounting stories about
her daughter, crying and mourning over her dear daughter’s whole life.
This, I later found out, was commonly called sinse t’aryong, a lamentation.\fn{Of one’s lot in life.} Even now I
can hum the tune. It was a sad song for the repose of souls, and it had a haunting quality like the sounds that flow
from a reed flute. But there was in the rhythm something that moved deeply like the flowing of a great river, and
at the same time tenderly like a trembling aspen, and in it too were intimations of malice, of violent anger. Such
music is spun out, not written down by any expert. If I strain my ears, sinse t’aryong almost comes back to me. I
can even remember Grandmother’s proud way of talking when she told about Suri as a young girl.
“She was determined to win. Oh, so determined!”
Grandmother's voice broke into a sob and she almost seemed to be nodding to the spirit of her dead daughter.
Grandfather didn’t appear to be listening to the old woman’s monologue, but after a while, setting down his long
pipe, he started carving a flute. Not daring to leave for home just yet, I sat gazing at the two of them curiously.
“Nobody could beat her! Ever! Why, when she jumped on the seesaw, her skirts would fill with wind, and she
would jump higher than any other girl; she jumped beautifully. The sky loved that girl and wanted to hold her, it
took her so high. And then, what about swinging? Holding the ropes tightly in her hands she swung higher than
the branches of the river willows and back down again. She was like a swallow. I was nervous but she didn’t even
notice my fears.
“Oh, she was smart! In the spring, she dyed her fingernails secretly with flower petals, and she made me do her
hair for her—she was so fussy about the length of the ribbon. And, she had such lovely skin. On children’s day I
gave her an iris bath to purify her body—Suri who had no need of purification.
“I, her mother, was enchanted; why should the young men of the village not be? Everyone of them, aigo, every
one dropped his work in the fields to watch her. When they met her on a path between the paddies, they were all
timid and couldn’t say anything. They could only stop their oxen and gaze at her vacantly, with nothing but deep
sighs. Yes, indeed. Rich nobles even came all the way from Seoul to ask for her. ‘I want her for a concubine,’ they
said. Aigo, that’s the last thing! That my daughter should become a dirty woman like that … oh, they’re just a
bunch of monsters, such men. I wanted a good husband for her; money wouldn’t matter if he were just strong. But
then look what she did, that daughter …”
Suddenly Grandmother's voice caught, and she became confused.
“Is it fate? This happened, I suppose, because our country is in ruins. Aigo. She was promised to the spirit
world. What made her come to this country of thieves? These people not only plundered our homeland, they stole
my daughter, too. It would have been better to become a firefield farmer than to come to Japan. Aigo. My fate!
My Suri!”
Grandmother writhed in her excess of grief. She was almost improperly disheveled. The whole time
Grandfather remained silent, working on his flute. I gazed at the old woman with a feeling that it was all too much
for me.
Mother had been a spirited young woman. It was expected that her financially ruined parents would have in
time given their only daughter to a strong, reliable son-in-law, hoping for a peaceful if materially poor life for her.
But Chang Suri would have none of that. She didn’t want to become like the other girls of the village and spend
her whole life washing clothes. As I listened to Grandmother’s long story, images of a Korean-style room, dimly
lighted by a shabby hand lantern, floated up unbidden in my young head. The three of them were sitting there,
parents and daughter, deep in discussion, talking through the night. The daughter was alternately pleading with
her parents and comforting them when they got upset.
“It will be all right, you don’t have to worry so.”
The girl was talking, pretending confidence, but betraying herself as she tossed her shoulder-length hair
nervously.
“But you’re only eighteen years old!”
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“Oh, come on! I’m old enough!”
“You can’t be sure that it will be better in Japan.”
“What do you mean?”
And only when the wick of the lantern, which had been raised countless times, was flickering and about to go
out, only then was the daughter able to make her parents understand that she was leaving.
A clear day. The distant hills bathed in purple. Poplars lined up in sleepy rows along the river bank. The road
just outside the village littered with dried-up cow dung. The river seemed to liquify the sun’s rays and danced with
life as it flowed. The day Suri left, the paddling sound of someone doing laundry could be heard coming from
somewhere.
The girl had put her bundle on her head as she approached the river. She wore her lustrous hair neatly parted
and tied carefully with ribbons; it hung to her shoulders. At the river’s edge, she took off her shoes, put them in
the bundle on her head, and groped barefoot along the sandbar. Gathering up her skirts to keep them from getting
wet, she suddenly turned back to the river bank where her parents were standing, following her with their eyes.
She gave them a slight bow, brushed her tears away, and straightening, tossed her hair back and crossed the
shoals.
When she left, Mother promised that she would return home after three years. Her parents, my grandparents,
had told her before she went to Japan to work that she must return by then. But she didn’t. After she had been
gone three years, her parents received a letter telling them that she was going to Hokkaido with a man she had
gotten to know at the coal mine. Instead of returning to her homeland, she was going off to Northern Japan! Her
parents had no idea where Hokkaido was. All they knew was that “the north” was very far away from them.
“She’s prostituting herself as if she were nobody, for a man from who knows where …!”
With these words, Grandmother cursed the fact that her daughter was going to Hokkaido. However, according
to a letter that came after several more years had passed, she had actually gone even farther than Hokkaido, to the
northernmost point in Japan. Her parents couldn’t imagine where Karafuto was. When they heard “northernmost
point” they could envision only darkness.
“Deceived by a man. No doubt about it. I knew this would happen.”
Grandmother’s worrying turned into a hatred of the man who wouldn’t let her daughter return home. She
firmly believed that that man was preventing her daughter’s return.
The first time Mother went back to her native village was in 1939. The young girl who had tied ribbons in her
hair was by this time the mother of three children, the youngest only six years old. Mother returned to her home
with this child after an absence of nearly ten years.
For me, hardly any memories of that visit remain. A vague recollection of the scene on the evening we left our
town in Karafuto and a few fragmented memories of the village are all that I have, and they are tenuous. When we
went toward the station, accompanied by family members and neighbors, a man passing by on a bicycle ran over
the foot of a neighbor child who had come to see us off. The man tried to continue right on without stopping. But
Mother got awfully angry and I remember that she made him apologize.
“That’s bad luck,” she said. She found it infuriating that something like that should happen just when we were
setting off on a trip. Since the man hadn’t done it on purpose, it seemed strange in my child’s mind that she should
be so angry. It wasn’t at all like the Mother I knew.
I don’t remember anything about the trip itself. But I do remember my field of vision broadened out and in
front of me a broad river appeared. I was exhausted. When we got to the river Mother stopped for a while before
starting across the bridge. Then she said something to me. I wonder if she told me about the girl who had crossed
this river barefoot ten years before. The river below was flowing slowly by ceaselessly, and droplets of light were
bubbling up in it. I think I can also remember seeing women in white clothes here and there along the river’s edge
beating their laundry on the smooth stones there. At home when Mother did the laundry, she piled dry clothes on a
very smooth ironing stone and beat them with the wooden paddles. Remembering that, I think I pestered her with
questions about it.
“That’s just what you do, isn’t it?”
But I suppose it wasn’t very cooperative of me to jojo like that when we were both tired from the long trip. I’m
sure I must have driven Mother to her wit’s end.
"We’ll be there soon. Look, when we cross this river, we’ll be there.”
As we approached the outskirts of the village, Mother teased me out of my growing fretfulness. But she also
had to resort, I don’t know how many times, to angrily pinching me and threatening to leave me there and never
take me back if I didn’t behave.
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I know from Grandmother’s lamentation that Mother arrived in the village wearing Japanese clothes, and to
top it off she was carrying a parasol. Her appearance shocked Grandmother—because at first all she took in was
an unfamiliar Japanese woman dragging a snot-nosed kid into the dirt-floor room. But then, this strange woman,
tears filling her eyes, ran up to her old mother crying, “Mother!”
It was early autumn. Chang Suri stayed in the village for only one month. Her parents turned up the wick of
the lantern every evening to listen to their daughter’s stories. Ten years of stories. She talked about those ten
years, all the while gazing at the head of her third child as he lay asleep in the Korean room. There was enough
stories to last for days and days. Early every morning her father hitched up the cow and went out to harvest, but
when he returned for lunch, he always wanted to continue the talk. He asked her, as he stuffed his long pipe with
loose tobacco, “You were all right at the time of the Great Kanto\fn{ Tokyo is meant; the reference is to the Kanto Plain on
which Tokyo is built.} Earthquake of 1923, weren’t you?”\fn{ The most disastrous earthquake in Japanese history, it was centered
in Sagami Bay, damaging tokyo and Yokohama, and killing about 150,000 people .}
“Oh, don’t you remember? I was still here when that happened. I went to Japan just after that.”
“Is that so? Time flies. It was so long ago that we lost track of the time. After a while, we gave up hope of
hearing from you, thinking that you must have been killed in the earthquake because you never wrote.”
“I guess I was busy having children, and then I was sick. But I never forgot you, Father!” Suri replied and then
sighed as she looked at him. He seemed to have aged so much in ten years. Then she asked:
“How do you find life here these days? It looks as if you had a good rice harvest …”
“No use, though,” her father snapped, tapping the bowl of his long pipe on the edge of the wooden floor that
hung out over the dirt floor.
Her mother, who was feeding brushwood into the fire in the hole under the ondol floor, broke in with a voice
filled with hatred.
“The Japs have gone and built a bridge over the river by our village so they can use trucks to haul out bags of
rice.”
“Wouldn’t you two be better off going to Karafuto with me? It’s easier to live over there.”
“Aigo! I’m too old for that now. Why don’t you get used to the idea of living here in your native land instead
and not come back here wearing Jap clothes!”
With this the old woman broke a piece of brushwood and stuffed it into the fuel hole.
One day when the old woman was not in, Suri talked with her father.
“Father. You understand why I went to Japan then, don’t you?”
Her old father, sitting in stony silence, made no reply. The daughter kept running her fingers through her loose
hair.
“If my real mother hadn’t come back then … well, then I would never have wanted to go off and be on my
own. But if I had stayed at home, there would have been a struggle over me, don’t you see? And since there was
no doubt that my real mother would be driven away as she had been before …”
From where she was sitting in the wooden floor room, Suri suddenly called out to me. I was in the courtyard
running about chasing a red hen.
“When I was that age, my real mother deserted me and left home. Father, you wouldn’t let her take me, would
you? But once she came back to get me, you know. She called my name softly from under the persimmon tree.
When my stepmother found I had been snatched away, I guess she made a terrible row about it, but by that time I
was far away. Three months later, though, you found us and brought me back home. Mother practically went
crazy, you know …”
Father and daughter sat there together in silence. After a long while, the daughter spoke, the tone in her voice
revealing her pain.
“Why did you leave Mother? Men are all selfish! Women are so weak!”
“She went away of her own accord. I had nothing to do with it. Oh, forget it. Don’t ask me about it anymore.”
“Poor Mother. Why didn’t you try to live together? Even in Karafuto I couldn’t forget her. Where is she now?”
“I don’t know. They say she’s around somewhere—she went mad.”
Suri brushed away her tears.
“I was afraid of that. Because, as I was leaving Karafuto, something unlucky happened. Oh, poor Mother!”
“You’d better try to forget about her.”
“Do you really not know where she is?”
“It’s been over ten years. Sometimes I wonder what happened to her.”
Sun’s face had been turned toward the courtyard. But suddenly she turned back to her old father and with effort
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said, “Yes, let’s go to Karafuto. It’s unlucky living apart like this. And we’ll take my stepmother with us. From
now on, I’ll take care of her as if she were my real mother. After all, it was she who raised me. Let’s go. My boy
thinks she’s his real grandmother; and besides, the children I left behind when I came here need a grandmother,
too.”
And when she made that appeal, she murmured as an afterthought, almost to herself, “Ah, but my poor
mother.”
Her old father didn’t reply, but kept staring fixedly at a crack in the mud wall that enclosed the courtyard.
A few days later, the father and daughter climbed into the hills and visited the humble graves of their ancestors.
About ten days after that, the four of them crossed the crude new wooden bridge over the river and left the village
behind them.
I almost think that Grandmother, without ever saying so explicitly, was trying to teach me as she repeated her
crazed lament, her sinse t’aryong. I think she was trying to train me as her successor to carryon the tradition, to
relate my mother’s story. It was as if Grandmother, who knew she would die soon herself, was commanding me to
transmit this story of my mother, as she had literally to sing my mother’s praises.
Actually, I had already begun to praise my mother openly. But my sinse t’aryong of course wasn’t rhythmic
and full of elegance like my grandmother’s. Mine was just very commonplace talking. She was a good mother. I
really feel that she was. I’m not just saying that. But I suppose that if she were still alive, and if she were to talk to
me the way old people do, repeating things endlessly, I would find her annoying, and might even sometimes let
her know by the way I treated her that I found her troublesome. I have that much heartlessness in good supply. So,
even though I praise the dead, there are certainly times when my feelings are more ambiguous. If she were alive, I
don’t know what I would say about her. There are so many ways of looking at things. When I praise my mother, I
gradually feel overcome by embarrassment, and often I think, “Oh, if she had only lived to an old age so I could
complain about her if I liked.”
*
Turning thirty-three years old was, for my brothers and me, a matter we felt deeply superstitious about, each in
our own way.
The first of us to reach that age, the first son who had scowled at the ceiling long ago in the hospital room,
suddenly became uncommonly religious. He also became a serious driver, preoccupied with safe driving. It must
have been because he was so frightened by a premonition he couldn’t shake off that he would die when he
reached the age of thirty-three. The second son, who had rubbed his eyes with his fists that day in the hospital,
suddenly recognized the benefits of Chinese medicine when he became thirty-three. The third son, too, the one
who had stuck close to the hospital wall gasping for breath, passed that birthday with foreboding. It did not seem
like other birthdays. When we reached the age at which Mother had died, we all felt as if we were not going to
live on, as if we had completed our alloted span. And so, when that year passed uneventfully for each of us, we
were sure it was because Mother had somehow protected and saved us, and we gave thanks to her inwardly—our
gratitude welled up in our hearts.
But something more than just the fact of our survival surprised us. We realized how young Mother was when
she died! The whole life of a woman of thirty-three years seemed so short it was staggering. Thirty-three is the
age when fire begins to burn most vigorously in a woman’s body. It is a time when reasons for living begin to go
deeper and broader. We counted the years that we lived beyond Mother’s age with astonishment. When I was a
young boy, my mother seemed to me to be just a mother. I never thought of her as someone whose life had been
abruptly cut off at the young age of thirty-three. Even when she got sick and entered the hospital in our town, it
never occurred to me that my mother would die. Young children think little of such dangers and assume that their
mothers will always be with them. They are so heedless of the frailty of human life.
But Mother did die, and now I have only memories of her. Probably the only reason I slipped into the habit of
praising her was because she died when I was so young. Even now, though, I sometimes feel myself wanting to
complain about my mother the way other people do about theirs. The impulse fades quickly and I never do.
“You’re not my child.”
Sometimes Mother would say this to upset me. She would usually laugh when she teased me, but sometimes it
was with a serious expression that she would continue with something like this:
“Oh, Jojo! We picked you up under a bridge.”
From time to time her story changed:
“Really, a circus man left you with us.”
I was pretty young, not even in primary school yet, and this sort of thing always made me cry. Then, of course,
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Mother would quickly reassure me.
“Jojo! Come on. You’re my boy!” That wasn’t so bad, but when Mother really got angry and said “You’re not
my child!" she really scared me. Usually she was gentle and cheerful but when she was angry she was terribly
frightening. I remember one day especially when I was in about second grade. As long as I live I’ll never forget
her anger that day.
I had been playing with some other neighborhood children in the open area in front of the train station. It was
either spring or early summer. We were playing, enjoying the feel of the wind on our bare skin, when a grown-up
came and parked his bicycle near us and went into the station. Suddenly, we smelled something good, and our
eyes followed in the direction of the smell. On the luggage rack of the bicycle were piled a great number of boxes
that looked like they contained bean-jam buns. The wind carried the smell over to us. Sundae gave me a
significant look and I looked over at the next kid with the same expression, and that kid, sure enough, passed that
look on to the kid next to him. It took just an instant for a band of thieves to be organized and to move swiftly into
action. One of us got down on all fours and another stood on his back, stretched up and opened the lid of the box.
The third took the bean-jam buns and the fourth kept a lookout. When we got what we wanted, we ran as fast as
we could, not even stopping to catch our breath until we got to the beach. We hid in the lumber yard where we
divided up the spoils with strict care, and proceeded to stuff our mouths full of the buns. Lastly, we exchanged
solemn promises not to say a word about what we had done, and then we dispersed nimbly in four directions.
After a while, I returned home, and with great caution I glanced at Mother’s face. Everything seemed to be all
right. She was bent over her mending. Relieved, I went up to her. But that was the moment she had been waiting
for, and her hand suddenly reached out to seize my wrist firmly. Surprised, I looked at her face and saw her
expression harden as she charged me to
“Tell the truth!”
The punishment I got after that was not of the usual kind. I had feigned innocence, and that made Mother so
angry she trembled.
“Oh, your attitude is detestable,” she told me.
She was so provoked that she took up a pair of chopsticks, put them between my fingers, and then squeezed
my hand hard. It was so painful! Beads of sweat flowed down my forehead, it hurt so. I screamed but she
wouldn’t stop. Finally, I confessed. But even then I wasn’t forgiven because I wasn’t completely repentant. I had
tried to defend myself by recounting how the others had done the same thing. Telling me that my attitude was
shameful, she again wrung my fingers roughly.
“Did I bring you up to be such a greedy brat? You aren’t my child. Right now I hate you. Get out! Get out of
this house!”
She dragged me by the nape of my neck and started to throw me out of the front door, but I desperately hugged
onto a post and cried over and over:
“Yes I am. Yes I am. I’m your boy!”
Mother looked mortified, and moved slowly towards me, her cheeks glittering with tears.
“If that’s so, then die with me. If you are already starting to steal, what will you be when you grow up? I might
as well just kill you now and then die myself.”
I thought she was about to wring my neck. In desperation, I burrowed my head pathetically in Mother's soft lap
and begged her forgiveness.
“I’ll be Mother’s boy,” I shouted as loudly as I could.
When she finally forgave me, Mother took me to the bakery. That was just awful. All the neighborhood kids
followed along after us as if I were on exhibition. When I caught sight of Sundae he got scared and ran away. I
glanced irresolutely at Mother, but then I looked away. I wanted to tell on him. But I couldn’t bear the thought of
being punished again.
Though she was ordinarily gentle, her strict punishment made me realize how seriously she took her
responsibilities as a parent. I’m sure she knew what she was doing. She was trying to raise me as her child. Her
other intentions were vague to me, but that much I understood. “My child”—those words flowed through and
caressed my whole body just like the pain that spreads after an injection. Nevertheless, even after that I often
caused my mother grief when I behaved not at all like “Mother’s child” ought to. I was always giving her cause to
worry.
Mother’s strictness and high expectations applied to her husband, too. Ordinarily, she was a gentle wife and
seemed to get along with her husband. And Father looked as if he were satisfied with his wife.
One day Mother, a furious expression on her face, threw our pet dog roughly from the porch. The dog was
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normally kept at the back door, but it had somehow gotten loose and had begun to dig up the ground in front of
the house. Mother liked the dog very much but that time it had gone too far; she hit the poor animal with a stick
until he whimpered. Afterwards, when we asked her why she had done that, she said that when a dog digs at the
ground in front of the house it means the master will die.
I suppose that’s just a superstition. Mother was surprisingly old-fashioned and superstitious about certain
things but at the same time she was quite up-to-date on the latest fashion in Japanese clothes, so it was hard to
figure her out. Anyway, Mother’s love for her husband was clearly apparent in her fear of bad omens. Not that her
love kept them from fighting frequently. The fights grew more frequent as the years passed, and by the time I was
a third grader, the days there were fights far outnumbered the days there weren’t.
My parents’ “arguments” somehow always involved my grandparents. Both sides appeared to have grievances
that were aired and repeated so often that even to our eyes it was clear what the basic issues were. Father was
displeased because he thought Mother’s devotion to her parents was excessive. He frequently made the accusation
that she cared more about her parents than about him. His love for his wife gradually transformed itself into
jealousy of her parents, and that was why Father almost never visited the “cave.” And my grandparents secretly
thought that their daughter’s husband, who “never showed his face” was no good. Mother was often caught in the
middle.
Father let loose his criticisms:
“Why does your father have to wear those Korean trousers?”
“Put yourself in my father’s position. He’s proud of being Korean. Can’t you let him have that at least?”
In those days, if one wore the traditional white clothes of Korea, the military police were harsh. But even after
coming to Karafuto, Grandfather always wore Korean trousers. And Grandmother appeared never to take off her
filthy Korean skirt and jacket. Warnings not to wear Korean clothes were pointedly ignored by the inhabitants of
the “cave.” And when there were complaints it was always Father who heard them. He said to Mother:
“I want to tell you about that old woman. She is extremely resentful of me—as if I made you bring them to
Karafuto for no good reason. I don’t understand why she should hate me so much!”
“You know Mother is helpless. I’m sure I told you about her. That’s why.”
“You, you’re always taking their side, aren’t you? What am I supposed to do, huh?”
Father raised his voice in anger and Mother glared back at him bitterly. Sometimes I couldn’t follow my
parents’ arguments, especially when they concerned my grandmother. I couldn’t understand what they were
saying about her at all.
But eventually, Father and Mother’s fights usually came back to their own problems. They quarreled violently
about everything from the time they met, never holding anything back.
“Castrating witch! Had I only known when I met you that this would be my fate!”
“Aigo! Really, truly, that’s right! All right! But could I have come all the way to Karafuto with a man like
you?”
Mother’s retort was loaded with sarcasm. Exasperated, Father leaped up and pounced on her. I was so
frightened I ran outside and off to the “cave” to get help. My older brothers desperately tried to stop Father, but he
just tossed them aside.
After the storm had passed, the atmosphere in the house was as heavy and stifling as in a jungle. Father was
glowering as he smoked his tobacco, and Mother was in the corner of the room pressing her hands to her forehead
like a wounded animal. We children were trembling like nervous goats. I suddenly leaped up and started to do my
octopus dance.
Father taught us that women were weak creatures. The lesson was reinforced as we daily observed Father’s
violence toward Mother. Of course, we were always on Mother’s side. We hated our violent father and we got
very excited at the idea that someday, when we grew up, we would be able to beat him up ourselves. Father must
have felt our childish hatred filling the room with its silent thorns, for he soon clumsily got up and went out.
As soon as he left, we gathered around Mother, vying with each other to express our ardent sympathy and
pledging loyalty to her. I hurriedly brought the tortoise-shell comb from the mirror stand and pushed it into
Mother’s hand. Her hair was sticking out in all directions looking like a broken bamboo screen. For a while she
seemed not to know what she had in her hand. When she finally noticed the feel of the comb hard in her hand,
Mother’s features unexpectedly filled with emotion, and smiling faintly, she said:
“Jojo. You should’ve been born a girl.”
Grandmother came running over, managing her skirts as best she could, and when she saw Mother she shouted,
“What a bastard! Hurting my Suri! Honestly!”
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Mother laughed softly, and, continuing to comb her hair, she answered,
“It’s nothing, Mother.”
But that wasn’t the only such incident. The fights grew more violent every day. I don’t know the real reasons
my parents fought. I tried to guess on the basis of the punishments I had received from Mother; I thought that
maybe Mother was too strict with Father, that she thought he didn’t behave in a way befitting “my husband.”
Perhaps she even disowned him, too. But, even though Mother was right, she always lost in a quarrel with Father.
The reason was that when Father got cornered he became violent. And Mother could only tremble in contempt of
a husband who acted that way.
Mother didn’t seem to me to be a “castrating witch.” On the contrary, she was solicitous of Father in many
ways, and she tried to help him prosper. When they first met at the coal mine, I wonder what kind of character she
projected on that young coal miner, what kind of hopes she placed in him. Mother wanted so much for Father,
who seemed always to have been a wanderer, to settle down somewhere. Even though there seemed to be no way
to avoid floating and drifting backwards, she had hoped to find some indication in Father’s life that he, too, cared
about holding on somewhere.
“I wonder where we’ll go from here? When we had enough of Shimonoseki, we went from Honshu to
Hokkaido, and then to Karafuto. Your life, too, is drifting along aimlessly. Why did you let them make you an
official of the Concordia Society? You’re too unsuspecting and so you are taken advantage of. But just because
you were appointed to be an official, you don’t have to go around flag-waving.”
“Flag-waving you say? Think about what you are saying. Am I supposed to do what the old people tell me to?
It doesn’t matter who does what I’m doing now; if it weren’t me, it would be someone else. I can’t help it. That’s
the way it is.”
“But about the Concordia Society! Aren’t you just wringing your own neck, huh? And why are you so cruel,
making myold mother wear Japanese trousers? You’ve changed completely!”
Grandmother started wearing mompes from the spring of that year. As the Japanese situation in the war grew
more desperate, the government grew less tolerant of the aberrations and “selfishness”of the old woman Father
was responsible for. But Grandmother resented interference, and whenever she left her “cave” she wore a sour
expression on her face, and her figure could be easily spotted going out for fire prevention practice. She often
could be observed looking up at the flocks of crows in the sky, and suddenly her breasts, which were like withered
pears, would start swinging and her whole body would tremble as she raised her fist and declared,
“Hey, epidemics are coming. The crows say so. This war, this town—everything will be destroyed!”
Father apparently had real troubles with the authorities as a result of this. But rather than explain it to her, he
would be wounded by Mother’s stinging criticism; and he would often get so desperate that to get out of it he
would trap himself in his own despair and then he would lash out with violence.
“Everyone comes and sponges off me and then takes me for a villain. Every damn one!” Father would shout
angrily.
The quiet days, when Mother was absorbed in her work, were the best days for us. When I got home from
school or play I liked to sit down near Mother. I could just sit for a while with nothing special to say, and then
when I felt like it, I would suddenly dash outside. Some days I made a nuisance of myself, asking a lot of
questions before running outside to play. But whenever I sat near Mother, I couldn’t help thinking how wonderful
she was.
This restless feeling of mine was something I couldn't explain, even to myself. I wanted to fly into Mother’s
ear. I wanted to see how she worked from the vantage point of her earlobe, sitting there like a tiny legendary Ainu
dwarf.\fn{The Ainu, an aboriginal people of Asia, chiefly occupying parts of the Japanese island of Hokkaido and the Russian islands of
the Kurils and Sakhalin, have short, sturdy bodies.}
Mother sometimes seemed aware of my deep longings, but at other times seemed not to notice. Her work came
first. Surrounded by laundry, she would spit on her finger and then test the temperature of the flat-iron. Telling me
to “get out of the way,” she filled her mouth with water and blew out a fine spray on the clothes she had placed on
the cushion. Throwing all her strength behind the heavy flat-iron, she gradually smoothed out all the wrinkles.
Then with a deep breath, she would look at the clock on the wall. On those days when she didn’t use the iron, she
covered the folded and piled up clothes with a cloth and patiently beat them on the ironing stone until they were
smooth. She did this kind of ironing almost daily. I thought I would never grow tired of watching her do this, for I
loved to watch her making the drumming sound. I could dimly recall the white-clothed women I had seen on the
bank of the river in our home village, and I felt as if I were being drawn to that distant place.
I wonder what she thought when she drummed on the stone. One spring day something happened. I can’t recall
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anything about it except that we children were as frightened as shorn lambs. From early in the morning we could
sense that there was something strange between Father and Mother. At noon, Father turned to Mother and
shouted, “Get out!”
As if that were a signal, the two of them started to quarrel, each expressing violent disgust with the other. But
even then, Mother wasn’t allowed time to have her full say. Father usurped the conversation, eliminating all
opposition by pure force. In the end, Mother gave a slight shake of her head and said in a resigned tone,
“I’ve drifted here all right. What have I done since I left home? Whew, that’s a good question. My hopes and
my body are all worn out.”
“I suppose that’s supposed to be my fault, too. You’re a beautiful woman, yeah. And I’m just filth, I suppose?”
“That’s not what I said. I suppose I’m bad, too. Bad. Bad. But I can’t bear this kind of life! Not at all!”
Mother grew completely still, sunk deep in thought, with a dark expression in her eyes. Father stared at her
strangely; but it seemed as though he couldn’t resist for very long saying something disagreeable, and he cursed at
her.
“Bitch! Get out! Bad blood, I guess. I don’t give a damn. Do as you please. Go ahead and get mixed up with
another man. Only I’ll never let you have the kids!”
“Aigo! You bastard! I sure made a mistake about you.” Then she hissed, “I thought you had some spirit, but
you’re nothing but a despicable bully.”
We kids started to shriek when we saw Father stand up abruptly. The following day, we nervously looked to
see how Mother was doing. Father had gone out with the conscript work crew, and we were alone with Mother in
the room. She had a huge bandage covering her pale face, and all we could see were her deep, piercing eyes
glittering strangely. The previous day’s quarrel had resulted in an injured lip that required two stitches. But now
her wound was hidden by the bandage, and she was silent as she hurriedly got ready to go out. She pulled open
drawers and stuffed her personal possessions into a suitcase. Then suddenly, she pulled out the Japanese kimono
she had already packed, ripped it to shreds, and replaced it in her suitcase with a faded skirt and jacket she pulled
out of a trunk in the closet. Where was she going? Mother’s crazed actions left us confused and depressed.
She didn’t even seem to see us. When she had finished packing, she went into the kitchen and started to go out
the back door. But by that time we had gradually realized that we were being abandoned. All together we cried out
to her, our voices full of reproach and entreaty. Our pleas finally broke through to her, and she collapsed to a
crouching position right where she was. We stood in the doorway facing our mother, still crouched there with a
vacant look in her eyes. We wanted so much to rush over to her, but we were afraid that if we came too close she
might push us aside and use that excuse to really leave us. We stayed there absolutely still, growing more and
more timid as Mother came to seem like a stranger to us. We wanted to cry, it was so awful. I don’t know how
much time passed. Mother remained crouched there for a terribly long time. Her head was bowed. Then she
covered her face with her hands and started to cry. After a while she got up as if nothing had happened, and put
the suitcase away in the back room.
Chang Suri died about ten months after that. One day, the children and the husband she had left behind opened
the closet and pulled out some suitcases. We could not help crying at what we found. Father took out our
underwear piece by piece. When he opened another one and looked in he was choked with very unmanly tears.
All our clothes had been neatly patched and the old things we wore all the time had been made serviceable.
“She must have known she was going to die. So she pushed herself to do all this …”
Father groped for words as he laid out the clothes. She had been prepared to die. Did Mother, in her heart,
know how long she would live? She had suffered so long from women’s problems.
In later years, when my father was beginning to show his age, I often saw him sprawled in front of Mother’s
memorial, his elbow propped up to support his head. I sometimes walked in on him when he was like that, but I
always left again without letting him know I had been there. Father was usually humming Tale of
Ch’unhyang\fn{A note reads: Perhaps the most famous traditional Korean story .} or Tale of Sim Ch’ong’o or some other
Korean song in a low voice, as if only for her ears.
At such times I would imagine to myself the scene with Mother and Father in that hospital room. What kind of
last conversation did the two of them have, I wonder, while we kids were running through the snow to get there?
“She clung to my hand,” he had said at the time, repeating over and over what had happened. How Mother was
worried about the children. But I wonder how Mother really felt about Father. For a long time we suspected that
Father’s way of explaining was much too defensive. When he said, “She held my hand," we thought that he might
only be trying to assuage a guilty conscience, not that it might be only a manifestation of the desperate selfcondemnation of a man who hadn’t treated his wife gently.
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But lately I’ve tried to consider other possibilities, too. Might not Mother have been reaching for her husband’s
hand to try to shut out the fact that their unsatisfactory life as a couple was drawing to an end? When her husband
returned her grasp with strength, perhaps she nodded slightly, and tried to encourage him, saying, “Don’t let
yourself drift …”
When Father related our mother’s words to us, he was filled with remorse. She was a woman who had died
with her determination unbroken.
178.119 The Blue Hills\fn{by Vladimir Sangi (1935- )} Noibel, northern Sakhalin Island, “on the shores of the Sea
of Okhots,” Sakhalin Oblast, Russia (M) 4
Kurlan is known in our parts as a man with an insatiable passion for hunting. The kind of hunting he preferred
required skill, knowledge, stamina and will power. He did not like game-hunters, and had no use at all for hunters
of water fowl.
One spring day the whole village was witness to a curious conversation. The young fisherman, Khakun, was
walking along the main street on his way home from hunting. He had five geese slung over his shoulder. He
walked briskly, as if he had not already covered dozens of kilometres that day. Just as he was passing Kurlan’s
house, a shout from the owner stopped him.
“How can a strong buck like you not be ashamed to destroy innocent birds? Do you think that they flew half
way round the world just to end up in your stomach? If every blockhead like you killed five geese there would
soon be none left. As of today, there are four less goose nests. And you call yourself a hunter! What a brave man!
Can’t find anything better to shoot. A strapping lad like you should be out breaking the backs of bears. There are
more of them in the forest than dogs in our village. Why don’t you go after them?”
All at once the young man seemed to shrink; his bravado had vanished in a flash. He darted into a little side
street and disappeared behind his gate.
That spring Kurlan had turned sixty-five, but despite his age, he was still hale and hearty. He stood as straight
as a taiga larch, and age had not altered his tall stature, rare among the Nivkhs. He always inclined his head to the
left, and his upper lip was twisted by a scar, making it look as if he wore a perpetual, crooked smile.
The summer before he had killed his forty eighth bear. It was rumoured in the village that he was going to give
up this dangerous business, and this seemed to be confirmed by the fact that he had not gone hunting all autumn.
That year, summer began with the disappearance of a cow. Some of the villagers found it the next day a half
kilometre away from the end house. The people who found the remains were gripped with fear. They ran panicstricken into the village and in a jumbled chorus began telling about what they had seen.
Nearly the whole village went to the forest to examine the traces of the nocturnal drama. Kurlan alone
remained unruffled. While the whole village took alarm, he went out into the yard, stretched a net between two
poles and began mending it. At midday, Zarkun, the leader of the fishing brigade, passed by.
“You getting ready for the herring season already, atkychkh?”\fn{Grandfather}
“Have you gone blind? Can’t you see it’s a salmon net?”
Zarkun sat down on a block of wood. He took out a cigarette case and offered it to the old man. Kurian took a
cigarette without a word and lit up from a match held by the fisherman. He inhaled deeply and with obvious
pleasure. You could see that this was his first smoke of the day.
“You know, that bear is a big one. I wear a size forty-three boot, but his print is even larger.”
“So what? There are a lot of big bears in the forest.”
“You know what else? The old men say that his left front paw is lame.” At this the look of indifference left
Kurian’s face.
“What’s that you say? And it’s a big print?”
“That’s what I’ve been telling you. Bigger than my boot.” The cigarette quivered in Kurian’s crooked fingers.
“I’ll tell you what. Do you have some time?”
“For what?”
“Let’s go up there. I want to take a look at those prints.”
They walked out of the village, past some knolls and into the forest. The old hunter did not have to be shown
the signs of struggle. But he went right by them without taking a second look.
“Where’re you going?”
“We have to find some tracks where he was just walking along peacefully. You can’t make head or tail of
anything here. The tracks are all jumbled.”
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They found some tracks leading into the heart of the forest. Kurian led the way, reading them and walking
faster and faster, as if the marauder’s tracks were pulling him like a magnet. Suddenly, he got down on all fours
and carefully examined some tracks made in wet sand.
“It’s him, all right! He hasn’t been in our parts for years. And now he has decided to meet up with Kurlan again
in his old age.”
The two had first met eight years before.
*
Coming home from the shore, Kurian spotted the fresh spoor of a huge bear. In the village he learned that a
bear had attacked a herd of reindeer that had come out onto the shore to escape the swarms of gnats. The bear had
caught a big buck but had not had the chance to eat it because some people had come upon the scene and chased
him away.
They took Kurian to where the dead reindeer lay. He was dismayed to see that it was his one and only buck,
the one he rode in winter to hunt for sable. To himself he said,
“You devil! Thief! Bandit!” Then aloud,
“Why couldn’t you have picked some other reindeer in a big herd like this? This was my one and only mount.
Just wait. I’ll teach you to rob people!” Kurian decided.
The bear was bound to return to his victim. At dusk, therefore, Kurian came back to the shore. It was a flat
piece of ground, with not a tree around. The closest bush was about eighty metres away—too far to make an
ambush. The hunter had dragged up a short, thick log to act both as cover and gun rest. He then lay down behind
it. Soon the sun set behind the mountains, colouring the sky briefly in flaming crimson. It then began to grow
dark. Tardy woodcocks scurrying to their night’s lodging places flew noisily over the hunter’s head. Song birds in
the coastal bushes finally fell silent. The knolls in the distance began to disappear from sight. Twilight was
extinguished. A new moon hung over the mountains like a bloody sabre ready to waylay someone.
Night fell. Endless minutes dragged on. Kurian peered into the darkness till his eyes hurt. At times he thought
he saw something dark moving towards him. But he had only to focus upon it and the spot would disappear. It
was very quiet. Only the faint splash of the surf and the distant bark of a dog broke the stillness.
The bear appeared suddenly, even somewhat unexpectedly. His huge shadow broke away from the knolls and
approached rapidly. The wind was blowing from his direction, so he moved confidently, not catching any
suspicious scent. Then he stopped short, a few steps away from the dead reindeer, and began to go around it from
one side. The bear had noticed something strange. What could it be?
“Aha! So you couldn’t hold out!” the hunter sneered. “You’re afraid! Go on, go on, go around it!”
But without completing his arc, the bear headed towards the hunter, noisily sniffing the air.
“What cheek! He’s coming straight for me, sniffing me as if I were a stump, a bush or a rotten tree."
Feeling insulted, Kurlan took aim at the middle of the square head. But the head kept moving about and was
hard to hit, especially in the dark.
“I’ll teach you to come at me head on!” Kurlan thought, and pulled the trigger.
The shot’s thunder and the bear’s roar were simultaneous. Blinded by the flash, the hunter was about to jump
to his feet. But a tremendous mass knocked him over and pinned him down with all its weight. Kurlan covered his
face with his free hand. He felt a sharp pain in his left shoulder, but held tight to the gun in his right hand. But
how was he to take aim at the bear when it was stretched out on top of him.
Kurlan began pulling the barrel along the beast’s body, moving it towards the chest. There was no time to lose.
Once the shot was fired, the crushing weight was removed. At that moment Kurlan lost consciousness.
When he came to, the sun was already high in the sky. The pain in his shoulder was excruciating and he felt as
if his face were covered with lacerations. He could not move his left arm. Propping himself on his gun, he tried to
stand up. After much effort he succeeded. He had to examine the bear’s tracks. He saw that after it was shot the
bear had leaped into the air and landed in the sand on his nose. There were splotches of blood where he had
landed. Further on, Kurlan could see how the bear had limped away dragging his left front paw.
Kurlan also studied the tracks the bear had made when approaching. One claw was missing on his right front
paw, probably lost during a fight with another bear. Kurlan would now remember this marauder forever. The
hunter spent five months in the district hospital. When he returned to his village, the first thing he asked was:
“Did anyone kill that bear?”
No one had. The bear had quit the area and had never come back.
After this incident, Kurlan brought in more than twenty bears. And now, when he had given up bear hunting
forever, his old enemy reappeared.
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*
“What have you found?” Zarkun asked. Slowly, Kurlan replied:
“He and I have met before. He was the one who maimed me eight years ago.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Why are you asking me? As if there is no one else in the village to go after a bear. Lozgan, for example. He’s
a good hunter. Or some of the other old men.”
“They won’t go after him. You yourself described his prints then. The whole village already knows that it’s the
same one. You’re the last to find out. And you know that the rest of the men are away fishing for herring.”
“Well, just wait then until he eats all your cows and horses.”
“Khakun will go with you.”
“A-a-a,” uttered the old man, as if brushing off a pestering fly. Neither said a word the whole way back.
Once home, Kurlan returned to his net with an unperturbed expression.
Two days later a mutilated bull calf was found. Obviously the old king of the taiga had lost his ability to catch
fleet-footed wild animals. But he could not go far on just grasses and berries, so he settled down close to human
habitation where he could catch domesticated animals without much effort.
Zarkun spent several hours with Kurlan that evening. But even after a four-litre pot full of pungent tea, the
problem was still unresolved. After seeing his guest to the front steps, Kurlan peered into the pitch-black sky as if
asking for help. His thoughts turned to his father, then to his grandfather. The old man was looking for a surge of
strength in recalling his ancestors. From the sky, the silent stars sparkled at him like little icicles.
How was Kurlan to go after this wily beast alone? His nerve gave out at the mere thought of it. But the pledge
he had once made to himself gave the old man no peace. Further, the whole village was depending on him to
destroy this dangerous predator.
If there were at least one helper. But who would go out and face this terrible animal? If all the men were home,
then, of course, he could have found someone to go. The old man bent down for some reason as he went through
the door, although there was no need for him to do so.
He was already making up his bed when the door opened and Khakun appeared silently on the threshold.
“Once you’re here, come in and sit down. There’s no tea. I won’t offer you anything. Come in, come in.”
“Don’t concern yourself about me, atkychkh.”
“Well, then why did you come visiting so late? Did you suddenly become lonesome for the mean old man?”
“Don’t go on like that. You ridiculed me once in front of everybody. That’s enough.”
“But I haven’t said anything else.”
“There’s no need to. Just hear me out, atkychkh. I know you’ll get mad, but I also know that you can’t go
hunting by yourself. Take me with you. I know how to shoot. And I’ve never been a coward.”
“A bear is not the same thing as a goose, nor even five geese. Khakun is no hunter. Much less a bear hunter.
You can’t become a bear hunter just like that. You have to have a strong heart and a steady hand.”
“I asked you not to bring up the past,” Khakun interrupted.
The next morning the villagers saw Kurlan and Khakun heading towards the forest with guns over their
shoulders. They walked half the day, but did not discover any fresh trace of the bear, although twice they crossed
his trail from the day before yesterday. It was only towards evening that they finally came upon fresh spoor. The
beast had passed this way only some half-hour earlier, and the trail led in the direction of the village.
“He’s probably going back to the bull calf,” said Khakun.
“I don’t think so. He’s wary of an ambush. Most probably he will kill another cow.”
“We have to catch up with him. Let’s go straight to the village!”
“We’ll never catch up with him. And even if we follow his trail, he could slip into the taiga and conceal
himself among the knolls. We have to wait for him at the isthmus. We can catch him there when he comes back
from his next meal.”
After an hour of fast walking, the hunters reached the isthmus. The terrain there was covered with low shrubs
through which they had a wide range of observation. About a half kilometre to the front of them the landscape
was ridged with knolls. To the rear about a hundred paces stood a dark grove of larch. Kurlan settled in near the
spoor, while his young companion found a place on the shore of the bay some fifty steps away. By then the sun
had set behind the blue mountains rising beyond the dark forest. Heavy, blood-red clouds spotted the sky. A damp
wind blew from the bay. The cold from the wet sand seemed to penetrate to the bones. The old man’s legs grew
numb, and his back ached from sitting in the same position for so long.
The moon rose in the sky, shedding a silvery light on the surroundings. The hunter shook himself several times
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to chase away the cold.
Suddenly, a shiver ran through his body when he saw a black spot approaching. His old heart could not retain
its steady rhythm. It thumped faster and faster, missing a beat now and then.
The black spot came closer and closer, growing in size and taking on a form that was all too familiar to the old
man. Kurlan took a few slow, deep breaths. This is what he always did when he wanted to steady his nerves. But
this time, the tried and tested method did not help. His breathing became rapid; he could not get enough air.
The bear walked with a widespread, limping gait. The small ears on his broad head were already
distinguishable. His eyes, catching the moonlight, glistened occasionally.
Kurlan raised his gun. The experienced, cautious animal noticed the movement and stopped dead in his tracks.
A loud, booming shot broke the silence. The cloud of smoke from the discharge lingered in front of the hunter.
Suddenly the huge head of the enraged bear burst forth from behind the cloud. He was so close that Kurlan could
clearly see silvery-gray hairs on the bear’s neck. The hunter aimed his gun right at it. Before he had a chance to
fire, however, he was thrown to the ground by a mighty blow to the chest. Evidently old age had slowed him
down.
*
Kurlan was aroused by the shaking of the cart. Zarkun was sitting in the driver’s seat and Khakun walked
alongside. He stopped the horse when he noticed that the old man had regained consciousness. The hunter’s
parched lips began to move, but no sound came out.
“The bear is dead,” said Khakun.
Kurlan again lost consciousness. The next time he came to he was lying on his own bed, covered with
bandages. The room was filled with people, but he paid no attention to them. He found it hard to breathe, and red
spots swam before his eyes. Against the background of these moving spots he saw his life.
Kurlan had seen much in his lifetime. As a little boy he lived in a remote nomad camp, wintering in a dark tent
with a single opening in the ceiling to let out smoke. He had seen entire clans perish from epidemics. When he
grew up, he hired himself out to a Russian merchant as a hunter. Then people wearing strange pointed hats with a
red star appeared, and after that all the rich men disappeared. The Nivkhs united into collective farms together
with the Evenks and Oroches. They began to live as one happy family.
He was dizzy and nauseous. Spots kept swimming before his eyes. In one of them he saw his son, appearing
just as he was in his army photograph, with a sniper’s rifle and his medal “For Valour.” He was buried on the
banks of the Volga.
“I wonder, is the Volga bigger than our Tym? What a pity that my son never got to see the new Nivkh
settlements, that he never had a chance to live in the new houses given to every Nivkh family.
“My temples seem to be throbbing. No, it must be the farm’s new motor launch. Taking the fishermen
somewhere. It’s so loud. My head hurts from its pounding.”
Dizziness. Everything was blurred and swim- ming. Again the spots. Again the nausea.
“Khakun is young. He is brave and strong. He needs a new carbine.
“I hear someone shooting. No, that’s the kolkhoz power station rumbling. Lights and spots. Spots and lights.
But it’s daytime now. Why is the station working? The noise gives me a headache.”
Kurian had done a lot of travelling. He had covered the entire coastline of Sakhalin, and had been to MifTengr—the Head of the Earth.\fn{The Nivkh name for the Schmidt Peninsula} But he had never been to the blue
mountains that rise in the central part of Sakhalin. The ancient Nivkhs used to say that Pal-yzng, King of the
Mountains, lived on the highest peak. Bears were his dogs. Hunters who fell in battle with a bear did not simply
die. Pal-yzng took them away and turned them into palnivngun, or mountain people, the happiest people on earth,
and protectors of their living kinsmen.
“I wonder, what kind of happiness is there?”
His throat was parched. There was not enough air.
“Take me out into the air,” the old man barely whispered. He had difficulty moving his pale-blue lips
“O! It’s so bright! The sky keeps changing from blue to red. Why is that? And the mountains! The mountains
are so blue. Bluer than ever before. So far away. High and blue. Blue. Very blue.”
He had ne.ver seen them close up. He had never been there. Someone lifted him up in his arms. Kurian took a
deep breath, then exhaled slowly, the air coming in unwilling spurts.
Khakun carefully lowered the old man onto his bed.
178.101 We’ll Meet In The Tundra\fn{by Semyon Kurilov (1935958

)}

“in an Olera-Lake settlement,” northeastern

Yakutia Republic, near the Kolyma River, Russia (M) 6
A bluish-pink cloud appeared in the southern part of the sky first thing in the morning. It grew steadily, became
frayed at the edges and in places strips of it joined the earth on the horizon - rain was falling there. Towards
midday the cloud covered the sun and the light in the tundra became dusky and dull. A warm wind blew from the
south. Rain began to fall-the first of the year, a herald of the approaching summer. It started with a few timid
droplets, then they became bigger and more frequent; they flowed over one’s face, down one’s neck and even the
reindeer got to their feet.
The young calves were seeing this for the first time in their lives and were sniffing with curiosity at the odour
of the rain, starting each time a rain drop fell into their nostrils. Some were cautiously watching the splashes as
raindrops hit the puddles. The experienced cows, to whom rain was no novelty, screwed up their eyes and
imperturbably chewed the cud. Only when their thick fur became soaked through and grew heavy did they lie
down on the wet ground.
Edward huddled himself up to stop the water from streaming past his collar and tickling his spine.
“You were a fool not to listen to your mother and put on a raincoat,” thought he to himself. He did not feel
cold. Under his army shirt, Edward was wearing a soldier’s quilted jacket while the shirt itself was held tight
around the waist by a wide soldier’s belt with a shining buckle which he polished every day with ashes. He
treasured that belt. The shirt would eventually get torn or wear out but a belt lasts for many years, a loyal friend
and a souvenir of army service. His fur cap with earflaps, made from reindeer calf skin, was soaked down to the
last hair and had become so heavy it seemed to be pressing his head down on his shoulders. But his tall gum boots
were not getting any heavier and were still dry inside.
Something white flashed by on the right. Edward turned his head: a white fox was cautiously making its way
alongside the herd, evidently regaling itself on the afterbirths of which there were lots lying about the pasture. The
reindeer had been calving in large numbers in the last few days.
Right then a cow lay down on her side, breathing heavily. Edward kept a sharp eye on her in case she should
need help. She managed it all, however, even without his assistance. The mother was gray but she gave birth to a
black calf. The cow stood up and set herself to licking the calf over while he shook his damp ears. Having
carefully licked the calf all over, the cow lay down beside him. The calf nuzzled at her, found a teat and with an
obvious effort began to suck.
The rain came to an end as it moved off northwards. Evening was already close. The lustreless disk that was
the sun went down behind the clouds, reappearing momentarjly now and then from behind gaps in the clouds.
Edward ran to a small mound. After the rain, the tundra had become completely different. It had all gone an
even dark-gray colour and there were only a few patches of snow still lying here and there in the hollows by the
bases of the hillocks. The ice on the distant lakes now seemed navy blue.
Edward looked at the herd. It was slowly moving across the pasture. The reindeer at the back were catching up
with those in front already feeding at a new place. Edward burst out laughing: the newborn calves were really
very funny. Barely managing to hold themselves up on their long legs, they nevertheless stubbornly tried to go
after their mothers. Having taken two or three unsteady steps, however, they would fall forward flat on to the
ground and lie like that until their mothers ran back. Once the cow had run up to the lying calf, she would walk
round him, mooing endlessly. As if understanding the cow’s pleas, the calf would then with an effort get up, move
another two or three steps and collapse again. The cow would start mooing anew and the calf would at last get to
his feet, upon which the mother would offer him a teat. As soon as the calf had begun to suck, the cow would then
quietly move forward and thus step by step lead her offspring onwards.
Edward felt suddenly tired. Yegor should already have come to relieve him. Edward looked about and in fact
did catch sight of Yegor in the distance. What was surprising though, was that this last was coming not from the
direction of home, but from the east where the eighth herd was at pasture. In addition, Yegor was not alone; two
other people were walking along with him. When they got closer, Edward recognised one of them: he was
Berezhnov, the deputy director of the state farm. The second one, he had never seen before.
“Hello there, Edward!” shouted Yegor. “Counting the reindeer? Did many calve today?”
“Twenty-one,” answered Edward and glanced at the stranger.
“Let me introduce you,” said Berezhnov. “This is the secretary of the district committee Comrade Sedykh.”
“Nikolai Sidorovich,” said the latter, holding out his hand. “We’ve been looking at the eastern herd; we were
going back to your settlement and decided to drop by for you. We’d like to have a talk. Are you free yet?”
“Right away, I just have to hand over the herd,” answered Edward and then turned to Yegor. “Well, twenty-one
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have calved. There’s one weak calf. There’s the mother,” he pointed out a gray cow in the middle of the herd.
“Keep an eye on them. Apart from that, everything is all right. Take the book.” Edward pulled a thick book out of
his shirt and held it out to Yegor.
“What book is that?” asked the secretary of the district committee with interest.
“It’s a book by Aldriqge called Heroes of the Empty View.”
“Did you like it?”
“I liked the book, but the main character, Gordon, I didn’t like much, or rather not at all. As I understood it, he
hated the English imperialists, but didn’t know how best to help the Arabs. He looked backward too much and not
ahead.”
The secretary of the district committee said nothing in reply. Turning to Berezhnov instead, he said:
“You were completely right in contemplating this candidature. I totally agree with your evaluation. Well, let’s
go.”
“Go on, go on,” nodded Yegor to Edward, “go and sleep it out your own way.”
“What does that mean, his own way?” asked Berezhnov. Yegor eagerly began to explain.
“Edward is the kind of person who can do without sleep for a long time but then sleeps for as long as a bear.
I’m the opposite: I can manage to catch some sleep while the reindeer are running against the wind to get away
from gadflies.”
They walked unhurriedly, trying to step on tussocks: the slippery ice was treacherously covered with a thin
layer of spring water. One careless step and you took a drenching, and noone likes that. For that reason they
remained silent. Only when they reached the top of a high mound, from which one could see the Greater Olera—a
lake that stretched out for kilometres—did the secretary of the district committee begin his talk with Edward.
“Did you find much had changed after you returned home from the army? You served in Chita, I believe?”
“In Chita. And what changes there were! When I left we had a collective farm, but three years later when I
came back—all the herdsmen were state farm workers. Everyone has a passport, like in town. The herdsmen get
wages. My father says the wages are as high as a minister’s. The newspapers are always fresh though they are all
unavoidably a week late. The Yukagirs have begun to live really well.”
“And they need to live still better,” said the secretary of the district committee. “Within seven years a large
settlement will grow up where your nasleg now stands. It will have its own electric power station. A permanent
cinema will replace the mobile one. We’ll introduce mechanisation wherever possible.”
“Mechanisation is a good idea,” rejoined Edward. “Before when the herds were driven off a long way, towards
the shores of the East Siberian Sea, the herdsmen would run out of food. Their sugar would finish, their flour as
well, and it’s too far to go for more. A tractor will get anywhere, and a plane could even fly here and there,
dropping out food in the same way as a gadfly flying from one reindeer to another.”
“People need mechanisation, comrade Tretyakov. That is just what I wanted to talk about with you. Will you
go on a one year mechanisation course? The course is at the Omsk Agricultural Institute.”
“I’ll go,” said Edward before he had had time to think.
“That’s marvelous,” said the secretary of the district committee with pleasure. “You’ll have to rush though: you
must leave not later than the day after tomorrow morning. You arrange your documents in the Andryushkino
village Soviet. From there I think you’ll be able to get to the district centre on the postal helicopter.”
Edward’s face darkened. His mother would have something to say about this, he had only been home for six
months and was going away again. It was a shame the course was in Omsk, he would have preferred it to be in
Chita.
*
Edward entered his tordokh. His father was sleeping. His mother sat waiting, lost in thought, beside the iron
stove. On seeing her son, she began quietly to bustle about. She tossed dry kindling into the stove, heated some
soup, and sliced the bread. She did not light a lamp as it would not have done any good—the spring night was not
at all dark and light was coming through the window in the sloping roof of the tent.
Edward’s mother watched him ceaselessly as he ate. Afterwards, she poured tea into a china mug and, smiling
playfully, began to rummage in the box with Edward’s books, or as he called it—his tundra bookshelf.
“Here, Taro,” she called him by his far-off childhood name.
Edward took the envelope and glanced at the postmark: from Chita! He carefully tore open the envelope from
which fell a little cardboard square. His mother’s eyes were sparking with curiosity, but she politely turned away.
Edward too did not start looking at the picture. Leaving the mug with his still unfinished tea in it, he left the tent.
Maybe there was not enough light in the tent, or maybe he wanted to be alone with this letter. After all a letter is
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just the same as a conversation and one wouldn’t begin a heart-to-heart talk with anybody else nearby, even one’s
mother.
It was quiet in the nasleg. Only the visitors’ dogs, tied up a little distance from the tents, set up a raucous
barking on catching sight of Edward. Sitting down on a dogsledge, Edward began to scrutinize the photograph.
Tanya had changed. She was doing her hair differently. Or maybe she hadn’t changed and it was only the
photograph that made it seem that way. He then unfolded the letter. Nervously he read it through from beginning
to end and understood one thing: she was coming! The animal husbandry faculty of her technical college had done
the job allotments.
She herself had asked to be sent to them in the tundra. Now, after having found out the most important thing,
Edward began to read the letter slowly, word by word, noting every touch of tenderness concealed between the
lines. His mother glanced out of the tent.
“Go and sleep, Taro, love. The sun will rise soon.” The old woman began a roundabout manoeuvre.
“Was that a photograph in the letter?”
“Yes, yes. Here’s the photograph, mother. Have a look.” His mother gazed hard at the photograph with caustic
eyes.
“A white little thing,” she sighed, “not at all like a Yukagir girl. What’s going to happen, Taro? You’re here,
she’s there. What’s the sense of it? I’m old and would like grandchildren.”
“She’s coming here, mother. We’ll get married.” His mother sighed again.
“An educated girl. It’s true you’re no dimwit yourself, but to you the tundra is home, whereas for her it will be
a strange place. She’ll become homesick, and we’ll feel bad.”
“She’s coming here to work, you know. Why should she get bored?”
“If I heard that a Russian girl had flown off to live on the moon, I’d believe that she was a brave Russian girl.
But that one should marry a reindeer herdsman and roam about the tundra with him is just unbelievable.”
“I’ll explain it all to you right now,” Edward spoke slowly. “It’s true that if it were necessary, Tanya would
even fly to the moon. To accomplish such things, one not only needs to be brave, but also intelligent. An
intelligent person will not get bored, even in the tundra. Girls go off to the virgin lands and don’t get bored there.
You’ve heard of the virgin lands? They grow the plant from which flour is made there.”
The old woman was gradually calming down. She nodded her head, glancing at her son’s happy face. Then she
laughed:
“Build her a movable house. So that a tractor can drag it across the tundra; she won’t feel comfortable living in
a tordokh.”
“Houses will be built for everyone soon, mum. And you also won’t be living in a tordokh.”
The letter and his talk with his mother made Edward completely forget about the offer by the secretary of the
district committee. It was only when he lay down that something seemed to give a knock in the left-hand side of
his chest and then stopped. Tanya was arriving and he—what had he done! Why did he agree to it? Tiredness
overcame him, however, and he fell asleep. He fell asleep with an uneasy mind.
*
His mind was still anxious when he awoke. While his mother was preparing breakfast he continued to torment
himself, not knowing what to decide. He remained thus undecided and said nothing to his mother and father. Then
the secretary of the district committee arrived. He came in, made his greetings and immediately began talking
business.
“Well, comrade Tretyakov, will you manage to hand over the herd today? The calving is almost over, and the
commission will be coming to take stock of the herd. You should prepare everything with your mate.”
His mother pricked up her ears and his father stopped cleaning his gun but didn’t lift his head—two men were
discussing business and it’s not for a third to interfere.
“Well, Nikolai Sidorovich, I don’t know whether to go or not. My mother will be pained as I haven’t been back
long from the army “
The secretary of the district committee turned to Edward’s parents.
“Don’t you want your son to go away for a year to study?”
“Why shouldn’t we?” His father said with amazement. “Men are supposed to travel and do great things. Let
him go. Our daughter doesn’t live at home either. She’s at the boarding school in Andryushkino, studying in the
eighth form.” His mother, who knew her son better than his father, said:
“Listen, love, it’s not about my feelings that you're worried. Remember what you said last night: it’s not
merely the brave who fly to the moon, one has to be intelligent too. Now you’re speaking neither like a brave, nor
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an intelligent person. It’s absolutely necessary that you do this: after all, that other person is both brave and
intelligent.”
Of the four people in the tordokh, only the son and the mother understood what it was all about. The other two
could only guess. One could see from Nikolai Sidorovich’s eyes that his guess was correct. He wanted to say
something but Edward spoke out firmly:
“I’ll go.”
*
It was noisy that day on the banks of the Greater Olera. All the inhabitants of the nomadic camp had come to
see Edward off. Old Umukan was fussing about by the dog teams. The going promised to be hard: the snow had
melted and it would be necessary to travel on the earth itself. For this reason both dog-sledges had been harnessed
with twenty-three dogs each. They had unshoed the dog-sledges, that is to say they had taken off their iron
runners. A suitcase and a bag were already tied onto the sledges.
His mother had packed the suitcase with his shirts, vests, shoes, his dark suit and tie. She had wanted to give
her son a fur blanket, but he would not take it. The bag she had stuffed with both boiled and dried reindeer meat,
choosing the best bits, the tender and fatty ones.
Everything had fitted together very well. The elementary school pupils were about to finish their term, so it
was necessary to go to Andryushkino to collect them from the boarding school. Old Umukan had volunteered to
do the job—he wanted to go to the oculist to have his glasses changed, his old ones having become too weak.
The farewells took a long time. There were lots of people and each one wanted to have his say. Only the dogs,
impatient at having to stand in harness, began to set up a furious barking, dashed forward, entangling their straps.
Umukan curbed them with blows of his fist and they obeyed him, quietening down.
Edward looked helplessly at his mother. She was crying and crying and just could not stop. His father was
patting her on the shoulder, trying to cheer her up with a joke. He gestured with his head at the spring brooks
which were rushing tinkling down the slopes to the Olera.
“Look, old woman, your tears have already made brooks and they’ll soon become rivers. Keep some tears back
for when I die, or you’ll have nothing to cry with then.” His mother started crying all the more.
“That would be the last straw, if you were to die before me!” she lamented, sobbing. “Just bury me when I die
and then do what you want.” Old Umukan sympathised with the mother.
“Why are you letting your son go? He hasn’t left yet. It’s still not too late.” At this, his mother jumped at
Umukan.
“You’ve spent your life tailing behind reindeer and don’t know about anything else. He's young, though, and
has a long road ahead of him. Do you want him, too, to be forever a reindeer herdsman. I won’t have it!”
She wiped her eyes decisively and lit up her long pipe.
Then it was really time to leave. Edward first hugged his father and gave him the custom- kisses—on the
forehead, then on the chin, followed by kisses first on the right cheek, then on the left one. His mother gave him
an untraditional tight hug and whispered in his ear.
“Let your girl come here, son. My mouth may speak Yukagir and hers Russian, but our hearts will both speak
the same language since we both love you.”
Umukan gave a shout and the dogs heaved at their traces. Farewells, in Yukagir, Yakutian, Chukotian and
Russian, flew after them. The dogs had been waiting and were well-rested, and at first moved easily across the
black earth. Their load was not heavy with just one person in each sledge.
The morning tundra was shining joyfully with fresh puddles in the sun. Partridges sitting on the hummocks
twisted their heads nervously on seeing the dog teams. Then the cocks called out in hollow tones to reassure their
hens—don’t be afraid, they were saying, it’s nothing dangerous.
The dogs soon grew tired and let their red tongues hang out, panting.
“Let’s go down to the lake and ride on the ice,” suggested Edward.
He would have done better not to speak. Umukan began an endless grumble.
“Planes are a fine thing. I’m an old man but I understand that. But nowadays you live lightly. Get into a plane,
fly off, the pilot knows his job. You don’t know how to drive a plane. And you don’t even know your own job.
Don’t you know that you can’t use an unshod dog-sledge on ice? You’ll ruin the runners! In the old days, they
used to say: the useless person lives until his last hair drops out. Obviously, they were wrong. Old Umukan may
not have much hair on his head, but he’s still a needed person. Who would teach you youngsters, if not us, old
people. Otherwise you’ll forget the tundra, even though you live in it.”
The tundra, Edward thought despondently, half listening to the old man. How many times had he talked to
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Tanya about the tundra! From that very first day when their Komsomol brigade had come to help the Komsomol
students of the Agricultural College build the hostel. But could one really describe the tundra? Tanya said she
understood, yet would she ever grow to love his native land? He would have taught her to love it. Perhaps he had
all the same better not go?
The dog teams, obeying the driving pole, turned westward away from the lake and began climbing a mugil—a
high knoll. It was getting very hard on the dogs. Umukan and Edward jumped out of the sledges and walked along
beside them. The Albai mountain range had already been visible for a long time. It got neither closer nor further
away but lured them ever onwards, a blue ridge towering over the western horizon. Lake Olera lay behind them,
completely filling the immense valley, its far end only just visible as a fine thread.
Umukan had again relapsed into silence. Edward too kept his peace. A gaggle of geese flew low over their
heads. One could even hear their wing-feathers creaking. Geese were to be seen everywhere: they were all over
the little lakes where the ice had already melted, on the water, and on shore. Spring was underway in the tundra.
“Look at the yedoma shining white over there,” suddenly said Umukan. “There was once a large Yukagir
encampment there. Very large indeed. I was still young and the old people used to tell this story: a white crow
flew over that encampment and came out the other side black from the smoke of the cooking fires. That’s how
many tordokhs stood there! And then a terrible illness broke out and began to knock the people off. Noone was
left in the encampment. That kind of thing couldn’t happen nowadays.” Umukan burst out laughing and his
narrow eyes became tiny chinks.
“Rrrrr … planes would fly off in from all sides, helicopters, doctors would be brought in, and not a single
Yukagir would die.”
Old Umukan was lost in thought for a long time. Then he suddenly recollected himself and shouted out
threateningly at the dogs lagging far behind.
*
They conveniently made it to Andryushkino by morning. The village Soviet was working and the state farm
office was open. Edward rapidly got his papers in order; everyone there already knew all about his plans. The
postal helicopter from the district centre, he was informed, had been delayed due to some fault in the motor. It
would only be there by evening and would fly back next morning.
Edward only had two more things left to do on this whole, long free day: see Marina, his younger sister, and
one other very important thing. He was saved from going to the boarding school: someone had already told
Marina that her brother had arrived and she came dashing to the village Soviet.
She had grown marvelously pretty with features lit by the dark brilliance of her eyes and the whiteness of her
teeth as she smiled. She kissed Edward and in a voice loud enough to be heard all over the settlement shouted that
all the girls were terribly, terribly nervous, then kissed him once again and rushed off to take an exam. Her life
was full and busy even without a brother.
Edward went to the post office. A letter would take too long, he would have to send a telegram. How can one
say much in a telegram? Nevertheless he sat down to compose one. Should he tell Tanya to stay in Chita and wait
until he had finished his course? He did not want to. Chita is closer to Omsk than the tundra, but if Tanya were to
wait for him in the tundra, it would feel much more like she was close to him. To advise her to do that was,
however, impossible: she wanted to come to him and he was going away.
Edward spoilt a whole pile of blanks. The post-office girl watched him with open amusement but Edward did
not give in. Tearing up yet another spoilt blank, he would blush and go for a new one.
Suddenly a roar could be heard in the distance.
“Katya!” shouted the post-office girl towards the back room. “Can you hear, the helicopter has arrived. Run
and collect the post. I’ll close down here and get the post ready for sending off.”
The helicopter had landed! They were closing down! Edward stopped pondering and wrote:
“Flying Omsk one year mechaniser course telegraph plans.”He gave the district centre as his address. The
post-office girl took his blank curiously and with a practised tapping of her pencil counted the words. She was
evidently displeased.
“Writes and writes,” she mumbled. “I thought it was about love, and he’s going on a course! Would you
believe it!” Still displeased, she tossed him his receipt and change and slammed her window shut.
Edward ran to the village Soviet, grabbed his case, and dashed off to the edge of the village where the
helicopter had landed. The delivery and handing over of outward bound mail took just twenty minutes. The
helicopter port slammed shut. The blades began to revolve, gradually gaining speed and soon became a whistling
black circle. The helicopter rocked slightly and rose off the ground. The waving post-office girls disappeared
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beneath the helicopter and the whole settlement was soon to be seen; its houses, built to a neat plan, looked like
matchboxes and the Alazeya River stretched out like a white ribbon.
Edward caught himself feeling scared. Especially if he looked downwards. He was surprised. It was not as if
this were the first time he had flown. Then he understood: before he had flown by plane and however you looked
out of the window, you can always see the wings, a reference point for the eyes. A helicopter has no wings and
you hang in the air and that’s all there is to it.
Lake Yokhon-muol—which means camping spot in Yakut—had already passed beneath the helicopter. The
Yakuts once used to fish here and after a spring night bring in lines loaded with fish. The lake saved many people
during the war: after a hard day’s work collective farmers would spend the night here getting fish for their hungry
families.
While Edward was thus reminiscing, the Chukot tundra of Khalarcha was already floating by beneath the
helicopter. Edward had once crossed. this tundra on reindeer when he had been sent to Kolyshek to a reindeer
herdsmen’s meet. He could remember a number of landmarks which he was now pleased to recognize from the
air. There, for example, one could see Simeviye Hill, the name of which probably came from the Russian word
zimovye—winter camp. Who had wintered there, in that barren tundra, together with the why and wherefore of the
matter, was not known, but the word lived on, itself a reminder of these mysterious people.
Further on, the places were completely new to him. Edward, who had not slept for about thirty-six hours now,
dozed off imperceptibly and then fell into such a deep sleep that he only awoke when the helicopter bumped on
the firm ground of the aerodrome.
On finding out that his plane’s departure was in two hours time, Edward went off to the settlement on a little
green bus with the pilots. He dropped in at the Komsomol district committee office and, of course, went to the
post-office. There were no telegrams for him. Maybe Tanya had not been at home when his telegram arrived. Or
maybe she had got angry. Edward’s spirits fell. He went back to the aerodrome with the other passengers on the
same little green bus.
It was soon time to board the plane. The crew went forward first. Just before the steps were taken away, the
manager of the aerodrome dashed out of the building and set off at a run towards the plane, waving a piece of
white paper over his head. One of the crew moved to meet him. He came back immediately, holding the white slip
in his hand.
“Is passenger Tretyakov here?”
Edward lept to his feet.
“A telegram for you was transmitted by the post office to the aerodrome. You were expecting it?”
“And how!” Edward uttered in relief.
Study fine arriving at your parents will
try be a daughter will meet in tundra x
That was Tanya—brave and intelligent. And kind. There really was true love between them.
The plane turned on to the runway, revved up, accelerated and took off.
Farewell, northern valleys and gentle hills, farewell lakes, farewell downy geese—I didn’t manage to go
hunting after you this year—farewell, mother and father, farewell, Tanya! Next year we’ll meet in the tundra!
28.54 The Visit\fn{by Nikolai Shmelyov (1936-

)}

Moscow, Russia (M) 12

“Idiot! Good Lord, what an idiot! Gray hair and a mouth full of dentures—and you let yourself be taken in like
that! Like a kid, like a green kid. You turned out to be a real baby, kid! One hundred thousand! God, one hundred
thousand! In five minutes! The shame, the disgrace. They tricked this fool, wrapped him around their little fingers
—they’re probably laughing about it now—something to tell their grandchildren! And it serves you right for
having your head in the clouds, it serves you right. Oh, the scoundrels, what scoundrels.”
It had already been five days since it happened, yet Gleb Borisovich Sukhanov, at one time a rank-and-file
administrator of the Leningrad Philharmonic and now deputy director of a renowned Moscow theater, a
distinguished, well-built and even handsome man in his own way, in the prime of life, as they say, still couldn’t
pull himself together.
In the semi-legal business world of Moscow, Sukhanov was somebody—not one of the most important
players, true, but somebody all the same. He counted for something, his name was usually spoken with respect,
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people valued his word, and many were proud to know him—not just businessmen, but people who had nothing
to do with business, who simply had contact with him in various everyday situations. Still, even for him it was a
major sum, no doubt about it. You don’t simply pull that kind of money out of your pocket, and he didn’t print
money. God is his witness, it didn’t come easily to him.
But that wasn’t the shame of it—the shame was that they’d tricked him. And how! Like the biggest fool, like a
drunken trader at the central farmers’ market. But in the end traders didn’t care where they threw around their
money: raise a ruckus, smash a restaurant mirror three meters high, head off to Paris, or live well and lord it over
everyone, toss a hundred thousand in some stranger’s face—as if to say, here, that’s the way we are, it won’t hurt
us, we’ll only be stronger, a name is credit, too!
But life is different now, and no matter what you do, the scale of things is different: if he could give free rein to
his skills, if the regime hadn’t bound him hand and foot—it would be a different matter. Then even one hundred
thousand—what’s a hundred thousand? Peanuts! You could make it in a week.
It must be said that Sukhanov was absolutely convinced (and not without grounds) that if he were given a
chance, no Sol Hurok\fn{An American theatrical impresario, born in Pogar, Russia (1888-1974) .} or Carlo Ponti\fn{A motionpicture producer, the discoverer of the Italian actress, Sophia Loren (1934- ) .} could hold a candle to him. Damn, there was
just no outlet for a man’s abilities, no one needed them. It was fine for them there, in their own countries, but let
them try to maneuver here: to set up any sort of serious deal, you needed such caution, so much .resourcefulness
and brains and tact, and ultimately personal charm. And it’s not enough to set it up—you have to run it so it
doesn’t fall apart, so that if something happens it won’t expose you or anyone else, and no one will be caught.
That damned regime lurks behind you like a wolfhound, breathing down your neck—at any moment it can
suddenly bite off your head, and, all right, so you ruin yourself, but your family will have to live off handouts—
that’s what’s so terrible, God save us all from that. It’s only a myth that your partners will help you out and
support you then: the hell they’ll support you then, except for incidentals the first year—well, maybe two at most,
but don’t count on any more, they aren’t fools—it’s every man for himself, only God is for everyone.
Well, so what, we’re no slouches. The pity is that you try, you go all out—and for what? So that later they can
strip you in five minutes and rob you in broad daylight—and who? A hood, the dregs, some punk you wouldn’t
shake hands with, but they’ve got you: they’ve got you by the neck in a death grip, how can you get away? You
pay up, whether you want to or not.
For a long time afterwards he would remember that little dinner in the Warsaw restaurant which began so
quietly and modestly, in solitude, in a half-empty hall; it was the closest restaurant to the recreation park, the food
wasn’t bad, and after playing pool in the park’s poolroom, he usually dined there alone, and after dinner he would
go to his office at the theater.
Gleb Borisovich was a gambler, a serious gambler—what you call no-nonsense. Despite his democratic nature,
he usually knew precisely who to play with and who not to play with—that is, of course, if we’re talking about a
serious game, who to socialize with and, likewise, who, to keep a distance from so he wouldn’t lose either his
standing, which, to be frank, had not been easily won, or the respectability that so profitably distinguished him in
the eyes of certain Moscow circles. Sukhanov had long maintained a reputation as a gentleman, and he liked to
think that this reputation was solid; he prized it highly and maintained it skillfully, with an innate sense of
measure and tact. If he departed from this image, he did so covertly, concealing it from all of his close friends so
that no one would know a thing.
Well, what of it? It was understandable—his nerves weren’t made of steel, and from time to time a person
needs a little excitement, some diversion—to get raucous, roll in the mud. You can’t live without it, can’t bear it
otherwise, and in the end, what Russian doesn’t love a fast ride? Smoke, a binge, champagne, young salesgirls or
hairdressers, a restaurant on the edge of town, then someone’s dacha, a two- or three-day spree, a hangover, a
gray morning, empty bottles, a cigarette sticking out of a slice of sausage like a steamboat chimney, women’s
skirts tossed across the chairs …
But gambling had an entirely different meaning in his life: it was his favorite pastime, his relaxation: a wellpressed suit, refinement, conversation with people you liked. And then the thrill of the game. Of course, there was
passion—and how! But in his position he had to do everything in his power to curb his passion—other than
allowing himself to take a card for laughs when the stage workers played Twenty-One while they waited for the
performance to begin, or betting God knows what kind of money at the races. But even in these cases he never
lost his head, and he’d stop in time when he started to have a really lucky run, or, on the contrary, when his luck
really started to run out.
Sukhanov played pool and, of course, he played the horses—quite regularly, too—but most of all he loved and
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cherished the quiet evenings he spent by the fire playing cards a couple of times a week with an old group of
friends in the apartment of a famous professor of urology. Sometimes they played bridge, less often poker,
sometimes even canasta for the hell of it, but it was usually preference, good, old, sweet preference, where the
important thing is the process of play—the sense of comfort, the mental concentration, the ever-changing
composition of the game—and certainly not the win or loss at the end, which is rubbish, of course, if the partners
are matched in skill and have known each other a long time. And they had known each other for a long time; their
group was very respectable: a professor, a retired general, the director of a major stationery store, Gleb
Borisovich, and sometimes also a rather famous playwright, who had an excellent command of socialist realist
themes, but was a little greedy at cards, it must be admitted, and consequently was not a very reliable partner. So
he was more of an alternate than a regular. To tell the truth, Sukhanov’s character would have been better suited to
poker—a game of chance, with high stakes—but first of all, he never dropped his guard, even here, in this group,
choosing not to flaunt his money in front of the others; and second, he had to adjust to the circumstances, as they
say: on his income the general was clearly not cut out for poker, the professor also seemed to have his limits, and
the playwright took each loss so hard that it was clear he was not cut out for high stakes—he might even inform
on someone so as not to pay up.
But, say what you will, so far his life had not turned out badly, not badly at all, especially if you looked back to
where he began. An unsuccessful actor, a low-level administrator dashing around in a constant frenzy, killing
himself for a paltry salary—not doing business, just running errands. Good Lord, how small-time it all was, in
short, penny-ante stuff, shameful to recall now; a bat of a wife who didn’t give a damn about him and cuckolded
him right and left with the first taker. Once he even caught her with some punk black marketeer, the type who
always hangs around the entrance to the Astoria Hotel or the airport. A ballerina; she was no ballerina, she was a
slut. But now she was probably biting her nails out of chagrin: who needs you, you old hen, now that you’re
forty? Be thankful that at least you don’t have any problems with money, and that’s for our daughter’s sake, not
yours. I wouldn’t have sent you a single rouble—hit the pavement, earn your keep, and if you can’t—then starve
to death. What’s it to me? Thank God I’m through suffering with you. I did my time.
Everything changed—and changed radically—when he finally decided to leave that witch, got married to
Regina, and moved from Leningrad to Moscow. Of course, it was difficult, it wrenched his heart, as they say. His
daughter … He loved his daughter madly—a fluffy, affectionate creature, with mile-long eyelashes and eyes into
which you could just gaze and gaze and forget, not remember, that there, beyond another door, begin filth, horror,
shrieks, and the devil knows what else.
But now his conscience was clean as far as she was concerned, considering she was taken care of for the rest of
her life, there would even be enough for his grandchildren, and they had a wonderful relationship, even better than
his relationship with Maxim, his son with Regina. It’s true what they say about a daughter being dearer to a father
than a son. How she throws her arms around his neck when he visits! And it isn’t a matter of money; or gifts, or
because he dresses her from head to toe, got her into the theater institute, introduced her to the right people and set
her up for life, as long as she wasn’t foolish, and she isn’t foolish. No, it’s because they are friends, they
understand each other at a glance and they don’t need anyone else when they’re together: they can spend a whole
day together strolling around Pavlovsk or Peterhof, just talking and talking.
What do they talk about? It doesn’t matter what they talk about—what matters is that they’re happy together,
effortlessly happy. What are words? Words are just words, smoke …
In Moscow, of course, he had also had to hustle at first—no avoiding it—but still it was easier. He seemed to
immediately adopt the manner that best suited him: modest, virtuous, not too obvious, but not a pushover either,
he met his obligations, he investigated and then carefully, gradually set up his contacts. When necessary he didn’t
scrimp, but neither was he a fool—he didn’t show off, he studied, he read, he gladly went out and just as gladly
had people in. He often invested both time and money in people before the return was clear, even to Regina, not to
mention others, but he saw it clearly, only it wasn’t short term, but would emerge later, in the long run.
So everything was as it should be: first the manager of a mediocre theater, then of a good one, now the deputy
director of the same theater and its director any day, since clearly that wreck, that red-nosed drunkard, wouldn’t
last long—another year or two, and then he’d retire. When that happened, no one was going to search far and
wide, and there he’d be, a ready replacement: young, forty-five years old, professional qualifications at just the
right level, splendid relations with the collective as well as with the regional party committee. They knew him in
the Ministry, where they listened to his opinion. Everything was set, everything was going along nicely. All he
needed was patience, to keep from tripping up or taking even one false step. It’s hard to build, but to mess things
up—it doesn’t take a great mind to mess things up—if you can’t do it yourself, others will help, you won’t have to
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wait—as they say, there’s a sea full of volunteers …
The invaluable advantage of Sukhanov’s current position was that he felt at home everywhere, whether he
walked into a room alone or with his wife—a well-groomed, statuesque woman, always dressed simply and
expensively, carefully coiffed, a pair of jewels on her ears and a ring on her finger, nothing else—into some club
restaurant, the Theater Club, Cinema Club or the Literary Club. He always had a right to be there, and it would
never even occur to anyone to question his presence, wonder why he was there and not some place else. If people
saw him at a concert, at a dress rehearsal or the premiere of a new film, nobody was surprised to see him in his
usual seat in the second row or in a box, but it was unusual not to see him or at least his wife there. If he sat on the
presidium of an important conference—that made sense, too; after all, he was respected and distinguished, a
valuable colleague with great prospects for the future. Finally, if he showed up in a circle of business people or
serious gamblers, there, too, he was always greeted with deference, and some even greeted him with outright envy
—this guy has managed to set himself up, and they say he has a good bit of money, and a brilliant position, no
chinks in the armor, as they say, and connections—everyone should have such connections, and he knows how to
behave himself so that others can’t help but feel embarrassed at being hopeless plebeians, or because they’re
wearing a poorly tailored, garish suit, or have an old hen of a wife they’re ashamed to show in public.
He especially understood those people. He understood them perfectly and in his own way even sympathized
with them. There was a time—and even now he often had occasion to observe something similar, only at a
distance—when even he, no longer poor, not poor at all, would find himself in the home of some quiet,
nondescript doctor—in a branch of science you can’t even pronounce—or in the home of some disheveled writer
in glasses, the type who isn’t published and probably never will be: he also experienced that uncomfortable and
seemingly unjustified sense of humiliation. Why? The devil knows why. The clothes on their backs were
worthless, the odds and ends of furniture were junk, the stuff they served was pitiful, and no one would give a
kopeck at the flea market for the host with the hostess thrown in—still, he was no match for the man, no two ways
about it. Even if you screamed that you could buy them all, bag and baggage, with all their goblets, all of their
books and all of their brains, they still wouldn’t show you the door; they’d only shrug their shoulders and nothing
more.
But, look, all that was behind him now, and if he was still a little bit of an outsider, at least Regina always felt
at home, even among these people: a beautiful woman’s always a beautiful woman, even if you have ten Ph.D’s,
and besides, she wasn’t a bad actress, not great, maybe, but she’s got a name.
And as for businessmen—well, here he could hold his own without any bragging. Why not? He has
everything, it’s been ages since he had trouble getting something. His house is a storehouse of plenty—not even a
house, but a museum; he has the latest model car, his own hair stylist, his own dentist, his own sauna, his own
maître d’ in every restaurant, and the best tailor in town. Everything goes like clockwork, all it takes is a phone
call, and he has nothing to worry about, they’ll bring it right to his door without any bother at all—it just takes
two or three complimentary tickets to a good show and the person he needs is on the line.
A dacha? Why the hell does he need a dacha? It’s much easier without one. He can get himself a room at any
time at any hotel in the country; two or three calls—and he’s in whatever professional art club he wants, even
outside Moscow, even in the Baltic, and even in the south they are dying to see him, and, naturally, not alone but
with his family, or without if need be.
Foreign currency? No, not that, not under any circumstances—what is he, his own worst enemy? He still wants
to live a while, and in that business the slightest mistake can be the end; you’re lucky to escape with your life—
it’s bad to joke around with the KGB. So far they haven’t abolished or aren’t about to abolish the domestic
currency, and he’s got enough for a lifetime. Gems, porcelain, even books—that’s another matter. Those things are
reliable. Regina has good taste, she knows what to buy, and besides, there are specialists you can depend on. And
it’s good hedge against inflation, because those things certainly aren’t getting any cheaper—they get more
valuable every day.
But: caution, caution, and more caution! As his card buddy, the director of the stationery store, once said,
“Gleb, I could make five, or ten thousand a month. But I make two—and sleep better.” Of course, he’s still not
close to that blessed state. But he isn’t that far, either. Two or three more years and he’ll be director, and then he’ll
be able to walk away from business with a clean conscience.
I’ll buy a dacha in Peredelkino then, I’ll raise tulips, visit the right people, play a few low-stake games, read
books. I’ll bring my daughter, Alyona, to Moscow, set her up in the movies—with what she’s got, it’s God’s will,
she can’t spend her life vegetating in that hole. Maxim still needs to be brought into society—a the kid is bright,
he should get on the academic track; if it doesn’t work out—it’s no great shame, we’ll find something else. We
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could send him to the Foreign Trade Department or the diplomatic corps. Let him travel around and see the world,
give him a leg up so he doesn’t have to knock himself out at first, maybe we can’t do more, but at least we can do
that much for him. After all, it’s possible, it’s really possible. There are such people, and he knows them
personally, not from legend or from other people’s stories—people who aren’t afraid of anything now, who can’t
get caught, even though they flaunt everything they’ve got—like that Armenak, the old fox. He had a huge
business in Baku, a million-rouble business, and now he’s the quiet, modest manager of a clinic in Kuzminki, a
pensioner. Where did it all come from? Just try to dig around and prove something. The business is all liquidated,
he’s left no tracks, he’s been living the good life for a decade at his dacha, dabbling in the arts, interested in
horses, raising his grandsons.
And he—Sukhanov—what is he—worse than the others? He has everything figured out, he’s double-checked
everything that needed checking dozens of times. He has made arrangements, laid down the straw, so that if, God
forbid, he’s brought down, he’ll have a soft fall. He’s not likely to be shattered. At worst, they’ll say he misused
his influence. Money? There wasn’t any money, you can drop that. A reprimand—I agree, go ahead and punish
me. I made a blunder, live and learn. I ask you to let me atone for my guilt, to justify people’s trust in me.
All these years without.a single wrong move, how could this have happened? I don’t understand it myself!
Really, I just don’t understand. They deceived me, those sons of bitches, I trusted them, I let down my guard.
Really, the danger could only come from three people—no one else had direct contact with him. No, not even
from three—two. What danger could there be from the administrator of his own theater? He’s no hothead—he
wouldn’t try anything on his own. There really wasn’t any danger. Gleb Borisovich doesn’t take part in any shady
business any more, he’s had enough. He did his share of hustling in his time; let the other guy run around and
hustle now. He’s young, he’s still got some growing to do, all those unofficial concerts—that’s his problem.
So what if he, Sukhanov, gets an envelope with his share every month? Why, he could disassociate himself
from that in a minute—say he didn’t know anything, the fellow was paying back an old loan and that was all.
Don’t mix me up in your business deals. You work it out as you like, me—I have, as you see, nothing to hide.
You’re saying I knew? I didn’t know a thing—it’s all dirt, slander, a conspiracy. My enemies want to ruin me—
they’re trying to clear a place for someone. How can you believe people like that? Swindlers, what they wouldn’t
do for thirty pieces of silver! You can see for yourself what kind of people they are.
But in his real life all that was nothing now—the serious business was not carried out there, in the theater, of
course, but somewhere else. That’s where there was a real risk. Sukhanov had invested all his capital in stock—in
a large manufacturing concern. His partner, Zakhar Grigorievich, an old acquaintance, was someone dependable,
tried and true. He ran the whole business himself, and if something were to happen, he’d also agreed to bear all
the responsibility himself. But who could guarantee anything in such matters? Of course, Sukhanov only financed
the enterprise—and who knows that, who saw anything, where’s the evidence, where’s even one piece of paper?
Other than that, he was only something like Zakhar Grigorievich’s consultant on communications. He introduced
him to the right people in the ministries and other organizations, helped formulate the enterprise’s overall policy,
sometimes suggesting new opportunities, he advised him on marketing, but he made sure he didn’t know anyone
else in the business other than his partner—heaven help him, he saw to it that he didn’t know a single soul.
And the transfer of the profits due Sukhanov also seemed well thought-out: they were constantly checking, are
there any loose ends? It usually took place in his car, on an empty stretch of road outside the city, or here, on a
quiet sidestreet in the Arbat. Besides, the car was outfitted with a clever little device—a trade secret—so that at
any moment the packet of money could be chucked out of the car. And in that case—just try to prove something.
They both knew their business—they weren’t fools. If Zakhar Grigorievich got in trouble, why should anyone
suspect him, Sukhanov?An old pool buddy, a really nice guy, very smart, and, besides, a great admirer of my wife
—we even got together at each other’s house a couple of times—no, I wouldn’t say often. We’d talk every now
and again, sometimes he’d ask my opinion about some people, sometimes he’d ask for an introduction to
someone.
What for? Why shouldn’t I introduce him? What business is it of mine? He could need them for any number of
reasons. We all have to get by in the world, after all. Such a decent, respectable person, who’d have thought …
Money? Me? What money? You must be kidding? He says that? He can say anything he wants. What a rat, I never
would have expected this. Do you have some sort of evidence? No? Good-bye, then, we know our rights. And it
wouldn’t be such a bad thing either, by the way, to apologize before you go—all this hasn’t been very nice of you.
That’s the way it would go, of course, just like that. And yet—a chill, a sickening chill had been gnawing at his
stomach for a year now whenever he as much as thought about this other life of his, about which no one, not even
Regina, really knew anything …
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But that wasn’t all. He may have been too clever in his caution. Why did he need to involve the theater cashier
in this business? Well, he knew why—there was the very real danger that the money Zakhar gave him might be
marked sooner or later, and it took a load off his mind to exchange it for the theater box office returns—that
wrapped things up nicely. But to do this, first he had to sleep with the woman, and naturally he didn’t want to—
and she pouted and was hurt if the breaks were too long; and second, he had to nearly kill himself trying to come
up with presents for her; as for the third, if something happened, how could he explain it all? No, he had to end it
all before it was too late: ultimately there would be less risk in a packet of money, even if marked, concealed in a
hiding place that only he knew instead of this woman. Who knows what she could come up with? She says she
loves him, and everyone knows there’s nothing worse than that: look into her heart and she’ll blurt out whatever
she wants, she’ll end up in jail with you, and then she’ll tell everyone she did it all out of love …
*
He had finished his appetizer when those two fellows walked up to his table. One of them, nicknamed Frigate,
he knew. Like Sukhanov, he was a regular at the pool hall, and they had even played a few games together. He
was a good player, no denying it, a strong player, but badly dressed, tall, skinny, with elbows sticking out and
dandruff on his shoulders, as if he didn’t have a home and there was no one to look after him—it was clear he
lived alone, although that was even in his favor in a way—he was a professional, no mistaking it. The man lived
just for the game and didn’t give a damn about anything else.
The other one was a rather imposing man of about thirty-five, in a leather jacket, carrying an attache case.
Sukhanov had also seen him somewhere but couldn’t remember where: probably at the track, where else—there
aren’t too many places in Moscow where you might run into the same stranger. Frigate said hello and asked if
they could join him. The restaurant had already filled up—it was lunch time, and Moscow’s professionals moved
in droves, waiters darted like whirlwinds from table to table. There was nothing he could do. Sukhanov nodded
amiably, although in principle he didn’t approve or like the idiotic habit of being obliged to sit with someone:
what if a person wanted to be alone because he was tired of company—didn’t he have a right to that?
The waiter came to the table. Frigate and his friend ordered; they ordered generously from the full menu, not
the lunch specials. That kind of order would take time, but, by the looks of them, they weren’t in any hurry and
were willing to wait: it was pleasant here—clean, warm, comfortable … Their table stood in the corner, by the
window, and Sukhanov could see practically the entire restaurant, but the two who had joined him sat one with his
back and the other with his side to the hall, and they’d moved their chairs close together to sit shoulder to
shoulder.
Sukhanov quickly realized what they were doing: they were playing a game, or rather continuing to play a
game they had already begun before they joined him. They were playing sntoss, “beat the bank.” So what if they
were playing; they’d probably started and couldn’t stop, they were so caught up in it and couldn’t find another
place to play. Big deal that it was at lunch! A game was a game, and it wasn’t his place to judge.
Sukhanov sat and distractedly ate his soup, occasionally catching bits of conversation exchanged by the two
players, but he wasn’t paying close attention, because his thoughts were far away. Just a few days ago he’d been
asked to make a serious decision, a very serious decision: Zakhar had proposed expanding the business to open a
branch in Kaluga. After some hesitation, Sukhanov agreed, but naturally they needed money for this, some startup capital. The terms were the same-shares, fifty-fifty. He had been forced to liquidate virtually all his persona1
resources, and now he was going to have to live more modestly for a while and wait until the branch began to turn
a profit.
But besides this, Zakhar had begun to worry recently; either he sensed something and was afraid, or it was just
fatigue showing: he suggested they come up with another, more reliable way to transfer Sukhanov’s share of the
dividends to him without personal contact—in the car, without the car—he didn’t care which. But what could they
come up with? They couldn’t very well put it under a stone. So he sat and racked his brains. Still, there was no
point in getting angry at his partner—he was talking out of real concern, the man had his heart in the business, he
was worried about both of them.
But his head was empty, a vacuum inside—fit for nothing but reading mysteries. A grand gentleman, with his
head in the clouds! Watch out, Sukhanov, if you stop taking care of the necessities, you’ll eventually forget how to
take care of yourself. All right, we’ll think up something. He’d learned a lot in life, gone to a respectable school—
the main thing was not to rush, not to jump at the first idea that came to his head …
“Gleb Borisovich,” Frigate said suddenly, interrupting his thoughts,
“Maybe you'd come in for one tenth, huh? For luck? For some reason I’m on a roll. It’s just luck and my sins
will catch up with me. But we all know that you—knock wood—have a light touch. Not just in cards, but in
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everything …”
The waiters had brought a carafe of vodka, appetizers, and a couple of bottles of mineral water. Without asking
whether he wanted any, Frigate poured shots for all three of them. He had to drink—not drinking would have been
a gaffe in his books. Besides, as they say, don’t foul your own nest, you might need the person someday—
anything might happen …
“God’s blessing … so what do you think, Gleb Borisovich, one tenth? Are you in?”
“Do you insist? All right, I’m in—only don’t go too high. I’m not flush these days.”
“We play on a small scale. You know what we make. We’re not in Monte Carlo …”
Why did he agree? Damned if he knew. Out of stupidity. He thought that if he turned them down they'd say he
was disdainful, standing on ceremony, or thought he was too good for them. No, if you’re in, you’re in all the
way; hold on, save face, it’s better to lose a couple of tens. Sometimes you have to pay to maintain your
reputation. So—he sat for a while with the common folk, showed a man respect—that was also capital, it counted
for something, definitely counted, and somewhere in the ledgers life keeps strict balance—he had noticed that
many times with himself and others. Sukhanov followed the game for a while and then, when he was convinced
that the game was honest and the bidding wasn’t out of the ordinary—a hundred here, a hundred there—his mind
began to wander, he became distracted and stopped following what was going on.
*
Business was one thing—but his main worry now was something else. He had an enormous problem, greater
than any business, and one that never left his thoughts now—not for a minute, a day, a night. He never thought, he
never could have even imagined that he would have to solve a problem like this. Of course, he knew, he had
heard, that recently people had tried or succeeded in setting things up that way. He even knew some of these
people personally, but it had never concerned him. It had always been alien to him, alien to his habits, his
convictions, his attachments, his plans for the future, and ultimately alien to everything that made up his life—
forty-five solid years.
It hit him instantly, with no warning, like a bolt out of the blue, and, to be honest, it was almost the first time in
his life he was at a loss. And the longer it went on, the more he felt that he was tied in a knot that he couldn’t
easily slip out of or cut without doing himself monstrous harm …
A month ago, in the evening, when they had both returned from the theater and were sitting in the kitchen
drinking tea in peace and quiet, out of the blue, mid-word, Regina suddenly broke off her usual chatter about
some social nonsense and pushed her cup away with her elbow so abruptly that the cup rattled. She looked him
straight in the eye and said,
“Gleb, that’s it, I’ve had it. I want us to leave.”
“Where?”
“Where? Switzerland, Holland, even America—wherever you want, I don’t care.”
“Where?”
“Don’t play dumb. You understand perfectly well what I mean. We have to leave, Gleb. I can’t bear it anymore
and I don’t want to.”
“What’s wrong, have you gone crazy?”
“I haven’t gone anything. I’ve been thinking about this a long time. And I’m astonished that you haven’t been
thinking about it. You know we have a chance. I can get an invitation. Gleb, we have to leave, leave before it’s too
late …”
“What do you mean?”
“Everything.”
“What’s everything? My business?”
“Your business, and mine—everything. I don’t want to stay anymore, Gleb. It’s unbearable here, it makes me
sick! I could just scream! Every time I put on my fur coat I feel like I’m doing something so obscene that I’ll be
taken in and arrested That I’ll be stoned. Gleb, can’t you see that we can’t go one like this? In another five or ten
years I’ll be an old woman, Gleb.”
That evening he had found the strength to cut off the conversation quite abruptly. But it proved to be only the
beginning. Regina had clearly resolved to stand her ground and now she worked on him, using her feminine wiles
every evening, using tears, persuasion, logic, tenderness, and threats, either in turn or all at once. It was hard to
fight her, oh, so hard, and lately the battle had exhausted him. She had decided to wear him down, as they say. For
each of his objections she had ammunition all ready, a precise, clear answer that was sometimes gentle, or
sometimes laced with such venom, such vitriol, that he was dumbstruck: where did it all come from?
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Slowly but surely he was backed into a corner.
“Birches? Oh yes, birches,” she said. “Friends? What friends? Yours, I suppose? Since when do you have
friends? Your interests? Your creativity? Gleb, don’t make me laugh. Business? What business? Waiting till they
put you away? You’ll get what you’re waiting for. No doubt about that. And what will happen to us then? Do you
think about us? There? What will you do there? Do you think that with your brains you won’t find work? We’ll
have enough to get started and besides, they’ll help us, of course they’ll help us, and there—do you really think
you won’t be able to make a living? What about me? Don’t you think at all about me? Language? You’ll learn it in
a year. Connections? What the hell do you need your connections for? Everything you did here with those
connections you can do there by yourself. Your holdings? Do you have to throw everything away? Why’s that?
Don’t you think that with your experience you could gradually transfer everything there quietly, without any
sudden moves? Other people have done it and so can you, if you just use your head. I don’t need to teach you. Our
son? Well, there’s Harvard—do you think that’s worse than the culinary institute? Better ask him yourself. Your
daughter? Alyona? Alyona again? The world begins and ends with Alyona! Are you going to cling to her your
whole life? She only needs you now, but as soon as she goes off and gets married, it’ll be ‘Attendez, Papa, thanks
for the gifts, but, you know, you’ve got your friends and we’ve got ours, so please stop getting underfoot. I’m
sorry, but I just don’t have time for you.’”
In the end, out of all those discussions he was left with only two arguments, but they were both quite
compelling. The first was that he didn’t want to, and the second—the second truly was Alyona.
“I don’t want to, can’t you understand, you witch?! I don’t want to! This is where I grew up, everything and
everyone I have are here, I don’t know anyone there and don’t want to. I’m not a kid anymore, every street lamp
here is dear to me, my folks have been lying side by side for years in the German Cemetery. Why should I uproot
myself? I’m fine here. Dangerous? Yes, it’s dangerous. So what? I knew what I was getting into. I’m careful,
another couple of years and I’ll lie low and settle down: I’ll only have the theater, nothing else. Start all over
again? Get to this position all over again—who’d let me? Who needs me over there? Break my back again, push
my way up? All right, maybe it would be for different money and a different life—but who am I there? Nobody,
nothing! And don’t bring Alyona into this. I love you, I respect you, I’ll be grateful to you my whole life, but
don’t touch her.”
Everything will blow over, but Alyona will remain. Her little hands, her eyelashes, her nose—he trembled to
think of how good, how painfully good it was to touch his lips to it. Her fingers, glancing over him rapidly like a
net: tss-tss-tss with a light, barely perceptible touch on his temples, his eyes, his cheeks, stony from tension—he
had to be careful not to scare her, not to give himself away, so she wouldn’t catch a whiff of yesterday’s drinking
bout on his breath or something else. And that crunchy cartilage in her ear: when he pushes aside a strand of hair
and nips her ear—she laughs: “Oh, that hurts, Papa, don’t bite, you’re not a dog.” Where would I go? I won’t go
anywhere! Go by yourself. And she will leave … clear as day … she’ll go … she won’t give a damn about me or
anything else here—she’s a smart lady, tough, that’s why I love her. Divorce? Another divorce? How many times
… and she’ll take our son without a second thought.
*
“Gleb Borisovich,” the same dull, wilted voice interrupted, “things don’t look good. You and I haven’t had any
luck. He broke the bank, the bum. If we could have one hundred thousand from you …”
“Ho-ow much?” Sukhanov choked.
“One hundred thousand … and I’m putting in, you understand, nine hundred …”
“Th-th-thousand? What are you saying? Have you gone crazy?”
“No, thank God, I still have my senses. There was a million in the bank, Gleb Borisovich. You owe a tenth. We
agreed.”
“What? When?”
“You were sitting right here! Didn’t you hear? There was a million, it went into the bank. Bad luck, of
course...but what can you do—that’s the way the game goes. Now I wouldn’t mind changing places with that
young man. Don’t get upset, Gleb Borisovich. If you don’t have it with you, you can give it to him later. He’ll
take your word for it. You’re famous, everyone knows you …”
“What are you doing? You Judases! You might as well have shot me!”
“Now, now, Gleb Borisovich. That’s really not becoming to you. Why such expressions? And what do you
think I should do? Hang myself? Volodya, write down your telephone number on a piece of paper for Gleb
Borisovich. Forgive us, my dear fellow, you’ll have to wait a week. Gleb Borisovich and I can’t pull together that
kind of money in an evening. You’ll wait? O.K.? Now that’s smart.”
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“Gangsters, card sharks.” Sukhanov fumed. “What am I, some hick? What do you take me for, a sucker? Do
you understand, Frigate, what you’re doing? Who you’re tangling with? Do you understand?”
“I do, Gleb Borisovich, I understand everything. What’s so hard to understand? You’re a big guy, and I’m little.
But why are you getting mad at me? If there’s someone to feel sorry for here, it’s me, not you. It’s nothing to you,
but it’s the end of me. Remember that for the rest of my life I’m in Volodya’s debt …”
“Frigate, Frigate,” Sukhanov rasped, “you don’t know me yet … you don’t know me. I’ll have your head, you
slimy creep! You’ll remember me. I promise you. I won’t pay a thing, you rats! Nothing!”
“That’s no way to behave, Gleb Borisovich, no way at all. Tsk-tsk-tsk … I didn’t expect this. Never mind,
you’re just upset now. You’ll come to your senses after you think it over. Good luck. But please be so kind as to
let us know in a week.”
The louse didn’t even think it necessary to play his role to the end: he twisted his gloating, revolting mug and
laughed rudely, baring his rotten teeth. Then he stood up and even winked at his partner as if to say, that’s how it’s
done, guy, pay attention. They paid their bill and left, leaving Sukhanov gasping with rage and intense selfloathing—such a fortunate fellow, so smart, so prominent just five minutes ago, and this is what happened. The
shame—what shame, humiliation, and ignominy. Crap! Absolute crap. Good God, what crap they were. They
push my face to the table, hold me by the nape of the neck, shove my face in my food and push it around so I
won’t get too cocky or puffed up: maybe you’re smart, but there are people smarter than you, and you’re no match
for them! You show off! You dimwit! The shame of it, Lord, the shame … I ought to be shot on the spot! Damn it,
damn it to hell …
That night he suddenly remembered with incredible clarity, like a light flashing on in the darkness, where he
had seen the fellow with the attache case: of course, he was a hanger-on, one of Semyon’s entourage. Semyon was
a very famous professional gambler in Moscow who played everything there was to play—the races, pool, card
games, backgammon, dominoes, bets on the winner—Spassky or Fischer,\fn{ A reference to the Internal Chess tournament
of 1972, where the world champion (1969-1972) Ukrainian-born chess player, Boris Spassky (1937- ) played the American champion,
Bobby Fischer (1943- ), and was defeated by him in what became, at the time, the most publicized world championship in chess history .}

dice, lotto … This fellow was always showing up at the race track on Semyon’s tail, a lackey.
So that was it—Semyon took him in, and now it looks like he’s matured and set up his own shop. Set up.
That’s what it’s called, setting up your own shop. He’s the type of bandit who belongs in a wild forest or on the
highway with a knife hidden in his boot-top, but not here. That bastard ought to be picked up and kicked out
beyond the city limits. Let them fight it out there, tear each other to pieces. But how do you do that—God knows
where the authorities are looking and what they’re doing, but they’re not paying attention to what’s under their
noses.
*
At eight in the morning Sukhanov was already seated in a grill on the Arbat where they served a traditional
Caucasian stew in the morning and where, he knew, the horse bettors usually had breakfast before heading off to
the track. He was right—Semyon was there too: a miserable looking, scabby little guy of indeterminate age, with
ears like two radars sticking out in opposite directions, a sharp little nose and tiny, lashless red eyes.
“Semyon,” he began as he joined him.
“I know, Gleb Borisovich, I know everything. Please accept my most sincere condolences. What’s there to
say? You had bad luck.”
“He’s your man, Semyon.”
“Mine?! What do you mean, Gleb Borisovich! Of course I know him, but to call him one of my men—no,
Gleb Borisovich, that’s going too far. He plays on his own, and I don’t have anything to do with it.”
“Semyon, I’m warning you. I’m not going to pay. And if your people start threatening me, I’ll have to report
them to the proper offices. I’ve always respected you, Semyon. I’ve considered you a gambler, a major player. But
it turns out … it turns out that you’re just a criminal, huh? A candidate for life behind bars? I’ll help put you there,
Semyon, you can count on me helping … you can bet on it.”
“Stop it, Gleb Borisovich … don’t … don’t talk nonsense—this crowd doesn’t scare easily. You’re a smart man
and know perfectly well that you’re in no position to dictate terms. What if the appropriate officials found out that
a modest theater employee blew a hundred thousand in five minutes? Where does he get the money for a game
like that? That would be the end of you, Gleb Borisovich. You don’t need me to tell you that. And you know it’s
not hard for them to hear about it. And your reputation in the business world then? Have you thought about that?
Sukhanov doesn’t pay off his gambling debts—who would trust you for a kopeck after that? Come on, Gleb
Borisovich, let’s end this pointless conversation. A game is a game, arid you have to pay up. I hear you still have
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another week, so don’t waste it on these useless squabbles. If you can’t spare the money, at least spare your
nerves. These days they count for something, too.”
It was terrible, but the rat was right, absolutely right. There was no alternative—he had to pay. But where could
he get the money? And so much? Unless he sold off something from his house, he didn’t have much cash right
now, altogether about ten thousand, no more—the Kaluga branch had put a serious dent in his resources, at least
temporarily. Should he sell some of his paintings or antiques? He didn’t want to, and in fact he couldn’t. First,
rumors would start up right away: Sukhanov has started to sell off his museum; what do you think that means,
dear comrades? Second, there was no need for Regina to know about this whole affair. He’d never hear the end of
it, she’d remember it her whole life, and it was impossible to sell an important piece without her noticing. She’d
notice, she’d notice anything, the woman had sharp eyes, and there was no way in hell he could hide something
from her. That meant there was just one alternative: borrow the money. But he had to use his head when he
borrowed it, and not take from the first fellow that came along, and, of course, not borrow small amounts: the
fewer people involved in this, the better. Semyon was right: he certainly didn’t need to publicize this, and there
was no sense in taking a spill on flat ground for no reason. There he was, minding his own business and suddenly
—take that!—a banana peel under foot! You hit your head so hard you can’t remember your own name—you
can’t even pick up the pieces, not yours or anyone else’s. But I’ll get those rats, I won’t be myself if I don’t get
back at them sometime. Never mind—patience: the important thing is patience, and some day my turn will come.
Everything turned out the way he planned. Zakhar gave him thirty thousand, after first calling him a fool and
threatening to break off relations if this sort of disreputable behavior continued in the future. He managed to
wheedle twenty thousand from old Armenak. He had to tell him that he had seen a good house, a good plot of
land, and the whole thing was of course very expensive and he had to go into debt, and who else could he turn to
but him? The old man, a peasant at peart, valued real estate more than anything else on earth, and he was
delighted when young and, so he believed, capable people ultimately came to the same conclusion he had
reached: there are eternal truths on earth, and no matter how you squirm and balk at them, nothing will change
them and life will run its course anyway. The stationery store manager gave twenty thousand without even asking
what it was for: he truly sympathized with Sukhanov, you could say he loved him—“ifyou need it, you need it, for
God’s sake, Gleb, take it, especially since it’s just a trifle to me—it would be absurd for serious men like us to
even talk about it”—he only had to get another twenty, and that’s why he had come to Leningrad: an old friend
from those hungry years in the past still lived and worked here. He was now an important person who was
involved in big business deals, and Sukhanov fervently hoped that he wouldn’t refuse to help an old friend …
Where the devil was he? He called every possible phone number all day and still couldn’t find him: he told his
wife and all his friends and the people at work that he was here and waiting for him in such-and-such a room in
the Evropeiskaya Hotel and that he urgently needed to see him. It was already getting dark, the street lights and
the lights at the entrance to the Philharmonic were already on. The clamor of night life had started on the
sidewalks along Nevsky Prospekt. If he’d just call, if he could just hear his voice—he was going crazy waiting all
day—pacing from one corner to the other, one to the other, like in a cage. After all, he wasn’t made of steel …
Should he call Alyona? Of course, it would be better not to call now, it would be better to call her in a lighthearted mood, when all the misery was over. But he could give her a call now, at least he'd hear her chatter a bit
into the receiver, and maybe they'd even have dinner together. It was silly for him to sit here like a prisoner, glued
to the phone all night. If Savely was on a roll, on a binge, there was no hope of hearing from him before tomorrow
morning and bloodhounds wouldn’t be able to find him now …
“Alyona? It’s me.”
“Papa? You’re here? How wonderful of you!”
“Yes, I’m here. I have to confess—I’ve missed you like crazy. What are you doing tonight?”
“Papa, sweetheart, don’t be hurt, but I can’t tonight.”
“Too bad. What about tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow? First thing in the morning if you want. Listen, it’s already autumn—let’s head for Tsarskoe Selo,
all right? Let’s go to Tsarskoe Selo! Free, light-headed, and drunk …”
“The ulans there smile as they mount their strong saddles …”
“Barracks, parks, and palaces …”
“And in the branches-wisps of cotton …”
“And the sunset ‘salute’ rings out to the cry of ‘Well done, young men!’ Papa, you’re so clever! So it’s set,
we’ll go? When will you pick me up tomorrow?”
“Wait, let me think. Probably about nine o’clock. That’s a good idea, we’ll take a taxi for the whole day. Or at
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least until lunch for sure …”\fn{ Tsarskoe Selo—the name means, “the Tsar’s village”—lies some fifteen miles south of St.
Petersburg. It grew up around the major summer palace of the Russian royal family, the first of which was built (in wood) by Catherine the
Great (1712-1714), the present construction having been built for the Tsaritsa Elizabeth, and built between 1748-1762. Its accompanying
park is studded with many pavilions, statues and monuments; the Hermitage art museum; the (smaller) Alexander Palace, built between
1792-1796, also for Catherine the Great; a neo-Gothic boathouse, known as the Admiralty; the Orlov column, commemorating the victory
of Aleksei Orlov over the Turks at Cheshme; and the Pushkin museum (known as the Lycée). It was renamed “Pushkin” in 1937, in honor
of the famous Russian author.}

*
Savely still hadn’t called. The melancholy of the aimless evening and the absurdity of the last few days were
nearly unbearable. Should he go out, run away? There was no place to go. Get drunk? There was no one to drink
with. Savely wasn’t around, and in this state he didn’t want to see anyone else; to sit there, put on a good show,
smile while your heart’s heavy and the only thing you want is to send them all, the whole world, to the devil so
you don’t have to look at anything. There was, of course, another antidote, but who could he find now? He’d
gotten out of touch with life here. He’d lost all those small-time connections from want of use. He couldn’t just
pick up the phone like in the old days and say, “Come over.”
It was already eight when the telephone finally rang.
“Savely? Is that you? Where have you been, you old goat? You can’t imagine how much I need you!”
“Sorry, Gleb, business. I got tied up—I haven’t even had a chance to catch my breath. I’ll see you tomorrow at
three. At your spot in the Sadko.”
“Tomorrow?! I need you now, today! What do you mean, tomorrow?!”
“Gleb, I can’t. I really can’t, believe me. I’ll explain everything tomorrow. You’re not dying, are you, I hope?
And no one else is dying?”
“No, no one. It hasn’t gotten that bad yet. But I need your help.”
“Tomorrow, Gleb, tomorrow. I’ll do everything I can, you know that—relax. Only I can’t today. Please, forgive
me, but, well, I just can’t, even if you held a knife to my throat. And tomorrow before lunch I’ve got two lengthy
meetings. No way to change them now—everyone was informed about them a long time ago, a week ago.”
“All right. The hell with you! You’re leaving me in emotional chaos, as it were. You could at least send some
little substitute so that I wouldn’t have to sit here alone …”
“That’s the thing! You should have said so right away. Otherwise—help! fire!—I’d feel like a heel: an old
friend is in trouble and I … age?”
“A beginner would be best.”
“Color?”
“Doesn’t matter. Besides—no, better on the dark side … after all, I’m getting on.”
“Got it. What time?”
“Right away would be fine. By the way, what’s your rate these days? The usual? Or is this something special?”
“No, the usual, like everywhere. And the rest is up to you. So this is the deal: sit in you room, relax, and I think
I can arrange something in an hour. I have one specialist here: a clever guy, he’s got everything worked out—you
can’t do better, I guarantee it, don’t worry about anything. Anything at all. That’s it, then, see you tomorrow, old
man. Don’t forget—at three. I’ll be expecting you.”
Sukhanov went down to the café to get a bottle of cognac, a couple of bottles of champagne, chocolate, and
apples. He set it all out on the little table by the window, moved the armchairs in, drew the heavy hotel blinds
tightly shut, got out a pack of good cigarettes from his suitcase, and turned on the radio, but softly, just so it
purred in the corner.
How’s that, then? Good, cozy, only the overhead light is irritating. I should turn that off—the floor lamps are
enough. To be frank, I’m not in the mood for lights. Hell, time is dragging. She should be getting here now.
Actually, the whole thing might be pointless. What kind of lover could he be right now? Instead of brains his head
was filled with some kind of rocks—or rather, cobblestones dug right out of the street, he only felt disgust in his
heart, his legs were made of cotton, his hands were shaking.
Oh, Gleb Borisovich, Gleb Borisovich. All right, that's enough now. What had really happened? They got him
for a hundred thousand, and that was really too bad, of course, but they didn’t kill him, did they? No? All kinds of
things happen in life. You’ll fill your glass with cognac now, a person will come in—one look and you’ll feel
better, at least you’ll forget your troubles until morning. And then—then we’ll see—then things will be clearer,
things will fall into place. Savely won’t let me down, he couldn’t.
Sukhanov was sitting in the chair and smoking, flipping through some brochure left in the room by one of the
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previous guests, when someone finally knocked at the door—softly, cautiously—more of a scratch than a knock.
“Yes, yes, come on in,” Gleb Borisovich said, his heart beating faster, “I’m expecting you.”
Through the half-open glass door to the room he could see a figure in a white raincoat slip into the small, dark
foyer. He heard the rustle of an umbrella being folded up, the clink of a hook on the coatstand—apparently in the
dark the raincoat didn’t catch where it should and kept slipping. Then the switch clicked in the bathroom: in the
stream of light coming from there Sukhanov saw only a lock of thick hair falling below her shoulders, and the red
patch of a blouse which tightly covered her breasts and upper back. An agonizing minute passed, water gurgled
from the tap, and then he heard a familiar sound—she had probably put her hairbrush down on the shelf under the
mirror. Light shone from the bathroom again and the girl came in—calmly, as if she lived there, as if she owned
the place. One step, another, a third toward the chair.
Then suddenly she stopped and froze.
“Papa?”
“Alyona? You?!”
*
Outside it was beginning to get light. The bottle of cognac, now empty, stood on the table; an apple with a bite
out of it lay beside it. The ashtray was filled to the brim with cigarette butts, and the champagne had also been
drunk—drunk, of course, by him alone: when Alyona had recognized him she dashed headlong out of the room.
She even forgot her raincoat and umbrella. He made no move to stop her, and he was probably right not to try.
What could he have said to her? And what could she have said to him?
He couldn’t get drunk: it’s always like that with this damned cognac. What happens is that his heart pounds
and he shakes all over, and then, of course, the smoking—he’d gone through his second pack—just try to fall
asleep. He’d like to drink some vodka now: one blow like an axe on the head and you’re gone. He’d be out,
everything would go up in blue flames—but where could he get vodka now? You couldn’t buy it for all the money
in the world. No, of course he could. Some cabby certainly had a bottle, but he’d have to go out, wander around
the streets, hail a cab, ask for it, talk with him. And rain was pouring down outside. In the evening it had just been
sprinkling, but now it was coming down in buckets and he’d get soaked to his skin. He didn’t have an umbrella
and he couldn’t take Alyona’s; actually, he couldn’t bring himself to do a thing after everything that had
happened.
What should he do now? What?! Lord, if you exist, teach me, help me. I don’t have any strength left, I’m at
my wit’s end, I don’t know what to do, where to go, what to say. I don’t know why I’ve spent my life pounding
away like a fish against the ice. I don’t do anyone any harm, so what is this for, Lord? For what?! If you don’t
want to help—then at least explain it to me. You’re silent? You’re always silent when you’re needed. That’s
probably why people don’t believe in you. No, Regina is right: we have to go, get out of here right away, go to the
devil, to hell, to New Zealand, to the Papuans, to the Bushmen, wherever. Anywhere but here, not here under any
circumstances. I can’t. I can’t take it any more. Or if I could put my head under a tram and that would be the end!
But you need strength for that, too, and I’m not fit even for that …
Light … light … the light is still on in the bathroom, I should turn it off. What nonsense. It’s bad enough that
she left her raincoat and umbrella, she left her hairbrush too. You’ve got to give her credit, the girl was serious,
thoroughly prepared for anything, for the whole night, it would appear.
How disgusting: the brush is full of hair. Was she too lazy to clean it? Or didn’t she have time? Get a move on,
she said, a job’s a job, and it’s inconvenient, the customer’s waiting.
My God—this is her hair! Hers!! Her hair, which used to be so fair when she was born, like flax, and then
gradually grew darker, turned chestnut. Once she cut it all off like a boy’s. It looked good, but in the institute she
grew it out again so it almost reached her toes. That’s the only way they wear it, now, loose women, it’s the
fashion, damn it. I wonder if this is just a fashion with them too? Or didn’t she have enough pocket money? But
that’s not a problem for her—pocket money? No? Or maybe it is? Does that mean I didn’t send her enough? Is it
my fault? I must talk with her, maybe she really didn’t have enough money.
She could have told me, damn it! Have I ever turned her down, even once? And if I leave, what then? Will she
walk the streets full-time? Other people put up with the sick and the maimed their whole lives. No, Gleb
Borisovich, sit still, don’t fight it. You’re not going anywhere and don’t even dream of it. You've taken up your
cross—be so kind as to bear it.
There isn’t going to be any New Zealand for you. You’re going to spend your whole life now trembling,
checking every woman you pass on the street—what if it’s she? But Regina … there’s no way to tell Regina
anything about this, not a word, no matter what—she’d get too much satisfaction out of tormenting him with it,
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she’d be merciless, she’d get back at him for everything. Oh, yes, what about Regina … Regina will leave, for
sure, if not in a month, then in a year. There’s no stopping her. Another divorce, another court appearance. And
she’ll take our son with her. And he’ll be left alone again. And there. What’s there? Oh, Lord God, what?!
From the window to the door, from the door to the window. Back and forth, back and forth, along the long
carpet that stretched out to the window. The rain had let up and a dismal gray overcast day, was creeping into the
room, and he might as well turn off the lamp.
Sukhanov stopped in front of the big mirror, glanced at himself and instantly flinched and recoiled: a complete
stranger looked back at him from the mirror—a stranger with thinning hair plastered to his forehead, a beefy,
puffy, deep purple face, hunted eyes and a weak, slack chin that had once been heavy and powerful. The face of
Mark Antony, it occurred to him. Mark Antony, who had lost everything in the end: both Cleopatra and the war.
29.145 Five Figures On A Pedestal\fn{by Viktoria Tokareva (193725

)}

St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F)

I
Tamara Kruglova, a staffer in the letters-to-the-editor department of a Moscow newspaper, saw her husband
start drinking again after a five-year hiatus. In those five years, he and everyone around him had completely
forgotten the troubled times when he had hardly ever been seen sober. It was all so long ago, it seemed it had
never happened and would never recur. But alcoholism has the nasty habit of rearing its ugly head as if five years
are nothing. Same set, same characters, same lines—and on with the same old show. Hovering above it all is the
same penetrating odor.
Tamara called it the odor of lost hopes.
Five years back, her husband had been a regular in the hospital; whenever he started on a binge, he would give
himself up to the care of the State. Old Fenya, the ward nurse, would say as she emptied the trash out of his
nightstand:
“Messy people, these painters.”
Tamara’s husband was not a painter but a sculptor, and a fairly successful one at that. Now and then his
sculptures were sold in foreign countries and mounted in town squares. He was thought to have talent.
In the early days of their love, the fact that he had talent, that he was gifted, had meant something. But with
time he had taken his gifts off to the studio and left only his illness and sour disposition at home.
In the studio he soared on the wings of artistic inspiration, or whatever they call it. People came to see him
there, young women included, and there was a nonstop round of wild parties. The discussion was on a high
intellectual plane. They ate and drank, nibbling on the little mushrooms and cucumbers that Tamara’s mother
pickled for the winter and sealed up in glass jars.
Tamara was sorry to lose these precious foods and regretted the waste of her mother’s hard work, but she put
up with it. Sure, it would be nice to have a husband who wasn’t a celebrity or a man of the world, who didn't
belong to the entire world, but was yours, only yours, someone you could take by the arm and go off to the
supermarket with to bring home sacks of potatoes together. But husbands like that were few and far between.
Besides, somebody had to live with the talented ones.
The sculptures sometimes sold, sometimes didn’t, but eating and raising a son were daily necessities. So
Tamara ran around like a chicken with its head cut off, staggering under the weight of her shopping bags. She had
varicose veins in one leg and had gotten used to limping. Imagining herself as she looked to others, she saw a
woman listing to one side, heavy bags in both hands, rear thrust back and chest jutting forward, gazing into the
distance.
She couldn’t unload anything onto her husband: he had talent. Her son coughed, her mother gave orders. So
Tamara consoled herself with the thought that she wasn’t the first and she certainly wouldn’t be the last. Nowadays, in the 1980s, it was the woman who kept the family afloat. Women toiled like Volga boatmen, giving men
the opportunity to be true to themselves, to be creative, and not to bring home any money.
And so her husband started drinking again after a five-year hiatus. The hiatus had been prompted by fear. A
doctor they knew had frightened him, saying that if her husband ketpt on living the way he was, softening of the
brain would occur in half a year. Tamara’s husband, imagining his unique brain turning to mush, stopped drinking
on the spot. But in five years the fear had gradually worn off and everything was starting all over again.
Tamara threatened to hang herself unless he gave himself up to the care of the State then and there. He didn’t
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quite believe her, but at least it got his attention, and he picked up the phone, while Tamara went off to the paper
where she worked in the letters department.
At one time, before her difficult love match, she had been in love with letters. She had been nicknamed Tamara
the Prospector because she was always digging for golden nuggets of fates, stories, and problems. Then her own
fate, story, and problem had grown to unmanageable proportions, overshadowing everything else. They could
have divorced, but then he’d fall apart, or so she thought. They could stay together, but then she would fall apart.
Life with an alcoholic is like being in a war zone: constant maneuvers through the line of fire. You run a few
yards and hit the dirt. You pick yourself up, run a little farther, and hit the dirt again. And you never know what’s
in store for you tomorrow—or even tonight.
A psychiatrist and physician they knew—the same one who’d frightened her husband so effectively—had
earned his doctorate with a dissertation entitled, “Wives of Alcoholics.” So wives of alcoholics were a separate
social subunit, capable of being studied as an individual group or species.
Tamara was engaged in these and similar meditations when she was called into the office of the head of the
department, Vladimir Alekseyevich—Vlad for short.
“How about taking a little trip for us?” he asked. “We’ve got a very interesting letter here—a soldier who hit
his mother-in-law over the head with an ax.”
“No, thanks,” Tamara replied.
“May I ask why?”
“I have a family, that’s why.”
As a rule, it was the disgruntled and the discontented who wrote letters to the editor. Sighs, tears, and perplexed inquiries poured into the editorial office in an unending stream. People were seeking the ultimate justice,
and they saw the editorial office as the ultimate arbiter. In her early youth and for ten years thereafter, Tamara too
had striven for this higher scale of justice, and to attain it she had been ready to sacrifice an arm, a leg, an eye, or
any other organ she had two of. But now all she really wanted was a pair of jingly Turkish pants—and off to the
harem! So what if her husband had upward of forty other wives? The main thing was to be provided for and saved
from constant harassment.
“Don’t you have any professional pride?” asked Vlad in growing frustration. His irritation gathered over
Tamara;s head like a thickening cloud.
Tamara said nothing. Time and life had devoured her pride. She really couldn’t have cared less who had hit
whom and why. She herself was being hit over the head—by life—but she wasn’t writing any letters or complaining. Everything looked picture-perfect from the outside: she was the contented wife, not of some lowly clerk, but
of a talented man who was known throughout Europe, if not worldwide; the mother of a darling nine-year-old
boy; the daughter of a loving mother.
But that was all from the outside. Inside, there was the daily struggle for survival, and the lonely bed at night.
Tamara had even forgotten her gender. Probably neuter. Her friends chattered on and on about their intimate lives,
but she had neither the time nor the energy for intimacy, and even if she had, she couldn't have shared it with
anyone. That would have tarnished her husband’s reputation; he was, after all, a national figure. It would amount
to an attack on government property to disgrace him. So she had to go on holding their life together singlehandedly, the veins bulging out of her legs, a hernia on the verge of erupting, but a confident, May Day-parade
smile\fn{May 1 in Communist countries is usually celebrated by extravagant displays of official happiness in major cities (and preferably
throughout the Communist country) in celebration of International Labor Day, which probably dates from a resolution passed by the first
congress of the Second International, a meeting of socialist, communist and labor parties held in 1889; but the honor of holding the very
first parade in honor of the working-class belongs to the American Knights of Labor, and was initiated in New York City in 1882. In 1884
this group passed a resolution to hold all their future parades in New York City on the first Monday in September, and to designate that day
as “Labor Day,” initiating a trend which culminated in a Congressional Act of 1894, which made that day a legal holiday in honor of
workers.} always on her face.

People often asked her, “Why don’t you just quit working?” They assumed that Tamara was rich and famous,
that the 150 roubles a month she got from the editorial department would not make or break the family budget.
But those 150 roubles, plus her mother’s pension, were the only real income she could count on. The occasional
fee her husband received went toward paying off their debts, of which they had far too many to admit. The money
that appeared out of the blue went straight back into the blue so fast it seemed they had simply lost it.
In addition to the money it brought in, the editorial department was a social club for Tamara. Here she could
breathe a sigh of relief and get away from the storms that were always threatening to break at home. Tamara’s
mother hated her son-in-law. She thought he didn’t do enough to help her daughter, didn’t appreciate her fine
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qualities, and had simply climbed onto their shoulders for a free ride.
The son-in-law, for his part, felt that since he was making a contribution to the spiritual development of the
entire world, humanity as a whole was indebted to him, and his wife and mother-in-law, as concrete representatives of humanity, should be happy that their shoulders and no one else’s had ended up under his backside.
Tamara’s husband had a fantasy: He’d come home one day to find his mother-in-law gone. Where to? No one
could know. Maybe she’d kicked the bucket or wound up in the poorhouse or gotten married. The main thing was,
she would be gone. But Tamara, who guessed her husband’s secret wishes, was ready to blow up his entire studio,
with all his sculptures, if he dared to touch one hair on her mother’s head. Her mother was the only person who
really loved Tamara and helped her—although for all her deep daughterly love, Tamara had grown tired of her
mother’s despotism and stupidity. Even in her younger days, her mother had never been big in the brains department, and in old age she’d turned completely asinine. She harped on the same old things day after day. It was like
a constant drizzle. The editorial department seemed like Monte Carlo in comparison, nothing but fun and games.
There, Tamara was in touch with herself, with her standing in society, and, ultimately, with her boss.
“So you won’t go?” Vlad asked again.
“No.”
“All right, I’ll send Koval,” decided Vlad. “Koval will be delighted to go. But I’m sorry for your sake—you
started off so well.”
II
The train for Dnepropetrovsk\fn{An industrial city (1,187,000) in Ukraine (1990 est.).} left at ten in the evening.
Tamara climbed into the railroad car, which smelled of coal and combustion, and of something else resembling
gunpowder. The car was empty and lacked illumination, like Tamara herself.
In her purse she had the letter from the soldier who’d hit his mother-in-law over the head with an ax. A
Raskolnikov, no less. He was already in prison when he wrote the letter.
Dear editors:
I would like to know if the courts have scales, and if they’re accurate. I studied hard in school, reaching for
knowledge like a sunflower reaches for the sun, got all the way through eighth grade and went to work tending pigs at
the kolkhoz pig farm. I served in the ranks of the Soviet Army, and it was when I was serving in those ranks that an
article called A Soldier’s Joy was in the local paper. It said I won a Moskvich car that I didn’t win. They reprinted it in
a Moscow paper and my wife and mother-in-law read about that car. So when I get home to my native kolkhoz, my
mother-in-law asks, “So, where is car?” My wife tried to poison me, but it was the dog and not me that got poisoned.
And now I’m in prison doing eleven years of hard labor, and my wife’s running around with the guy she was cheating
on me with when I was serving in the ranks of the Soviet Army.
There’s a soldier’s joy for you.

Not a word about his mother-in-law or the ax.
Tamara checked the files of the Moscow papers. Yes, there had been an article, written by a local correspondent. She would have a lot to investigate down there. Eleven years might well be a fair term,. but more than one
person was guilty: The sentence should have been spread out among three, not dumped all on one.
Tamara went into her compartment. It was already occupied by an individual of the male sex—from all
indications, a man on a business trip. He looked like a dependent person: dependent on his salary, his superiors,
his wife, Soviet light industry. And this dependency suited him, for by his horoscope he was a Capricorn, and by
his very nature he was a goat. Goats can manage quite well on a string tied to a stake. The most they will do is try
to stretch the string as far as it will go; they would never dream of snapping it and heading off to all four corners
of the earth.
Seeing Tamara, the goat perked right up. There were only the two of them in the compartment, and that created
enticing prospects. Tamara had once been attractive—it was not for nothing that a sculptor had given her a second
look and then made her his wife. She would still be pretty were it not for her harried expression and general
frenzied air. The doctor’s dissertation stated that all wives of alcoholics—exactly 100 percent—suffered from
neuroses. In every single case, the constant irritant of the drunken husband shattered the nervous system. Tamara’s
attractiveness was hidden by neurosis—only the toil and travail showed through. But the compartment was poorly
lit and the goat didn’t notice Tamara’s travail—he took in only her stateliness, relative youth, striking clothing,
and unusual perfume.
Tamara sat down opposite him and turned to look out the window. She was thinking: here’s my life in a
nutshell: traveling in an antediluvian railroad car with a goat to an unknown town on account of a letter from a
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former pig tender who’s now in jail.
The goat had been rummaging around in the meantime, and he produced a bottle of wine.
“Do you have a corkscrew, by any chance?” he asked insinuatingly.
“No!” screeched Tamara so loudly that he jumped, and the empty glasses clattered on the table. That no was an
outcry against her entire life.
The businessman stared at Tamara in astonishment and asked:
“What are you, crazy?”
At that very moment the conductor, a woman, came in and demanded:
“Tickets and money for bedding.”
“I’m not going anywhere with him!” Tamara declared.
“Well, I wouldn’t go anywhere with you, either,” he replied, offended. “Who needs you, anyway, mangy
feline.”
“All the other berths are taken,” the conductor intoned as if by rote.
“That’s not true, the whole car is empty!” Tamara protested.
“The whole car is sold out.”The conductor took the money for the bedding and left.
Tamara said nothing as she dragged the mattress and pillow down from the top berth and covered them with
the dampish, worn bed linens. She lay down without undressing, turned her face to the wall, and fell still. She
tried to hide her despair, but it emanated from her like radiation from uranium ore. As the compartment was
narrow and the radiation was powerful, the businessman couldn’t help but sense it.
“Do you want me to leave?” he asked softly.
“No, it’s all right,” Tamara answered. “I’ve got a headache, that’s all.”
He got up and left the compartment quietly, closing the door behind him. The train traveled on into the night.
*
In her mind’s eye, Tamara saw the studio: cigarette butts and ashes all over the floor, empty bottles, grime, the
narrow cot in the corner, and five figures on a pedestal—an unfinished sculpture. Five sorrowing female figures
shedding tears over a fallen soldier. And the sculptor himself huddled on a cot in an alcoholic stupor. He wakes
up, reaches down, picks up a bottle and takes a swig, then goes back to sleep. He eats nothing, his liver is
rebelling, and his brain refuses to work for such an idiot. He won’t remember anything of these days—as if he’d
been lying in a dark sack the whole time. In two weeks he’ll slowly begin to come out of it. His graying stubble
will be half an inch long, like a convict’s, and he won’t be able to face people in his postalcoholic depression. His
body will be like a dog that has taken a beating, like a car after a crash.
Next will come the period of remission, during which he’ll get on with his work. This is the time when whatever is going to be created will be. He’ll go on a working binge and resent time spent eating and sleeping. Like
Lermontov’s\fn{Mikhail Yuryevich Lermontov (1814-1841), Russian author; he was killed in a duel .} Mtsiri, in his head “a
single thought doth reign, a single, burning passion.” But after a while his soul will begin to toss and turn
restlessly. Prealcoholic ennui will slowly creep up on him. That will signal the onset of another binge.
He has a lovely way of putting it: “the pathology of the gifted.” Similarly pathologically gifted friends, or
simply smart bums, will come around—people who are just as degenerate as the husband of old Dusya the
yardkeeper, only they’ve read more. And so it will start all over again: two more weeks in a dark sack.
It hadn’t happened for five years—five years on the wagon. But a reformed alcoholic and a healthy nondrinker
are not at all the same thing. A reformed alcoholic is someone who’s taken a heavy loss: it’s as if a light has gone
out in him. People who leave their homeland probably feel the same way: Nothing’s missing, but nothing’s satisfying. The psyche of a reformed alcoholic is distorted. Everything that was hidden now surfaces: greed, egoism,
misanthropy. A reformed alcoholic is boring. Tamara sometimes even caught herself thinking, if only he’d start
drinking again! In his drinking bouts, especially at the very beginning, there were spectacular moments. Words of
love, exalted sentiments, ardent vows. She believed them every time. Afterward he’d forget all about them.
A treadmill situation, and Tamara was the squirrel. How could she get off? The treadmill was solidly built …
The businessman came back, lay down, and fell still. Maybe he, too, was crying. Maybe he had his own treadmill. And the conductor and the whole crew, too, perhaps. And the train, like a time capsule, was hurtling them
through life. A trainful of tears rushing through the universe.
*
There were plenty of taxis in the square outside the station, with drivers sitting around just waiting for
passengers.
Sending Tamara off on this assignment, Rozita the bookkeeper had said:
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“If you need a car, hire one. Same thing for a plane. Just so long as you give me a receipt—something in
writing.”
Taxis and planes were within Tamara’s rights. Receipts were her duty. Tamara approached all the taxis, telling
the drivers where she wanted to go: a village called Solnechny.
Nobody wanted to take her there. These days, drivers pick their own itineraries and clientele.
Not far from the taxis, she noticed a car of a make that was new to the world. She guessed it was a do-ityourself job, but that was easy enough to figure: the car’s haphazard shape and coloring proclaimed it loud and
clear.
A young man with a face that was fine-featured, pure, and sad sat behind the wheel: he looked like a fallen
angel.
Tamara went up to the car. The angel looked at her. His eyes were large and dark gray, like puffs of smoke or
bits of storm cloud. In either case—ethereal.
“Are you free?” asked Tamara.
“Where do you want to go?”
“Solnechny, about forty kilometers from here.”
“I know it. Get in.”
There goes my receipt, thought Tamara.
The angel started the engine. The car snorted, jerked, then settled down, and its wheels began to spin. They
were off.
“What’s this contraption called?” asked Tamara.
“Dzhorik.”
“What?”
“A dzhori is a donkey, and dzhorik means little donkey. I built him myself, and he adores me for that. It’s a
long way from being a heap of scrap metal to becoming a moving vehicle. He may look horrible, but don’t let that
bother you; he’s got a heart of gold.”
“What’s your name?” asked Tamara.
“Georgii.”
“There are too many notes to sing there. What do they call you for short?”
“Whatever they want—Zhora, Gera, Gosha, Yura, Egor.”
“Which do you prefer?”
“I answer to them all.”
“Then I’ll call you Yura.”
*
Yura … the angel didn’t look much like Yura Kharlamov, but the two of them had the same way of speaking,
of smoking. Yura Kharlamov also held his cigarette stiffly, screwing up one eye from the smoke. He had the same
way of talking, too—inwardly laughing, outwardly cool.
Once she and Yura had been strolling around town and had stumbled across a strange-looking dog near a
garbage dump. When they got a better look, they saw that it must have been a domestic pet once, but had gotten
lost and was now showing signs of neglect. From a pedigreed animal it had turned into a stray, yet its slim muzzle
and long, collielike body attested to its aristocratic past.
Yura Kharlamov was like that dog, only in reverse: A mongrel exterior hid a fine, noble interior, a refined
sensibility beneath a drab covering. But when he looked at Tamara, the drabness disappeared, his soul shone
through, and he was wonderful …
Dzhorik was a low-slung vehicle, descended from a race car. Tamara was seated comfortably but had the
impression she was riding only inches above the road. And when massive trucks from the MAZ or KrAZ
automobile works came up alongside, she felt like Gulliver in the land of the giants.
The town and its stone buildings soon gave way to the orchards and farm-houses of the Ukraine.
Tamara’s mother had been born in a Ukrainian village. Sometime before the war, her father had been studying
in a polytechnical institute and had gone to the mines to get work experience. He caught sight of Tamara’s mother,
young and full-figured as she was then. Being a short man, he was attracted to tall, solid women, and simply went
crazy over her. He brought her to Leningrad and introduced her to his large, very proper, musically-oriented
family. They all fell silent at first sight of her. When they recovered the power of speech, they asked in horror:
“Lyova, wherever did you find this girl?”
Then Lyova, too, looked at Tamara’s mother and saw he’d gone overboard, but there was no getting out of it.
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Tamara’s mother didn’t like either Leningrad or her husband, and often dreamed of the six-foot-tall Panko, whom
she had left behind in her Ukrainian mining town. Tamara’s father and mother fought sometimes, but even then,
her father remained refined: he was simply defending his masculine dignity. The upshot of it was that he died
right after the war, leaving her mother a widow. She used her widowed status to send Tamara away for the whole
summer to the Ukrainian village where two of her sisters still lived. The third sister had been driven off to
Germany by the Nazis during the war, had married there, and now sent packages from Munich.
Tamara remembered arriving at her aunts’ place when she was a little girl, settling in, and speaking Ukrainian
the very next day without a trace of an accent, even though she’d never used the language before. Her genes had
obviously been hard at work and, together with her excellent musical ear, had enabled her to capture the cadence
of Ukrainian speech. She had taken to the language like a duckling that approaches a river for the first time and,
without the slightest foreknowledge of its capabilities, dives straight in and swims off.
*
Looking around her, Tamara started to think, maybe I should go find Yura Kharlamov and settle down here, far
away from Moscow. In Moscow, you had to go out of town for every gulp of fresh air, every blade of green grass
had to be purchased at the market, and you knew in advance what each day would bring. In five years, her
husband would produce another sculptural composition, her son would be not going on ten but almost fifteen
years old, and she would be not thirty-eight, but forty-three. And that was all.
“You’re from Moscow?” asked Yura.
“Yes.”
“What are you doing here?”
“I’m on assignment. A soldier hit his mether-in-law over the head with an ax.”
“So you’re an investigator?”
“No, a journalist.”
“Journalists are involved in things like this, too?”
“Sure. The walls in my department are dripping with blood and tears.”
“I used to think about going into journalism, but I ended up studying auto mechanics.”
“What happened? Did you get thrown out?”
“Not at all—I’m an engineer.”
“Then what were you doing at the station?”
“Waiting for you. Before and after work I take Dzhorik out to scare up business. I want to build a new car, and
for that I need money.”
Tamara thought of her husband, who hadn’t earned a rouble for years. He’d been trying to find himself, using
vodka, and the money for the vodka came from her. So she had to support both the family and his search, all by
herself. You can’t tell your son to just wait. He has to eat every day, three times a day.
Her husband had remained untouched by these things: They were beneath him. Then, finally, he had found
himself. His work was accepted, and he was told:
“Hey, man, you’re a genius.”
Tamara counted for nothing: The sculptures were his, not hers. Her life went on, resembling the fertilizer you
put into the ground to make rosebushes grow. Who thinks about fertilizer—cow manure—when looking at roses?
“Do you have a family?” asked Tamara, envying his wife in advance.
“Not anymore. We’re divorced.”
“Why did you get divorced?”
“I was always working on this car, and she got bored and left me for the neighbor. He rents the other half of
our house. Now I’ve got the car but no wife.”
“Are you sorry?”
“Well, if I had a wife, I wouldn’t have the car.”
“Which is more important?”
“You can’t always show your wife off, but a car is a real eye-catcher.”
Tamara knew he was joking, but “in every joke there’s an element of a joke,” as her friend Nelka would say.
An element of a joke, and all the rest is truth.
“What does your neighbor do for a living?” asked Tamara.
“He’s got a finger in every pie and a hand in the till.”
“You mean he steals?”
“He takes chances,” Yura preferred to say.
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“Why on earth did she leave somebody like you, a craftsman, for a thief?” Tamara asked indignantly.
“He has something special … a kind of magnetism. All the birds in the place flock to him. My wife included.”
“He probably feeds them,” Tamara surmised.
The angel turned toward Tamara. Such an idea had never entered his head. But it was true, the birds did flock
to the neighbor because he threw out feed for them, and he had thrown out money stolen from the government for
the angel’s wife. It was all very simple. Nothing mystical, purely material.
“Keep your eyes on the road,” Tamara ordered.
The angel turned back to the road, an astonished expression still on his face.
*
Yura Kharlamov had worn exactly the same expression when he saw his name on the list of students accepted
to study journalism at the university.
They had started the course together. Tamara was a Muscovite; Yura, from the provinces. She would bring
lunch from home and they would spread it out on a windowsill and eat it together. Once Tamara bit into a tomato
and it splattered unexpectedly, leaving dark red splotches all over her imported white suit. For some reason that
scene had stuck in her memory. She also remembered the time, just after they had enrolled in the university, that
Yura had invited her to a restaurant and treated her to crabs with mayonnaise. They had eaten four helpings of
crabs apiece.
All that year he saw her home on the streetcar. They would get on at the first stop. The whole car would be
empty. They would sit very close together, Tamara by the window. The streetcar would gradually fill up, but they
wouldn’t notice. They were fenced off from the rest of the passengers by his love. For Yura loved her, and she
basked in his love. She would say, “If you become famous, I’ll marry you.”
She wanted to be a famous person’s wife, no matter what. She craved exalted sentiments and the good things
that went with them. But most of all, she craved prestige: she wanted everyone to be filled with admiration,
slightly envious, and longing to take her place. And that was indeed how it was. At banquets everyone drank to
their health. The sculptor drank, too. And then all the others would go home, but he would fall asleep with his
nose in his plate, and she would have to cart him away. A drunkard is as heavy as a corpse, impossible to lift. She
would have to run for a taxi and make the driver carry the body to the car, like a sack of paving stones. And
unload it at the house, too, dragging it right up to the elevator.
That’s prestige for you.
“I will definitely become famous,” Yura had promised in the streetcar. He wanted to be a writer, an international journalist, anything at all, so long as he won the tall, striking Tamara, her hair as blond as a northerner’s.
Once, in the middle of July, they went out to a favorite professor’s dacha. Walking through the forest, they
kissed. Tamara leaned her back against a pine tree and got tar on her blouse. And they couldn’t stem the rush of
emotion and desire and lay down in the nearest hollow; it was carpeted with pine needles and shaped like a grave.
They embraced in a frenzy. Tamara couldn’t hold back and wanted to go all the way, but Yura loved her so much
that nothing came of it. She couldn’t forget that.
And then, toward the end of the summer, she met her sculptor and got married in a hurry. Her classmates at the
university were horrified at her betrayal. Everyone could see that Yura loved her with an intensity that comes only
once in a lifetime, and they were outraged for him. They declared a boycott.. Yura didn’t take part in it; he was
utterly prostrate. Later he gave up his studies and left Moscow. Where was he now?
He had stopped seeing her home, but once, when she came down with a fever, she went up to him and said, “I
don’t feel well—take me home.”
Yura wanted to go with her, but a silent herd of students closed in around him. Somebody even grabbed his
sleeve as if to say: Don’t stoop so low, don’t go. He stayed with the group; it would have been awkward to reject
their solidarity, even though it was the last thing he needed.
Tamara was waiting and couldn’t understand why he didn’t react. But he just stood there, his eyes blinded by
grief, looking nowhere.
Tamara headed home alone, and she really was ill. The earth swayed beneath her feet and an icy band gripped
her forehead. She’d been going through life like that ever since, alone and unsteady. And somewhere there was
Yura, the exact same expression still on his face.
*
“Here we are,” said the angel.
Tamara took out the letter and read the address: 8 Khlebodarnaya Street. A group of children came running out
onto the street and raced alongside Dzhorik, whooping with delight. It was obvious that cars were rarely seen in
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the village, and this one was a real first. It was like a mythical beast with five legs—a mutant. A leggy girl with
windblown blond hair was running at the front of the pack. She resembled Tamara as a child.
The soldier’s mother came out of number 8. She wasn’t old, maybe forty-five, but she seemed tough and
sinewy, like a well-worked cart horse. One sensed that she had pulled many loads, and was still pulling.
“Lyonchik! Hey, Lyonchik! You come see, for Petko they come!” she cried, darting into the house.
Tamara turned to look at the angel.
“Go on in,” he advised.
“But what about you?” Tamara asked. She was afraid to be left there without him.
“I’m off to work,” the angel replied, smiling guiltily.
“How much do I owe you?”
“Not a thing.” His smoky eyes caressed hers. “You had the pretty face, I had the gasoline. All the best!”
He turned and, holding himself very straight, walked away without looking back.
The soldier’s mother poked her head out of the house.
“So come in already, Gossakes!”
Timidly, Tamara went in.
The house consisted of an open entryway and one large room. In the middle of the room was a table covered
with melon rinds and bread crumbs. And flies: Tamara thought the house must be the site of a fly congress; they
seemed to have flown in from all points of the globe. She had never seen so many flies in one place.
Lyonchik lay on top of a blanket on a broad couch by the door. When he saw them come in he rose, but he was
still groggy, and it took him a while to figure out what was going on. Was he just waking up? But then why was
he wearing pants and lying on top of the blanket? He must have gotten up, eaten some melon and bread, and then
lain down again. He was healthy-looking and smooth-featured, obviously younger than his wife. Apparently she
pulled the load while he snapped the reins.
“For Petko they come!” she pronounced ingratiatingly.
Lyonchik stood up, assumed an air of importance, and went over to the table.
“So is like this,” he began imposingly. Tamara noticed that his eyes were unmatched: One was blue, the other
brown. Nature sometimes indulges in such whims—or defects.
Lyonchik launched into his narration, speaking in a mixture of Russian and Ukrainian. Petko’s mother watched
his face intently, bobbing her head as she listened. Lyonchik was obviously considered the brains of the family—
indeed, of the whole village. Later it turned out he was a watchman at a warehouse.
The story went like this: Petko reached for knowledge like a sunflower reaches for the sun, got all the way
through eighth grade, and went to work on the kolkhoz. Tamara knew all this from the letter. Then he married
Lidka, a neighbor and classmate of his. He moved in with Lidka’s family—became a “seddler,” as Lyonchik put
it. But Lyonchik was more than ready to help the new family out.
“I will build little shed, I think, dig well for them.”
He was constantly emphasizing the interest he took in Petko’s fate, and that seemed slightly suspicious to
Tamara.
“Are you his father or his stepfather?” she asked.
“Not real father,” the mother put in. “Real father die from cow.”
“Gored?” asked Tamara, horrified.
“No, no—we selled cow, buyed vodka. Two case. Well, and then he die.”
“Aha!” Tamara exclaimed. “So it was vodka, and not the cow, that killed him?”
“What is difference?” broke in Lyonchik irritably. “Is no more—this is all.”
“All right, so you dug the well. Then what?”
“Then child is born. Girl child. And Lidka say to Petko, ‘Go home, I don’t need you.’ Petko come to us, and I
say, ‘When you have child, together you must live.’ So he go back to Lidka, and she say, ‘You stink. Get out of
my sight.’ And he come home to us. And so he is going always back and forth. Until called up for Soviet Army.
And everything else, you know.”
But why Petko had ended up in prison was something Tamara still didn’t understand. She was about to ask
when the door opened and the angel walked in. He took a chair and sat down next to Tamara as if it were the most
natural thing in the world to do.
“What about your job?” she asked.
“I thought you might need help getting back,” answered the angel.
“But your job?” Tamara asked again.
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Yura raised his eyebrows and spread his hands in complete resignation, and his face even managed to convey
genuine regret about taking a holiday.
“Repeat to comrade?” queried Lyonchik.
“Yes,” Yura replied.
Lyonchik repeated his story word for word, with all the same pauses. Tamara realized he had told it many
times before and knew it all by heart. With every retelling, he polished his image by showing indefatigable
concern for his stepson’s fate. But it still wasn’t clear how Petko had ended up in prison.
“What about the car?” asked Tamara.
“What car? Where is this car?” asked the soldier's mother in agitation. “This car he never see. And mother of
Lidka say, ‘You blow money for car on good times. Give back money for half.’ Where he will get this money? So
he hit her.”
“With an ax?” Tamara asked.
“She is healthy as horse—you go see for yourself!”
“Where does she live?”
A girl came in—the same one who had been running after the car. She cuddled up to Lyonchik.
“I have seen them already,” she said.
Tamara realized that this was Lyonchik's daughter.
“Take to Lidka,” her mother told her, adding, for their benefit. “She will show you.”
The girl flushed with joy and left the house. Tamara and Yura followed her out.
“I can’t understand any of this,” admitted Tamara.
“Why not? It’s very simple. Nobody needed him.”
“You are bringing Petko home?” asked the girl.
“Who is he to you?”
“He is brother.”
“Do you miss him?”
“He balakaled with me.”
“Talked,” Yura translated, and strode off toward the car with a basketball player’s springy step. His gait exuded the confidence of youth: it seemed to say that everything would work out, for Tamara as well as for Petko.
Tamara was grateful to Yura for sticking with her—defending her, fencing her off from the whole streetcar. She
had forgotten what it was like to feel protected. The sculptor, by his very nature, was a second son, and a difficult,
sickly one at that. And of late her mother had been forgetting everything and reverting to childhood. So Tamara
was essentially alone with three small children. But here was somebody walking ahead of her, opening car doors
for her, translating unfamiliar words. It was almost as if she had gone back to her youth, when there were no
neuroses, only boundless, untapped energy, a feeling of lightness, and the expectation of happiness from one
minute to the next.
Petko’s wife was named Lidka. She had small black eyes like watermelon seeds and was shaped like a figure
eight, one round ball on top of another—the bottom one larger. She was standing outside her house, looking
suspiciously at the approaching vehicle.
The girl jumped out of Dzhorik first.
“Ha, Lidka!” she cried.
“Now you will pay for sending me away.”
“When I send you away?” Lidka asked in real astonishment.
“When I come to play with Tonechka, and you say, ‘Go to devil.’”
“When I send you away?” Lidka repeated.
The girl had decided that Lidka was her enemy and believed she was now bringing just retribution down upon
her head. Petko would be freed and Lidka locked up in his place. She was out to settle her own accounts.
“I’m from the paper.” Tamara took out her credentials.
It was just pro forma—normally, people took her at her word. But Lidka held out her hand, took the document,
and studied it carefully, checking Tamara’s face against the picture as if she were a customs official. Having
satisfied herself that the document was in order, she said tightly, “Come into house.”
The house was tidy: lace curtains, embroidered pillows. Lidka was obviously a decent housekeeper.
A five-year-old girl—Petko’s daughter—was sitting at the table drawing pictures with colored pencils. She
looked at the new arrivals with total indifference.
“Go play outside, girls,” Lidka told them.
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The elder scooped up the younger one and carried her out of the house. As the little one wriggled in her arms
like a captured beetle, she said, “You must listen to me, I am aunt to you.” Tamara realized the two girls were in
fact aunt and niece, although the aunt was just three years older than the niece.
Lidka gave Tamara and Yura chairs but remained standing, as if to say that the interview had to be kept short,
she did not intend to shoot the breeze. Lidka was a woman without charm and with no desire to be liked. She
might also have resented the intrusion of outsiders into her home and her life.
“Excuse me,” Tamara began guiltily, “but could you explain how it all happened?”
“All what?”
“Why was your husband sent to prison?”
“Not me that send him—it was court.”
“I understand. But what happened on the day of the crime?”
“Well, we begin watching television in evening—Four Tankmen With Dog—and then Slavik comes in with
plyashka.”
“What’s a plyashka?” Tamara asked Yura.
“Is bottle,” Lidka answered quickly. “Petko says, ‘We want to eat.’ I say, ‘Is not restaurant here.’ So, they
drink. Slavik says, ‘I sleep here tonight.’ But I say, ‘Is not hotel here.’ Then they leave, but Petko comes back and
hacks mother.”
“With an ax?” asked Yura.
“Well, yes, with hatchet.”
The girls began to screech outside, quarreling about something, and a dog began to bark. Suddenly, a stentorian command drowned out the children’s voices and the dog’s barking. A formidable old lady, broad as an oak,
strode purposefully into the house. It was Lidka’s mother.
“From newspaper,” Lidka told her tersely.
Her mother immediately cocked her head to one side, fixing a look of beatitude on her face.
“I am Christina,” she intoned on a single note, like a Russian liturgical chant.
“Excuse me, but was it you whom Petko hit with an ax?” asked Yura incredulously.
“I don’t remember nothing.” Christina continued her recitative. “He hit me, and I don’t remember nothing.”
She stared blankly into the distance, the very personification of a martyr who has lost her memory, but Tamara
caught the sharp, birdlike, penetrating look in her eyes. Under the right circumstances, she would have made a
fine character actress. Tamara had a few more questions to ask, but she realized it was no use. Christina was not
about to step out of character.
Tamara turned to Lidka.
“Here in the letter it says you tried to poison your husband, but he gave the food to the dog, and the dog was
poisoned instead.”
“Where is this dog?” asked Lidka, staring at Tamara with unfeigned amazement.
“I don’t know,” Tamara answered. “I’m asking you.”
“Where is this dog?” asked Lidka again with the same intonation.
It was clear that nothing more could be accomplished in that house. Tamara stood up.
“And what part did the car play in all this?” asked Yura. As an automobile expert he was mostly concerned
about the car. “Did he win it?”
“Well, naturally! In newspaper they write it. In newspapers no lies. It is press.”
“He sell car, then blow it all on good times,” Christina spoke up, unable to remain silent. This was her sore
spot.
“Do you want him to be released?” asked Tamara.
The women were silent. They seemed to fear that if Petko were released he would come back and finish off
both of them.
“I do not know,” said Lidka. “As judge decides, so it will be.”
*
The head of the kolkhoz was at his desk. He was surprised that a journalist had come all the way from Moscow
for so trivial and clear-cut a case.
“In your opinion, was his sentence justified?” asked Tamara.
“Absolutely!” His Russian wasn’t bad. “His wife drove him to it, of course, but it’s a big country. Go someplace else and get down to work, I say. Because if everybody starts grabbing an ax, there won’t be enough of them
to go around.”
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“What about this business with the car?” asked Yura.
“He never won it. A correspondent turns up at his unit and asks, ‘What’s the latest on your military and
political training?’ So Petko pipes up and says he’s won a Moskvich, but that’s the farthest thing from the truth.”
“So he was lying?” asked Yura in astonishment.
“You bet.”
“Why?”
“He’s an idiot,” said the kolkhoz head. “Now he’s doing time for his stupidity.”
“Why didn’t the correspondent check it out?” asked Tamara in surprise.
“It didn’t occur to him that Petko might be lying. What would be the point of lying? He believed him, that’s
all.”
“How do you know?”
“It was an open trial, meant to be edifying. Everyone from the village went. The correspondent was there, too,
as a witness.”
“Was Petko a good worker?” asked Tamara.
“When he first got out of the army, his work was good. Later he let himelf go, stopped shaving, slept in the
pigsty with the pigs. I asked him, ‘What’s wrong with you?’ He answered, ‘I can’t live this way anymore—help
me.’ So I called Lidka in and said to the two of them, ‘You’re both young, not bad-looking, why can’t you live
together?’ She says, ‘I’ll live with him when he gives me half the money for the car, which he blew on good
times.’ So I sent her out and said to him, ‘Don’t let me hear another word about your wife or by God I’ll give you
what for.’ But why are we sitting here, talking about them? Come, I will show you what hothouses we have, what
milkmaids, and our Vadim—”
“Who’s Vadim?” asked Tamara.
“He’s a bull—the likes of which you’ve never seen, even in Spain. Put him in the ring and he’ll send all the
toreadors to kingdom come in no time flat.”
“Some other time,” Tamara replied with a smile. “We still have to see the judge in town and look through the
case file.”
“What for?” asked the kolkhoz head in surprise. “It’s an open-and-shut case.”
“We have to print a reply to a letter,” explained Tamara.
“Who wrote the letter?”
“Petko.”
“That figures. He would have to get all of Moscow into an uproar. He’s in prison for his stupidity—let him stay
there and not drag people away from their business.”
A truth seeker, or perhaps a mere gossipmonger, was hanging around outside the kolkhoz’s administrative
offices. He might actually have been both—it’s often hard to draw the line between truth and gossip. He was
wearing black cloth pants and a sports jacket.
He approached Tamara, jabbed his long, sinewy fingers into her ribs and, speaking rapidly, as if afraid he
wouldn’t get to finish what he had to say, informed her that Lidka was a rotten bitch who had never loved Petko.
Everyone in the village knew that. She had married Petko to spite Vasko, whom she had been seeing “for ages.”
“And how long is ‘ages’?” asked Tamara.
He didn't reply, as he was in a hurry to speak his piece. He was obviously used to not being heard out and had
learned not to let up.
Vasko had promised to marry Lidka, but had changed his mind and gone off to live in town, where the girls
curled their hair and painted their nails. What did he need Lidka for? So Lidka married Petko to spite Vasko, who
had turned out to be a real bastard. But after the wedding, Vasko had shown up again. The old love had not grown
cold. Petko went off to the army, where he led the correspondent\fn{ The author of the original story.} into oman.
“Error,” Yura translated.
“Why?” asked Tamara.
The gossipmonger hastily explained that both the Samusenkos, Lidka and Christina, were so greedy they’d
outrun a hare for a single kopeck, but here there was a whole “car” at stake. Petko had been counting on buying
back Lidka’s love. Petko with a car—that was a different thing altogether from plain old Petko. But when he
returned from the army without the Moskvich, his mother-in-law asked, “Where is car?” Their dream had already
become so much a part of their lives it was as if Petko had robbed them. They persecuted him, and he took an ax
to his mother-in-law. Vasko got scared and took off. But now that Petko was behind bars, Vasko was living with
Lidka. Openly.
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“How come we didn’t see him?” Tamara asked in amazement.
“He is there. Petko should have hit him, not his mother-in-law. Why hit her? But this is how it happened. She
is alive and kicking, Lidka is with Vasko, and Petko is in jail.”
“Do you feel sorry for him?” asked Tamara.
“Sure I do! Eleven best years of his life down the drain. And all because of that bitch, please to pardon my
language.”
A woman in a brightly colored cotton dress came up to the gossipmonger, grabbed him by the scruff of the
neck, and led him away like a naughty boy. He obediently shuffled off after her: He was obviously used to such
treatment.
Tamara guessed that, apart from advancing the cause of truth, the gossipmonger had been hoping to make a
few roubles. But he’d been foiled.
*
They returned to Dnepropetrovsk in silence. Tamara was tired and hungry, Yura stared pensively straight ahead
of him. They had rubbed up against someone else’s misfortune. It clung to their skin, to their clothes, and refused
to come off. The picture was clearer now. As Tamara saw it, Vasko was a real bastard; the girl next door had been
head over heels in love with him since she was sixteen, maybe even fifteen, and he had played it for all it was
worth. Yet all the while he’d been counting on marrying the daughter of an Onassis. After all, another Russian boy
had snagged that millionaire’s daughter, and Vasko was no worse than him! But Dnepropetrovsk was not exactly
crawling with millionairesses, so Vasko had gone back to the village. It was also possible that his old love had not
grown cold, as the truth seeker put it. Lidka was trapped on a treadmill. She tried to get off by dumping Petko, but
Petko proved difficult to dump. He played his trump card, an imaginary car. And one untruth led to another. Petko,
too, found himself on a treadmill. He tried to jump off with a swing of an ax—and landed right in prison.
“There’s always a love affair in these things,” said Tamara. “Cherchez la femme.”
“Cherchez la vodka,” Yura corrected her.
“What do you mean?”
“Lidka refused to give them anything to eat. She said, ‘Is not restaurant here.’ So he and Slavik were drinking
on an empty stomach. He got loaded and grabbed an ax. Don’t forget, his background isn’t the greatest. His father
died from vodka—they sold the cow to buy two cases. The sons of alcoholics become drunkards themselves.
What else could you expect?”
“That’s not the point,” protested Tamara.
“Sure it is. Ninety-five percent of all crimes are committed under the influence.”
Yura stopped Dzhorik by a little store, got out, and quickly returned carrying bread, sheep’s-milk cheese, or
brynza, and two cartons of cream.
They began eating in silence. Never in her life had Tamara tasted such delicious dark bread or such fresh,
fragrant brynza. It was one of her favorite foods. She crumbled it into soups and onto vegetables and macaroni.
How on earth had Yura guessed? And yet it made sense. He was not indifferent. He had taken the time to figure
Tamara out, was attentive to her, anticipated her needs. If only someone had been attentive to Petko, none of this
would have happened. But plain old Petko was of no good to anyone. First, Lidka got even with Vasko using
Petko. Then there was Petko’s uncaring stepfather, who had his own family to worry about. Or maybe the stepfather had been first. Next, there was the blase correspondent, who couldn’t have cared less about his work or the
newspaper: At the very least he should have asked to see the winning lottery ticket. But he didn’t. There was also
the head of the kolkhoz, who didn’t want to get involved with the greedy Samusenkos—he had enough problems
as it was. The only person who loved Petko was his mother, but she didn’t get to vote. Petko was caught on a
treadmill of indifference. How many unseen accomplices in the crime there were. Yet they were never tried, never
sentenced. They didn’t even realize they were accomplices.
“He’s gotten himself into a real mess,” said Yura, who obviously couldn’t get Petko out of his head.
“He was dumped into a real mess,” Tamara corrected him. “He would never have gotten there on his own.”
“You intellectuals.”
“What?” Tamara didn't get it.
“You try to understand these people. But I hate them,” Yura said quietly but clearly. “A while back I was crossing a bridge and ran into a band of these Petkos and Slaviks. I walked toward them, wondering, ‘Will they push
me over the side or not?’ I don’t know how to swim.”
Tamara imagined the fragile fallen angel on a narrow bridge. Far below, as at the bottom of a precipice, the
water glinted. And coming toward him was a rowdy, disheveled, crazed mob. It wouldn’t take much for them to
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push him over the side: they only had to keep on walking straight ahead. Just one little nudge, and a man could be
written off.
They arrived at the municipal court building.
“I’ll wait for you in the car,” said Yura. “I’ve had it with your soldier.”
“He’s more yours than mine,” retorted Tamara as she got out of Dzhorik.
*
The judge stared fixedly at his desk. Having a representative of the press check up on his work was nerveracking and humiliating. It meant he wasn’t trusted.
Tamara was leafing through the fat case file. It contained the article entitled A Soldier’s Joy. Not a word about
the poisoned dog, though. Obviously, it was a detail that mattered only to Petko. And where was that dog,
anyway? There was nothing about Vasko either.
Tamara read the sentence: The soldier had been convicted under the intentional homicide statute. He had acted
not in the heat of passion but with malice aforethought. He left Lidka’s place, walked home, picked up the ax, and
went back, clutching the ax under his jacket. His destination was clear across the village, giving him plenty of
time to sober up and change his plans. But he was bound and determined to kill Lidka. When he got to the house,
however, she was sitting on the toilet; his mother-in-law barged into view instead, and it was her head, not
Lidka’s, that stopped the blow. Her head turned out to be tough, and she survived. Fate had stepped in—it was not
Petko, but fate, that had spared his mother-in-law. The criminal acts occurred in the presence of his daughter, who
was able to attest to the accused’s actions. She had screeched in horror; Petko shoved her into a closet. The fact
that the crime had been committed in the presence of a minor, and a fully cognizant one at that, had been an
aggravating circumstance.
Tamara pushed the legal document away. Everything was clear now. In his letter, Petko had depicted himself as
the victim of a misunderstanding: By printing false information, the press had landed him in prison. Now it should
get him out. There he was, an unfortunate slave of love, locked up for no good reason, with a huge barrel of
potatoes in freezing cold water to peel.
“Do you remember him?” Tamara asked.
“I do,” replied the judge shortly.
“What sort of impression did he make on you?”
“Not great.”
“Which means?”
“Nothing special about him.”
“He didn’t impress you as a soul in torment?”
“Everyone who comes in here is a soul in torment.” The judge, like Lidka, was not disposed to chat.
“But don’t you think eleven years is a pretty stiff sentence? After all, his mother-in-law survived.”
“Of course it’s stiff. It’s no picnic out there in the camps. But people like him are weeds—they have to be
rooted out.”
“What do you mean, ‘rooted out’?” Tamara asked in astonishment. “What good are they?”
“They’re human beings, like everyone else. People are people.”
“He’s not a person. And they’re not human beings.”
“I wouldn’t want to end up in your court,” Tamara confessed.
“See that you don’t.” He smiled. He had good teeth and fairly good manners. With his thin face, pallid complexion, and squeaky-clean air, he looked like a German. A Nazi, thought Tamara, and suddenly she wanted to be
outside, with Dzhorik, to whom she’d become very attached. The time she had spent in the judge’s office seemed
interminable and pointless.
Tamara said good-bye and went out, running down the stairs like a college applicant who’s just seen her name
on the list of accepted students. She was carried along by youth, unaccountable joy, and hope. Very soon, it
seemed, she would find the way to get off the treadmill. She was running toward her way out.
Petko’s story had become clear, and clarity was a kind of liberation. She could put him and all the people in his
village behind her now.
*
The angel was standing by Dzhorik talking with a girl. She had a cascade of blond, curly hair, like a finely
fleeced sheep.
Tamara stopped short. Her unaccountable joy stepped lightly aside, giving way to fatigue. She suddenly
realized that her angel Yura had lived a whole life before that day, and this girl was part of his yesterdays. Tamara
988

had somehow gotten the idea that he hadn’t really existed before she came along, but as it turned out, he had. He
had been loved, and he was loved now by this little sheep, who was just right for him: bright, carefree, without a
burdensome past. As for Tamara—what had she been thinking of?—wife of an alcoholic, squirrel on a treadmill.
The angel saw Tamara. He said good-bye to the sheep and off she went in her short little dress, hooves
clattering across the road, legs smooth and straight as spaghetti.
*
Tamara felt like a rubber toy whose stopper has been pulled, letting all the air escape. She suddenly had the
urge to sit down on the pavement.
“What’s wrong?” Yura came up and asked anxiously.
“Nothing. Everything’s fine.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“Take me to a hotel,” she requested.
They got into the car. Tamara felt alienated and more—no, worse—than alienated. She felt hostile.
“What’s with you?” Yura asked, taking her hand.
“Nothing. I’m tired.”
“That’s all?”
“Yes.”
“Is being tired a good enough reason for—”
“For what?”
“Forget it. I’ll take you to a hotel.” Now it was his turn to be offended. They drove off, two alienated people.
Dnepropetrovsk was celebrating the anniversary of the All-Union Leninist Communist Youth League, and all
the hotels were filled to overflowing with Komsomols of the 1920s, 1930s, and so on, down to the 1970s. There
were no rooms anywhere, no place to stay. It was also impossible to leave town, as Tamara had scheduled a
meeting for the following day with the correspondent who had written A Soldier’s Joy. She didn’t know a soul in
Dnepropetrovsk. Her only option was to go to the train station and sit in the waiting room until morning.
“I can offer you accommodations,” Yura said rather formally. “I have a fold-out bed.”
Tamara was silent.
“Come on, what’s going on?” Yura asked softly, searching her face with his smoky eyes.
What could she tell him? To her, he was both himself and the other Yura, the first one. She couldn’t imagine
the other Yura replacing her with someone else. Not while she was still alive. It was like seeing herself in the
grave. How could she explain it?
*
Yura lived on the edge of town in a wooden house. It was a long building, actually two houses placed end to
end. The whole of this privately owned dwelling had once belonged to his parents. Hard times had obviously
forced them to sell off the second half, which was now inhabited by the neighbor to whom all the birds flocked,
including Yura’s wife. Each half had its own entrance, but Yura must have run into his wife from time to time on
the dwelling’s private plot.
They went into Yura’s part of the house, which consisted of two rooms and a kitchen. He went straight to the
kitchen to put some water on to boil. Tamara investigated the other rooms, in one of which stood a table and a
chair, in the other, a fold-out bed.
“You’ve got lots of space here,” Tamara remarked.
“My wife took all the furniture, and the dishes,” Yura explained simply.
“What do you eat on? Newspapers?”
“Of course not. I have a plate and a fork. Supper will be ready in a minute.”
He took some homemade sausages, pickles the length of a small finger, and fat, melon-sized tomatoes from a
small, suspended refrigerator. He also produced a bottle of wine.
“Where’d you get that?” Tamara exclaimed.
“My mother brought it yesterday.”
“Where is she?”
“She lives in the center of town. She remarried about a year ago and moved in with her husband.”
“How old is she?”
“Fifty. Seventeen years older than me. It’s so nice to see that she’s happy.”
So Yura was thirty-three, Tamara figured. Five years younger.
“They were in college together. It was first love for both of them. Then they went their separate ways, but now
989

they’re back together,” Yura continued, telling his mother’s story. It occurred to Tamara that there weren’t many
variations on the theme of love; that was why they repeated themselves over and over, only with different sets of
characters.
The water was boiling now. Yura poured it into a basin and added cold water. Tamara was sitting on a stool,
silently following his movements. He brought the.basin over, kneeled down, took her shoes off, and put her feet
into the basm. The water was lukewarm.
“What are you going to do, wash my feet and then drink the water?" asked Tamara, referring to an Eastern rite
of humility.
“No, I’m not going to drink the water. But this will wake you up in no time, you’ll see. Tomorrow I'll bring
you cold water straight from the well.”
“You can’t, I’ve got lumbago.”\fn{Generalized pain in the lower back region.}
“Cold is used to treat lumbago.”
He began massaging the soles of her feet with his strong, gentle hands. Tamara sat looking at the hair, dark as a
gypsy’s, at the nape of his neck, and at the black vicuna sweater stretched across his back. She was older than he,
but she felt like his daughter. Nobody had ever taken such good care of her—it was always she who cared for
others. Her heart melted with gratitude.
“Off you go!” commanded Yura.
She went off barefoot across the kitchen, leaving dark, wet footprints behind. She felt a lightness in her step, as
if she would remain suspended in the air if she were only to jump. It was probably the way cosmonauts felt when
they experienced weightlessness.
Yura poured two glasses of wine, and they drank. The feeling of lightness traveled from her feet right up to her
head and set it spinning pleasantly. The sausages were fresh and redolent of garlic. They tore the tomatoes apart
instead of cutting them, and the edges sparkled, like watermelons.
Petko had floated far off into unreality, as if it had all never happened. Like the dog that had first been
poisoned, then hadn’t been. All there had ever been was this clarity, this purity, the wooden house, tomatoes the
size of melons, and the solicitous, fine-featured face of the angel.
“Who were you talking to?” Tamara asked.
“Where?” Yura asked with his mouth full.
“By the car.”
“When?”
“When we were at the courthouse.”
“Oh,” Yura recalled. “That was Rirnka, Rudik’s wife.”
“Who’s Rudik?”
“He studied auto mechanics with me, but he’s a bartender now.”
“How come?” asked Tamara, although she couldn’t have cared less about Rudik’s life story.
“He has to support a wife and three children.”
“That girl has three children?” Tamara asked in amazement.
“Yes. What’s so surprising about that? She’s thirty-five.”
“Do you think she’s attractive?”
“Who?”
“Rirnka.”
“She’s my friend’s wife,” Yura said again, and Tamara realized that he didn’t consider his friends’ wives fair
game. He didn’t even notice them: they were appendages to his friends and had no importance individually.
Tamara felt as though she were rising from her own grave. Before her stretched an entire life to be crossed on
clean, light feet. It was as though the soft spot at the top of her head hadn’t closed up in infancy. Hope poured
right in, and it was too much. She dropped her head and started to cry.
Yura didn't stop her. He stayed where he was, sitting on the windowsill.
“Go ahead and cry if you want to,” he said, switching to the familiar form of address. “But don’t forget:
whoever dreamed life up was no deadbeat—he did a damn good job of it. We’re the ones who spoil it. We take it
and spoil it, with these very hands.”
He held out his lovely, intelligent hands so Tamara could see.
“But can we fix it?” asked Tamara.
“With these very hands.”
“And what about you … is everything the way you want it to be?”
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“Not yet. But it will be.”
Tamara rummaged in her pocketbook for a handkerchief. It smelled of home.
*
Tamara dreamed she was thirsty, and she woke up thirsty. The moon was peering in the window, and that upset
her. Somewhere she had heard that the moon was inhabited by departed souls who saw everything that was
happening on earth—it wasn’t all that far away. She got up from the fold-out bed and went to the kitchen. Yura
wasn’t to be found in any of the rooms. Where had he gone? To sleep in the other half of the house, with his wife?
The door leading outside was partly open. The moon lit up the doorway, where a wisp of cigarette smoke
curled slowly upward.
Tamara went out onto the porch. Yura was sitting there, smoking. His prominent shoulder blades showed
through his black sweater like underdeveloped wings. A black angel.
Tamara sat down beside him.
“Why aren’t you sleeping?”
“Don’t feel like it.”
“You don’t have any place to sleep,” she deduced. “There’s only one bed.”
He was silent.
“This isn’t fair—go get some sleep, and I’ll sit here for a while.”
“We’re not on guard duty, you know.”
“Then let’s lie down together. We’ll put the mattress on the floor and lie on it. Just get another blanket.”
Again he was silent. The wisp of smoke formed some sort of sign in the air.
“You don’t have another blanket,” she deduced again. “What did she do, leave you with nothing? She’s just
plain greedy, like Lidka Samusenko.”
“Let’s not talk about it. Look, there’s a hedgehog.”
“Where?”
“Over there.”
Tamara peered into the dark. She was afraid the hedgehog would run up and take a chunk out of her foot. She
moved closer to Yura, felt his shoulder next to hers. Yura didn’t stir. They sat in silence, like Br’er Fox and Br’er
Rabbit. They were united, not by the quest for truth about Petko, but by the same thing that had brought Robinson
Crusoe and Friday together on their island: the need to survive. Tamara and Yura were linked by something else,
too, though: a shoulder. That was exactly what Tamara needed—a shoulder, in the literal as well as the figurative
sense.
“It’s nice here,” Tamara admitted. “I could just stay like this.”
“So why don’t you?”
“I am.”
“Not just for now, but for good.”
“I have a son, a mother. And a husband.”
“You’re married?”
“Sort of.”
“Sort of doesn’t count. And you can bring your son and mother with you.”
“What would we do here?”
“Grow cucumbers.”
Tamara grinned in the darkness.
“As a matter of fact, it’s very interesting; you just don’t know enough about it. You grow a cucumber, pick it
when it’s still small and pimply, and it’s like your own kid.”
“So I’d be in the vegetable garden. And where will you be?”
“Working during the day, and building the car at night.”
“In the shed?”
“That’s right. And you’ll bring me my dinner.”
The hedgehog made rustling noises in the grass. Tamara was chilly, but she didn’t want to move away from
Yura’s shoulder. They got up soon anyway and went inside.
They put the mattress on the floor and lay down under the blanket. They stayed that way for a while, looking
up at the ceiling. A tension grew in them and kept building. There’s a term in physics: critical mass. The slightest
impetus, even a loud noise, is enough to set off an explosion. An apple fell from a tree outside the window,
conforming to the law of universal gravity. Tamara imagined the hedgehog sticking its needles into the apple and
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carrying it off to its young. She shivered. Yura drew her to him with a powerful gesture, and everything went
haywire.
The moon was shining in just as before, but Tamara was no longer afraid of it. She had found shelter in the soft
rain of Yura’s tenderness. He kissed her gently, steadily, placing his kisses side by side, leaving not an inch
uncovered. What was he building? Happiness. For the first time, Tamara realized that happiness meant being part
of the whole, part of the universal harmony: trees and leaves, sky and earth, earth and galaxy. Tamara was a part
of all that; it couldn’t do without her.
The sculptor’s loving was uninspired, as if he had lost touch with life. All he knew was his work; he was
incapable of truly caring, belonging to another person, opening up to another person. He belonged to his great
idea alone and was concerned only with the spiritual fetus that was maturing within him. The rest he couldn’t give
a damn about. The rest was unimportant.
But the rest was Tamara, the whole of her unique life—God’s great idea. Whoever thought her up was no
deadbeat. And since he had let her loose in life, she must be there for something.
“Breathe on me,” Tamara begged Yura. She liked his breath. It smelled like breast-fed babies: milky,
reminiscent of meadows and grasses. She fell asleep happy.
When she opened her eyes the sun was shining. Yura was talking to someone, but soon he came back in,
wrapped in a sheet like an ancient Roman emerging from the baths.
“Who was that?” asked Tamara.
“My wife. I didn’t let her in.”
“What did she want?”
“Who knows, she always wants something or other.”
“When I’m gone, you’ll go back to her,” Tamara said. She knew how hard it was to leave a Yura.
“I’m never going back to her. And you’re not going anywhere. We’re going to be happy, like the one who
dreamed it all up had it planned. It’s going to work out for us. I know. Believe me. Just believe—that’s all you
have to do.”
He lay down beside her and took her in his arms.
“You’re going to be late for work again,” Tamara reminded him.
“I’m not going anywhere. And neither are you.”
“And neither am I.”
“We’re going to be together all day.”
“Won’t you get in trouble?”
“No,” Yura reassured her. “I’ve got some days off coming: I gave blood.”
“What for?”
“To have days off.”
“But how did you know you would meet me?”
“I didn’t know, but I was waiting. And when you wait faithfully enough, you get what you want.”
“I don’t believe that for a minute. My friend Nelka waited faithfully for years and even fought for what she
wanted. Finally she got it, but he died.”
“So she was using the wrong ammunition. She created mental monsters, and they ganged up on her and let her
have it.”
“Let him have it,” Tamara corrected him.
“Take your soldier—he was using the wrong ammunition, too. He lied, bowed and scraped, and finally
committed a crime. The monsters and baby monsters he created closed in on him and dragged him off to jail.”
“Don’t give blood any more,” Tamara begged. “You’re see-through enough as it is.”
She kissed him, closing her eyes so that nothing could distract her. And they floated off, like the couple in the
Chagall\fn{Marc Chagall (1887-1985), Russian artist.} painting who fly over houses and rooftops. Over Petkos and
judges. Over case histories and fates. All alone, just the two of them.
Tamara was like Eve once she’d bitten into the apple. Somebody was bound to come along and expel her from
paradise.
*
The train picked up speed as it pulled out of the station. Yura was running after it, like in the movies. Or maybe the movies resembled real life at times. Some business trip! Some “Soldier’s Joy.” Everything thrown together
in one basket: Petko’s grief, Tamara’s “unexpected good fortune on a long journey.” And now, Moscow awaited
her. In the past two days she had completely forgotten she had a home, a husband, and all the hassle that went
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with them. Now all that was rushing toward her at the speed of a hundred kilometers an hour. She was still in
paradise, but hell awaited her. How could she ever fuse the two places, the two Tamaras?
An Old Man, a Komsomol from the twenties, was sitting in her compartment. You couldn’t call him an
“oldster” or a “granddaddy;” he was an Old Man, pure and simple. Like Hemingway’s\fn{ Ernest Miller Hemingway
(1899-1961), American author.} Old Man, the one who snagged that huge fish—or was it the other way around?\fn{ An
allusion to Hemmingway’s novelette, The Old Man And The Sea (1952), made into a motion picture in 1958, and remade for television in
1990.}

Tamara didn’t feel like getting involved in a conversation. Yura had promised to come to Moscow, and there
they would work it all out. She was daydreaming, fenced off by Yura from the Old Man, who unfortunately
insisted on sharing his impressions. He began to tell her all about the old friends he had met at the Komsomol
celebration. Nearly all of his buddies were dead—more were there than here. Still, he had run into two, one of
whom had done time with him.”
“Where?” Tamara asked, coming back down to earth.
“What do you mean, where? In the camps.”
“What for?”
“Don’t you know anything about the history of our country? I’m a part of that history.”
“Tell me, does prison break you?” Tamara asked naïvely.
“As you can see, I’m still in one piece.”
“What kept you going?”
“Three very simple things: Faith, Hope, and Love.”
“Love for women?” Tamara questioned him.
“For one woman—my wife. Surviving for yourself alone isn’t really worth it. But for your wife …”
“Did you have children?”
“Why ‘did’? I still do. My grandson is married already. They’re good kids—went off to work in Angola. I
asked why they’d decided to live in a climate like that, and they told me they had some money. They want a car,
an apartment, furniture, and they want it all nght away. When I was young we didn’t need such things—we lived
for the common good. Nowadays it’s every man for himself.”
“Times have changed,” suggested Tamara.
“The time of hope was ours. Yours is the time when hope has past. But maybe I’m just too old, and it’s time for
me to head on home.”
“Home—where’s that?” Tamara wasn’t sure what he meant.
“Where we all end up.”
“What about Love?” Tamara reminded him. “Faith and Hope may have grown old, but Love is eternally
youthful, the years don’t change her.”
“Ah, to be seventy-five again …” lamented the Old Man.
“How old are you now?”
“Seventy-six.”
Tamara laughed. The compartment was small, and it instantly filled up with happiness.
The conductor came in and sternly demanded their tickets and money for bedding. She was the same one as
before, but she didn’t recognize Tamara, even though only two days had passed. Maybe she was just pretending
not to recognize her. She must have had her own difficulties. And what did she care whether one person jumped
off the treadmill into prison, and another into love?
Absolutely nothing had changed at home. Two days is a long time, and yet a short time. A person’s life can be
turned upside down in two days and the world won’t take any notice. And thank goodness for that; otherwise, it
would be all you could do to keep up with the upsets in people’s lives.
Tamara’s husband wasn’t there, he was off drinking in his studio. Her mother walked around in belligerent,
glowering silence. She didn’t trouble to avoid objects but plowed straight into them, sending everything in her
wake flying, crashing, and all but bursting into flame. She couldn’t accept the fact that her son-in-law drank and
there was nothing she could do about it. She felt as if she were living in a cesspool and had no way out.
When she caught sight of Tamara, her eyes blazed and hurled invisible spheres of lightning, which simply
bounced off Tamara, in her blissful mood, like plastic balls. Tamara hugged her mother, kissed her soft cheek, and
suddenly thought, she must have loved once, too, and been loved in return.
Tamara now recalled that some time after her father’s death, two Yashas, a fat one and a thin one, had turned
up by her mother’s side in quick succession. The housekeeper didn’t approve of the Yashas and called them
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“Pudgy Yasha” and “Puny Yasha.” Puny Yasha had a son, and that had prevented Tamara’s mother from taking the
decisive step. Pudgy Yasha was in charge of a furniture store. He got furniture for Tamara’s mother, but jacked up
the prices. Not by much, but Tamara’s mother was still deeply hurt that her knight in shining armor should be so
materialistic. With one hand he proposed marriage, while with the other he was already making a profit off his
beloved. Neither of the Yashas was destined to share her life.
“Mama, do you remember the Yashas?” asked Tamara.
“Tyu!” her mother snorted in surprise. “What a thing to rememberl” Ukrainianisms like tyu tended to pop up in
her speech.
“What makes you say that?” Tamara objected. “Why should you be ashamed of your past?”
“If I had a husband, I wouldn’t be getting underfoot here,” her mother said with a sadness that took Tamara by
surprise. “It’s only when you’re past fifty that you really need a husband. So you won’t be all alone.”
Tamara never knew her mother had such thoughts. She thought her mother was content with her old age—if
old age was something you could be content about.
“But Mama, you have us,” Tamara reminded her.
“Yes, I have you. But you don’t have me.”
“Stop talking nonsense,” said Tamara in confusion and went off to her son’s room.
She ran away from her mother and the conversation because there was a good deal of truth in her mother’s
remarks. They all took advantage of the work she did but ignored her personal experience. They weren’t
interested in her as an individual. When her mother started moralizing and preaching, Tamara wished deep down
inside that she were deaf and dumb, that she would just do her work and keep quiet.
Her son-in-law and grandson weren’t even aware of how much Tamara’s mother did. They believed that the
spotless house, the borscht, apple turnovers, and clean shirts materialized all by themselves, without human intervention. In revenge, Tamara’s mother called them “exploitators.” Tamara often saw those little old American
ladies with blue curls who traveled around the world in wheelchairs, and nobody seemed to think it was odd. On
the contrary, it showed great respect for life.
But as for Tamara’s mother … she wasn’t so old, only sixty, and yet she was living without hope—as the Old
Man had said, “when hope has past.” Her nerves were shattered by the monotony of her life. The days went by
identically, like carbon copies, against a generally dreary background. Maybe someday someone would reflect on
it all and write a dissertation on Mothers-in-Law of Alcoholics. But mothers-in-law weren’t a subject of scientific
inquiry. Mothers-in-Law and Old Men were things of the past, of what was over and done with.
“Mama, would you like to travel abroad?” Tamara asked her loudly.
“Tyu!” her mother responded. She was incapable of living only for herself. She hadn’t learned how.
Tamara’s son, Alyosha, had been in the third grade for two weeks now, but he was still having a hard time
waking up after summer vacation. He had a hard time waking up under the best of circumstances—you could
even throw cold water on him. Tamara woke him not with cold water but with cuddles and kisses from head to
toe. He needed affection like he needed oxygen, and he himself was as affectionate as a little girl. When they were
with other people, he didn’t leave his mother a second, and would lay his head on her shoulder as if to fasten her
to him and proclaim that she was his.
Sometimes that kind of sculptural composition was out of place—at the theater or the doctor’s office, for
example. Tamara would say sheepishly, “How can I discourage him?” She couldn’t imagine Alyosha getting married and laying his head on another woman’s shoulder, and she was prepared even now, years in advance, to tear
the other to shreds. She already had the makings of a mother-in-law.
Alyosha opened his eyes and sat up in bed. He had missed his mother terribly in the two days they’d been
apart.
“What did you bring me?” he asked eagerly. He had gotten used to his mother’s generosity with presents, but
this time she’d come all the way back from another town empty-handed. She’d completely forgotten. Thank God
she’d at least brought herself back.
Alyosha dove back under the covers. He always had difficulty with changes in his physical surroundings, and
getting out of a warm bed was just as hard as plunging into cold water. Tamara was afraid he might be deficient in
thermal adaptability, and beyond that, she was concerned about the genes he had inherited. He was the son of an
alcoholic, after all. Still, the genes on his mother’s side were strong, vigorous, and fortified with fresh peasant
blood. Tamara was counting heavily on them.
In the second grade, when he was eight years old, Alyosha had plucked The Iliad off a crowded shelf and
started to read Homer with the same enthusiasm as Mukha-Tsokhotukha.\fn{A note reads: A classic Russian children’s
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story in verse by Kornei Chukovsky. Of Homer himself, nothing can be said with certainty; but historical and linguistic evidence point to
the 8th century BC as the time of the composition of both the Iliad and the Oddessy (the other epic poem closely associated with the name
of Homer; and as to the place, somewhere in the Greek settlements on the western coaste of Asia Minor .} Tamara had begun to fear

he might be pathologically gifted, but her doctor had told her:
“There’s nothing pathological, just giftedness. He’s a very bright little boy, but that usually passes with age.
He’ll grow up to be a perfectly normal young man.”
Still, the effects of bad genes could crop up at any age, in myriad and sundry ways. Tamara was always gazing
anxiously at her son, hoping to ward off trouble in time, to ambush and defeat the invisible enemy before it
attacked. Her constant anxiety only intensified her love for Alyosha, who returned it in kind. It was as if their
circulatory systems were still one, the way they were when he was inside of her. Her friend Nelka asked:
“What’s going to happen if at the age of forty he announces he'd like to ride the elevator all by himself?”
But he was a long way from forty. And today, Indian summer glowed outside the window, and his grandmother was setting the table for breakfast: cottage cheese and oatmeal.
Tamara’s mother placed a great deal of faith in oats. Horses fed on oats alone, and they worked … well, like
horses. It followed, therefore, that oatmeal provided both body mass and energy reserves. The staff of life was not
some strange Chinese ginseng, but those good old oats, and they should be eaten every day. That way, you never
had to worry about genes, ulcers, or something even worse.
In his short life, Alyosha had learned to detest four things: coercion, indifference, oatmeal, and black caviar.
He hated too much attention, he hated no attention at all, he hated oatmeal, and caviar—the food that stank of fish
oil—simply made him throw up.
They sat down at the table, each with a different mission. The grandmother’s was to cram the staff of life down
Alyosha’s throat. Alyosha’s was not to cave in to pressure. Tamara’s was to neutralize both sides, thereby averting
armed conflict.
Alyosha’s grandmother loved him to distraction, with all the strength in her mutinous soul, and her love was
expressed in the form of oatmeal. Insofar as dialectics dictate life’s patterns, love sometimes assumes the most
indigestible forms and formulations.
They sat in silence around the table, piously remembering their missions.
“In my opinion, he will die an early death,” began the grandmother, speaking of Alyosha.
This was the first move, the opening gambit. If her grandson did not eat his oatmeal, he would not survive.
Perhaps Tamara would be frightened into taking her mother’s side and then, between the two of them, they would
break Alyosha’s resistance. He would start eating oatmeal every morning and grow up healthy as a colt, immune
to all diseases.
Tamara could see her mother’s strategy, but the word “die,” used in such close association with Alyosha,
completely rattled her composure.
“Mama, how can you throw words around like that?” Tamara demanded, her eyes glinting coldly. “What is this
verbal incontinence?”
Alyosha sensed that he had won a point. With an eagle’s defiant glare, he shot a look at his grandmother.
“He doesn’t eat, this son of yours, he only nibbles.”
Alyosha’s grandmother refused to admit defeat.
“Just sandwiches and appetizers.”
This was a transparent reference to the fact that only drinkers nibbled. Tamara’s mother was rubbing salt in the
wound, hinting at Alyosha’s dubious heredity.
“Just two spoonfuls, Alyosha,” Tamara begged him. “Pinch your nose and swallow, like medicine.”
“Mama, it’s slimy, it’s icky.”
As Alyosha looked his mother straight in the eyes, his own clear glance expressed only martyrdom in the cause
of truth.
Tamara instantly melted. She could not argue with martyrdom in the cause of truth. Besides, time was running
out; Alyosha had to leave for school soon, and Tamara could not allow her child to go off on an empty stomach.
“Will you eat some sandwiches if I make them?”
“Okay, if there’s no brynza,” Alyosha agreed.
Tamara hurriedly made the sandwiches. Her mother sat staring with the burning intensity of a fanatic. The
same expression had marked the faces of those who had gone to the stake for their faith—and of those who had
sent them there.
Tamara set the plate of sandwiches and a pickle before her son: He loved spicy food. Cottage cheese, like his
995

grandmother, had no hold over him.
“You might as well set him up with a shot glass,” his grandmother suggested.
“What for?” Alyosha wanted to know.
“Grandma’s joking.”
Tamara couldn’t get mad at her mother—she felt guilty toward her, and toward Alyosha. She had wanted to be
happy without them, apart from them. But what about them?
Everything was still the same at work, too. What could possibly have changed in two days?
Tamara sat in her office waiting for Yura to call. They had agreed that he would phone her at work. But the
telephone remained silent, and that was strange. Incomprehensible, even. She had already been at work for an
hour, and still there was no sign of life from him. If she’d been in Yura’s place, she would have called six times by
now. Maybe that was the difference between men and women.
The phone rang, but it was just an internal call. Tamara picked up the receiver. It was Vlad.
“Could you possibly come to my office?” asked Tamara. “I have to stay by the phone.”
Vlad thought about it. On the one hand, such a procedure was a threat to his authority: Once you started
trotting around to see your subordinates, they’d run you off your feet. On the other hand, even though he was a
Soviet, he was still a man—and Tamara, even though she was his subordinate, was still a woman.
Vlad strode into Tamara’s office and settled comfortably into a leatherette armchair. He was heavyset and
balding, with sleepy eyes and a thick nose. A drowsy mule. It suddenly occurred to Tamara that even Vlad must
have someone who embraced him and kissed his sleepy eyes, after which he would wake up, open his eyes wide,
and become handsome.
“What are you staring at?” asked Vlad.
Tamara was afraid he might read her thoughts and hastily handed him a copy of the court sentence. He read it
over carefully, then looked up.
“What's worth writing about in this? What’s going to interest the reader?”
“A man was of no use to anybody and went berserk,” proposed Tamara.
“He should have made himself useful instead,” Vlad retorted. “If you’re useless, you’re worthless—a nonentity.”
“Maybe he was driven to it.”
“What could drive a man to become a nonentity?”
“Love.”
The soldier was in love with the girl next door, fondled her figure-eight curves, had a child with her, and didn’t
ask for anything more. She was a part of him and he was dragging her by force into his life. But she was pulling
away. He tried to kill her, but it didn’t work. Just like in Carmen,\fn{A novel (1845) by Prosper Mérimée (1803-1870),
French author.} except that it had worked for Jose. Why should one soldier get away with something, and not
another? Why was Jose a full-fledged human being, and Petko a nonentity?
“Prosper Mérimée wrote about it and it was interesting for the reader,” Tamara reminded Vlad.
“Prosper Mérimée was not the head of a newspaper department. He was simply Merimee. I, however, have a
role function.”
“You have a what?” asked Tamara.
“A role function. We’re supposed to educate the reader with positive examples, acts of heroism, so he’ll think,
‘I could do that, too.’ We must elevate man’s opinion of himself. But after reading this story, you feel like putting
a noose around your neck. Why should we be rummaging through all this garbage?”
“For the soldier. Maybe we’ll be able to get his sentence reduced. Even if it’s only by a year, that would still be
something: ten years instead of eleven.”
“Where did he work?”
“What difference does it make?”
“Tell me anyway.”
“In a pigsty tending pigs.”
Vlad was silent.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Tamara said. “You think he went from one pigsty to another, and society won’t
even notice he’s gone.”
“That’s right.” Vlad nodded in agreement.
“But society isn’t just an abstraction—it’s you, me, him … yes, him too. He didn’t live in a vacuum, but in
society, and society should help him. That’s where being humane comes in.”
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“What if being humane means doing precisely nothing?”
“That’s your role function talking. What do you really think?”
“I think that life is rough, and we have to help people pull through. We have to light a lamp of hope, not dunk
them back into the garbage pit.”
The phone jangled, the rings tripping over one another in their haste. Tamara snatched up the receiver and shot
Vlad a supplicating look.
“Okay, I’m leaving.” Vlad got the message and headed out.
Tamara thought he took a very long time—an eternity—to get out of her office. He walked like a man who has
forgotten to put on his pants and is embarassed about showing his bare behind. He obviously needed his role
function as much as he needed his pants—to give him self-confidence. Role functions should be conferred only
upon people without hang-ups.
Finally Vlad got out and shut the door firmly behind him.
“HELLO!” Tamara yelled into the phone.
“It’s me.”
“Why did you take so long to call?”
“I didn’t know what to say. Now I do.”
“Tell me!”
“Car number eleven, seat number thirteen. I’ll be in Moscow tomorrow. See you tomorrow.”
“Wait!”
“We’ll talk tomorrow.”
“Wait!”
“All right, I’m waiting.”
Tamara was silent, but it was a clamorous, exultant silence. People keep trying to invent a perpetual motion
machine, but the most perpetual motion of all is love, and its fuel never runs out—it’s self-charging.
Suddenly Tamara sensed that the silence had become empty, that the line had gone dead and there was nothing
there.
“Hey!” she called out fearfully.
“I’m here.” Yura spoke quietly from the void. “I’m here. I’m not going to disappear.”
III
The train was due in the next morning. It seemed as if morning would never come, but it did—and the train
even arrived on time. It stood there, massive and grimy, as if it hadn’t been cleaned since 1913. Tamara realized
that the moment her dream was to materialize had come. The dream was already taking on details, features, even
odors.
Yura was standing stock-still by his railway car. People streamed slowly by him. Tamara stopped short as if
someone had grabbed her by the shoulder. She saw him, but he didn’t see her. He was looking around anxiously. A
fallen provincial angel. His hair was cut too short in the back and his fake leather jacket hung on him awkwardly.
But that wasn’t the real problem—it was the general air of stiffness, unadaptedness. He was not at home here.
Tamara’s friend Nelka said:
“All vacation acquaintances should be checked out under Moscow skies.”
Yura didn’t check out under Moscow skies. In the Ukrainian village of Soinechny, among poor Petko’s
relatives, and in his own wooden house, Yura was special, even super. Here, all that had disappeared. His fine
features were so expressionless he seemed to have no face at all. The Yura she had known before was gone,
leaving only a cipher in his place. And what was to be done with him? Tamara suspected that if she went up to
him, he would see how dismayed she was. She would have to fake a joy she did not feel, play a role. And then
what? Where could she take him? The hotel situation in Moscow wasn’t much better than in Dnepropetrovsk.
So she’d have to bring him home. Her mother would see straight through her and ask, in a stage whisper,
“Where on earth did you find this boy?” She didn’t like her son-in-law, but at least he belonged to her, was part of
her life, like a chronic disease. This other fellow was a foreign body, and Tamara’s mother rejected anything
foreign with her characteristic bluntness, bordering on rudeness.
She could take him to Nelka’s. Nelka would keep quiet about it—she was a regular Swiss bank—but then
something would break down in their relations. Tamara would stop being the Tamara of before: She’d become
more like Nelka, in a way. But their friendship needed distance. Nelka would look at Yura and give her diagnosis:
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“You two have different mentalities.”
Nelka believed, or maybe she had read it somewhere, that surrounding the physical body is another one, a
mental body. Your physical body is a given, whereas your mental body is what you've acquired in the course of
your life. It sort of encases the physical body but can’t be seen with the naked eye—a kind of spiritual frame.
The train, grimy and antediluvian, stood right beside Yura, and he was part of that train, not of Moscow.
Tamara was part of Moscow, the biggest city in the country.\fn{ It still is: 13,200,000, more than twice as large as St.
Petersburg, its nearest rival (5,550,000) (2000 est.) .} The women of the Renaissance might have been after pure love,
without a thought for mentality, but Tamara, a representative of the 1980s, had to have, in addition to love, the
city, the newspaper, telephone calls, Nelka. She had to be among people, among letters, always among something.
She could handle living in a wooden house growing cucumbers, but only in the summertime, and only for a
month, maybe two. The remaining ten would have to be spent on the treadmill—and she hoped to God it never
stopped turning.
Their physical bodies matched, but their mental ones didn’t. They had different mentalities.
Tamara drew back from this difference, leading with her heels. It wasn’t easy to walk that way, so she turned
and began walking normally, facing forward. She was heading out of the train station, and she was afraid Yura
would see her and catch up with her. It seemed that all the people coming toward her knew she was running away,
and disapproved.
The unfinished monument to the fallen warrior stood in the center of the workshop: five female forms with
their heads bowed in sorrow. The warrior himself lay in a corner of the studio, and his place on the pedestal was
occupied by the sculptor, who was asleep with his hands cupped under his cheek. The studio was filled with the
heavy, lingering odor of lost hopes.
Tamara walked up to the monument. The women’s faces had merely been roughed out, not finished, but
Tamara recognized herself in the central figure. There she stood, tall and stately, with her head bowed. Her hair
was formed by a single heavy swatch that nearly covered her face, but it was she, all right. Next to her was her
mother, a sorrowful old lady with her complexes about oatmeal and growing old alone. The other three also
seemed familiar. Looking closer, Tamara recognized Lidka, with her round face and figure-eight figure, and next
to her, Petko’s mother, hefty, big-boned and meekly grieving. Last in the row was Petko’s mother-in-law, who was
crying, her hand held to her face.
The sculptor had never seen the women from Solnechny in his life: He was simply portraying women in
mourning. Perhaps all grieving people really did look alike. Or maybe he, with an artist’s raw sensibility, had
intuited the pain of the times, and everyone who looked at the monument would recognize people they knew. So
everything that hurt people hurt him. That was why he was an artist. And why Tamara was an artist’s wife.
As her friend Nelka would say, “You’ve got to pay the piper.” Tamara was paying, and she knew what she was
paying for.
She stood staring at the monument. The sorrowing women were arresting; they drew you in, invited you to
shed tears with them.
The sculptor awoke and sat up. His eyes were red-veined, but he was lucid.
“Is that you?” He was checking to make sure.
“It’s me. I’m back.”
“Were you away?” he asked in surprise.
“Yes, for two days, on business.”
“What day is this?”
“Wednesday.”
“Goddamn drunkard!” he reproached himself.
“But you’re coming out of it now, aren’t you?” Tamara questioned discreetly, referring to his sobering up.
“Yes—but what for?”
“To work.”
“Naw, it’s no use, I’m no good.” He was torn apart by doubt, and his creative suffering was exacerbated by
postalcoholic depression. He was going round and round, painfully, on his own treadmill. “My brain’s already
turned to mush, it’ll be dripping out my nostrils soon.” He was making fun of himself, but self-irony always
contains an element of self-pity. He pitied and hated himself.
“That’s not true! All your work is good,” Tamara said with conviction. “And this is one of your best.”
“It’s been done before, in the fifteenth century. Korovkin called it a rip-off of the Pietit.”
“It’s not a rip-off. It’s a reworking of the theme, and you’ve added something of your own.”
998

“You really think so?”
“I know so.”
“But why rehash what’s been done before?”
“People have suffered in the twentieth century just as they did in the fifteenth. And the fallen soldier is also a
sort of a god—he died for others, didn’t he?”
“My support comes only from you. You’re the only one who understands me.”
“You poor little orphan … everyone understands you!”
“Really?”
“Really. And Korovkin’s an idiot.”
He went up to her, hid his face in her hair, and clung to her, like a child in the dark.
“I bet I stink like a brewery,” he said guiltily.
“Nonsense … let’s go home and get some hot food into you. Mama’s made some nice bean soup.”
Tamara led her husband out of the studio. He held her hand tightly, as if afraid he might get lost.
“It’s for you,” Tamara’s mother said, laying the receiver down by the phone. “Who is this person?” She always
had to know everything.
Tamara went to the phone. She knew it was Yura calling even before she heard his voice.
“Hello,” Tamara said.
“I’m leaving today,” Yura said matter-of-factly. “I called to say good-bye.”
Tamara was silent. She was waiting for questions. But none came.
“Isn’t there anything you want to ask me?”
“No. I understand everything.”
“What do you understand?”
“Everything. You need to know I’m not in Moscow anymore. You need to be at peace. That’s why I’m calling.”
“When are you leaving?”
“In an hour.”
“You don’t want to see me before you go?”
“No.”
“Are you mad at me?”
“No, that’s not it. I smashed up my face and I don’t want you to see it.”
“How did you do that?”
“I borrowed a friend’s motorcycle and drove it into a tree.”
“Did it hurt?”
“When it’s head-on, it always hurts.”
“What’s your car number?” Tamara asked.
“There’s no point.”
“What’s the number?”
“Five, if you really have to know. But I don’t want you to see me, and I’d rather not see you.”
“You know—”
“Hang up,” he said.
Her mother was standing right behind her. Tamara put down the receiver.
“Who was that?” her mother inquired suspiciously.
Tamara didn't answer. She went to Alyosha’s room to help him with his music homework. Her husband was
asleep in his room behind a tightly closed door. He was sleeping it off, restoring himself. Things were falling back
into place.
Alyosha stared dully at his music notebook.
“Fa-ti,” began Tamara. “A fourth.”
“Keep going.”
“Two whole tones, one semitone.”
“Think.”
Alyosha frowned.
“Try to remember how the keyboard looks. How many black keys are there between fa and ti?”
Alyosha’s eyebrows wriggled as he tried to figure it out.
Tamara stood up abruptly and left the room. Alyosha thought his mother had just gone out for a few minutes
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and would be right back. While he was waiting, he completely forgot about piano keys. He generally forgot about
sixths, fifths, and fourths the very instant it was possible to put them out of his mind. He thought whole tones and
semitones were excruciatingly boring, and he couldn’t understand why he needed to know about such things. Why
did he have to study music when he could put on a record and listen to any piece he wanted, and in the best
rendition, too? Before there was musical technology, people had to know how to play music in order to hear it.
But nowadays … why waste so much time on something he would never need? Alyosha went on thinking these
thoughts, but still his mother didn’t return.
Finally he picked up a felt pen, opened his solfeggio textbook, and started adding arms and legs to the quarter
notes, making little people out of them. He drew ears on the whole notes, and they turned into Mickey Mouses …
Tamara raced along the platform. There were only eight minutes to go until the train left, and she still had to
get past five whole cars and into the compartment. It’s amazing how speed and strength come out of nowhere
when you really need them.
Yura was sitting on the lower berth, reading a paper. A wide purple bruise stretched from his right eye
downward, and his cheek still had marks, as if someone had scored it with a cheese grater. He was already back
on his own turf in the train, and had again become uncommon and severe, a proud angel. An angel roughed up by
people.
When he saw Tamara he stood up. She went to him silently. There was no time left for words. She lightly
touched his bruises and scratches. She wanted to ask if they hurt, but there was no time for that either. She pressed
her face close to his and then, cutting through the distance between them, she kissed him. Once again she became
part of the whole, knowing all the while that this whole was about to be torn asunder into two useless halves.
The conductor looked in and said:
“All visitors are kindly asked to leave.”
“Go …” Yura started disengaging her hands.
Tamara clung to his shoulders as if she were being thrown off the train at top speed and had to hang on for dear
life.
He gently but firmly began to loosen her fingers one by one.
Tamara sobbed in despair.
He took her by the hand and led her along the corridor. She followed him obediently, crying bitterly and
making no attempt to hide her tears. Her face was crumpled; she looked anguished and old. People were dashing
along the corridor in both directions, but Tamara wasn’t ashamed. She just didn’t care.
He led her out onto the platform and started to say something, but the train jolted. He stepped back into it.
“What’ll you do now?” Tamara shouted through her tears. She wanted to cry out: “Stay, become invisible and
follow me like a shadow, sleep with me, eat with me, breathe on me. I’ll live my life, and you’ll live it too …”
But nobody could become invisible. He was going away, taking with him the pure love you cannot do without,
once you’ve known it.
“I’m going to build a car!” he called back. “And I’ll name it Tamara!!!”
Tamara burst into wild sobs, as if he had said something hurtful. The train left, the platform emptied. The rails
converged, diverged, crossed, and then ran parallel. Tamara stood rooted to the spot as if the train had left her
behind in midjourney and she didn’t know what to do, where to go.
A large cloud floated across the sky, leading a flock of cloudlets behind it.
IV
Half a year later Tamara was on a flight to the north, to a place not so distant, yet distant enough, where Petko
Dovgan, formerly a soldier and now a prisoner, forger of his own misfortune, was serving time.
The rule of the zek, or prison inmate, was: Don’t believe in anything, don’t fear anything, don’t ask for
anything. Petko had been asking for help, so he obviously believed. Therefore, he was not a fully formed zek.
Tamara would see him, he would see her. In the crowd of unseeing eyes he would find those of a person willing to
help. And then the treadmill of bestialization would be broken.
As always, it had been hard to leave home. Her husband’s heart was giving him trouble: The “motor” was out
of order. It was understandable—even cars, made of metal, got their tune-ups once a year, and this was a human
heart. Alyosha had eaten a cockroach for a rouble on a bet. Tamara’s mother had for some reason taken the side of
the cockroach instead of being concerned for her grandson. She had started calling Alyosha a storm trooper and
stopped talking to him, stopped paying attention to him. Alyosha couldn’t stand it and spent a lot of time crying in
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the bathroom. Yura didn’t phone and gave no signs of life. It was as if he'd been swallowed up by the earth. Or
had soared away, like the angel he was. Tamara wasn’t even sure now whether he had really existed or had simply
been her interplay with her own dreams. Dreams were often likened to birds, and with good reason: They were
meant to fly away.
Everyone is dependent on everyone else. Tamara herself was dependent on Yura and the sculptor. But one has
a life of one’s own as well, and like a musical theme in the universal orchestra, it has to be played out.
And no matter how much life puts you through the meat grinder, no matter what kind of mincemeat it makes of
you, other people aren’t supposed to be affected, to suffer. As they used to say in Chekhov’s\fn{ Anton Pavlovich
Chekhov (1860-1904), Russian author.} time, one must fulfill one’s duty.
The plane flew over Moscow and Dnepropetrovsk, over Yuras and sculptors, over clouds and cloudlets. The
earth turned slowly, majestically, on its axis.
Even the earth had its treadmill.
30.17 Those Who Did Not Get Into The Choir\fn{by Vladimir Makanin (1937(M) 7

)}

Orsk, Orenberg Oblast, Russia

“Well, son, do you want to go to Pioneer camp? Out with it, eh?”
Her son stayed silent.
“You can’t imagine the difficulty I’ve had in fixing it up,” she said to the women of the village.
“Yes of course,” the women nodded. They agreed with her.
“You can’t imagine the effort I put into it. The wear and tear on my nerves!”
“Yes, of course. It stands to reason!” And the womenfolk started telling her what a stout lass she was and what
a hard time she was having with Kolya and how tough life was in general. They loved her and, of course, were
slightly scared of her. They were standing around in a circle, chewing sunflower seeds after their sauna bath. They
were red-faced and limp from the hot steam. They clutched bundles of varying sizes in their purpling female
hands—in the bath they had not only washed themselves but also done their washing; Kolya’s mother had done
her washing and her soaping along with the rest of them and now, depositing her bundle of washing on the bench,
she again enquired, gleefully and excitedly:
“Well, son, do you want to go to Pioneer camp?”
With complete self-possession, extinguishing a knowing and sardonic little smile, Mister replied quietly:
“Fer crying out loud, just pack me off where yer thinks best.”
The women gave a collective start and turned round to stare at him: a small, wise, elderly mannikin stood there
looking, yet not looking at them, spitting out sunflower seed husks. He always answered his mother quietly, with
one hundred per cent compliance, which was itself inwardly insolent.
Unable to grasp the nuance, his mother and, following her example, the rest of the womenfolk turned away
after a brief pause, and resumed their conversations about their barrack hut and the minute rooms in which they
lodged. At that time Kolya’s mother had ideas of getting herself on to the Factory Committee (later she did climb
up that particular ladder) and of being in a position to allocate the sparse reserve of housing under construction in
the village. In her sleep she pictured herself in the full plenitude of her righteousness, dividing up the individual
rooms between applicants and, perhaps, granting them flats: flats were then an unheard-of luxury. She threatened:
“Just wait. I’ll get in there and show them what allocation means.”
Kolya’s father was a weak-willed man who had never recovered from the war, and lived under his wife’s
thumb, a quiet or, more exactly, subdued soul, yet with an inner, carefully concealed longing—to fulfil his life
potential. Unbeknown to the others, Kolya’s father held conversations with himself, on such lines as:
“I already have my whole life behind me, and I’ve never had a moment’s rest.”
Or:
“My life’s over and I’ve not seen a thing.”
Or:
“I’ve had my life and I’ve never really loved anyone properly.”
He was a teacher in a technical college. Now and then, in the course of lecturing his students about insulating
materials, he would contemplate a platonic relationship with one or other young girl, spending much time trying
to make up his mind and decide whether she was or was not worthy of his love and whether he should or should
not devote to her what remained of his life. He scrutinized them, turned them over in his mind, picked on each
one’s weak points, and made timorous passes at them with his eyes.
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The girl students considered him a weirdo. They regarded him as a case of shell shock. He delivered his
lectures in a slow, lugubrious voice. He treated his son as his latest setback in life. The father considered himself
as deserving something better; he considered himself better than his son.
“Here, too, I was out of luck. You’re the cross I bear,” he suddenly ventured with a sigh. And sought quietly
(and semi-warily) to place his hands on his son’s head.
At times during the night the father would drop his legs over the side of the bed, go out to the corridor of the
hut and have a smoke—to think over his arduous life. The years were passing and, as it seemed to him, he had
learnt very little and seen very little.
“I never once,” he began, in quiet self-reproach, “tried my hand at netting fish. Not once.”
Or:
“I’ve never once been to Guryev.”
And off he would go with someone to nearby Guryev. Or to some lake or other to fish. On his return he would
gently defend his action, and quietly and submissively endure his wife’s hysterics: he wanted no more than to live
out his life on a quiet confessional note. This was all he thought of, and he was like someone who pointedly fails
to understand why rain simply cannot be reassembled from individual drops.
There were two American families in the village: engineers. They lived in what were by the standards of those
times handsome, purpose-built cottages, located at a discreet distance from our hutments. The wind often blew in
our direction and we would catch the smell of dinner being prepared just as, as if air-borne, Americanisms took
root in the village. And the most persistent one, the appellation Mister, attached itself to Kolya.
Kolya was one of those young boys who behaved quietly and sedately. He owed his shape to an enlarged
spleen which gave him the appearance of possessing a small but solid professional embonpoint. Otherwise he was
thin and scrawny. He had a catheter sticking out from his left side through which he passed water. He had one
year left to live: he was twelve years old and he died at the age of thitteen.
His sister—and she was three years older than Mister Kolya—was first and foremost an outstanding student.
True, she was a profoundly decent person: she had not inherited the least trace of her mother’s energetic, artistic
busyness nor her father’s hidden, quiet pretence. But for that very reason her inner being had drawn in on itself
and become prim and proper. She was a little gray mouse at school. A little mouse in the street. A little mouse at
home. A prize pupil, watching carefully over her marks, she kept herself to herself, awaiting the day and the hour
when she would, at the earliest possible moment, obtain her gold medal and depart for one or another university—
Sverdlovsk or Saratov—depart, leave, run away and, resurfacing somewhere else, start to live afresh and anew.
Kolya’s sister was unshakable on this point and was quite impervious, to say the least, to the reproaches of her
girlfriends and schoolmates on the score of currying favor with the teachers: she was above all that. She went to
see one or other teacher in the evening, sat with her, had a chat, drank tea and picked out the odd book to read.
The teachers were not that fond of her but honored the letter and the spirit of their calling by leaving their doors
open and laying on a ready supply of tea.
“You’ll bring shame on our family. Thief! Little thief!” thundered Kolya’s mother when she caught Mister
Kolya and me with the potatoes we had lifted to take into the hills.
Without a word, her face dark with anger, his sister there and then bundled her school books together and went
off to see the teacher. His sister’s name was Olya—Olya, the Prize Student. She visited the teacher in order to get
in some practice with her logarithms. She would walk along the village street, clutching her books, and repeat to
herself (so as not to waste precious time) the lines she had learnt by heart:
October’s here already.
The grove is casting off
The last surviving leaves from its naked boughs.

Mother had, by special request, secured a day off work and come back to give Mister a whipping for petty theft
and to ensure that sinfulness did not secure any foothold in him for the future. Mother arrived not on her own but
accompanied by one of her friends, and here were two forty-year-old women getting down with grim determination to the task in hand. A task that was, in general, a routine, simple one. They did not lay a finger on me: my
own people could deal with me in their home. But neither did they let me go.
“Let him stay and watch it.”
They grabbed me when I tried to get out through the window.
“No, you don’t!” And they shut the window.
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I stood there, like a wolf cub at bay, until I realized the complex nature of what they had in mind. Mother
started yelling at Kolya: she needed to work herself up; she shouted that their family was and, so long as she was
alive, would be decent and honest. It was just then that her brigade had again been singled out for commendation
and Mother was, as it were, on the up-and-up. Perhaps that was why she and the other woman painter chanted in
full awareness of the rectitude of their words:
“One learns honesty in childhood!”
“Spare the rod and spoil the child!”
They kept interrupting and egging each other on. Their object, the small elderly mannikin, stood opposite
them, calm and shrewd, and it was only the immediate concrete threat that kept the sardonic little smile from
crossing his face.
Finally they seized him by the shoulders like a doll, but the doll, it turned out, was on its guard and managed to
find its voice—quietly, as always.
“Hey, be careful. Don’t snap my pee-pee.”
They hesitated … for a moment they stayed their heavy hands, whereupon Mister, now reassured that they
would not lay into him in hot blood, went across to the bed unaided. He lay down with his head buried in the
pillow. His face was half turned towards the wall.
The women started yelling again, calling on their inner reserves of ineluctable retribution.
“How can he want to be a little thief for life? Surely he realizes that, for once and for all?”
The strap appeared and Mother beat Mister across his scraggy bottom—not all that hard or viciously but
gradually getting into the swing and with gradually increasing fervor.
Meanwhile the other woman painter kept yelling her head off as if to provide a pedagogical accompaniment to
the blows. She bellowed for all she was worth. Then more softly. And more softly still. And then there appeared in
her voice the first mini-notes of didacticism.
“Now he’ll understand … now he’ll know better.” And, turning to me, she said:
“You just take it in and think about it. It’ll do you good.”
Mister rose to his feet. He was white but not enraged. His lips trembled. But he sat on the bed quietly, looking
maybe at me, maybe at some point in space, and seemed to be about to come out with one of his off-the-cuff
sayings: Fer crying out loud, they had to have their pantomime, didn’t they.
Mother burst out:
“We want you to be a good, decent boy. I love you, you know. Who do you think I love most on earth?”
“Me,” asserted Mister compliantly and quietly. He tucked his shirt back into his trousers. It had worked itself
free.
“So there. You’re my favourite, you know that yourself, my own sick little son. What do you think, why does a
mother always love a sick child the most?”
“It’s not necessary, Ma, not necessary,” he said calmly, patiently and, as ever, quietly. He finished adjusting his
shirt and shook himself as if the beating had left a coating of dust on him which he now needed to brush off. His
lips no longer trembled but his hands kept making small fluttering movements.
*
He started early to save, and put money aside against a rainy day as people do in their old age: time, as everyone knows, is relative and Mister Kolya’s life was running out, so that at the age of twelve he was already into his
old age. His father, noticing the money he had put aside, took the opportunity to say reproachfully:
“If you’re that way inclined now, what are you going to be like when you grow up?”
Kolya stayed silent and did not respond as to how he would be when grown up: he had already grown up. He
had a job in an atelier and tramped around at night; he was a fully self-sufficient and non-dependent person, in
other words a grown-up. For him life had to be fitted into an extremely tight schedule; eleven to twelve years for
him was the equivalent of sixty for other mortals and once one has reached sixty it is the most natural thing in the
world to put money by on the side.
But it was the small things about him that struck me at the time. How he caught marmots. Or how he learnt to
suck the goat let out to pasture in the area behind the village, towards the mountains: we would approach her
armed with breadcrumbs, we crawled up to her cautiously, uttering various forms of reassurance, until she became
compliant. Mister Kolya was as resourceful in pursuit of his quarry as in defence of himself. He was already
looking ahead. On one occasion we sucked the completely docile goat dry and he sighed as only sagacious old
men can do.
“You’ll see, any moment now the owners will cut her throat.”
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Frightened out of my wits, I mumbled:
“Let’s suck her less often, and then they won’t.”
“To hell with her,” Mister said. And added, with another sigh for good measure, like a little old man:
“It’s something else I’m afraid of.”
“What?”
“Their trying to cure her.”
Which was very much to the point. They wasted no time in stuffing the goat with some restorative, home
brewed concoction; her eyes clouded over and she stood as motionless as the post to which she was attached, but
we found ourselves the victims of colic and acute diarrhoea. That first day we barely survived, we clutched at our
stomachs and clambered up the slopes on all fours, while the goat stayed put among the brambles on the far side
of the stream. At midday the post cast a short shadow. The goat stood two paces from the brambles and chewed
the grass. For me it is still standing there, like a scene taken direct from life. My uncle came to visit us from the
depths of the countryside, spotted the animal and said tersely:
“That’s no goat.”
We were out on a walk with him through our village and I was showing him over our “empire:” the school, the
wasteland, the hills. And I well remember him sizing up the scraggy, miserable creature. and doggedly repeating:
“That’s no goat.”
Uncle was seventy, a hulking, unkempt, peasant figure, with a grey beard. The following day I went with
Uncle to his village. Why I was packed off with him, I no longer remember, but I do remember our climbing
down from the lorry and that on the way back Uncle turned aside to visit an old church on the outskirts of NovoPokrovka; he went in and spent an hour or so listening to the choir practice, while I stayed seated outside, picking
my nose and growing ever more exhausted from the heat and the tedium.
Uncle finally emerged. He reappeared in the porch, followed by a cluster of depressed-looking youngsters.
Uncle told them severely:
“There’s no point in you’re being here … go home.”
They were the rejects. They hesitated and then moved off down the road; and for some time I could still see
their thin cotton shirts in the haze. They were about my age, even a bit younger, and all of them from different
villages; at the crossroads they went their various ways and the dusty tracks and the white haze now swallowed
them up, one by one.
They were children who had not got into the choir.
When I got back home, I learnt that Kolya had been taken ill. He was lying in bed. I walked round the
bedstead. His eyes were open, and I came into his field of vision.
“Kolya,” I called to him. “Mister …”
I felt terrible. His face was puffed up: a black, bloated, charcoal biscuit. He made no reply except to move his
lips in a bitter, hostile grimace.
The room was in semi-darkness. A heavy smell hung in the air: someone in the hut was cooking haricot beans.
Kolya’s father and mother were out at work. Olya—the Prize Pupil—was also not around.
“Has someone come?”
In the cubicle the other side of the partition there was the sound of movement and shuffling steps. Kolya’s
grandmother put in an appearance. She was his mum’s mother, a thin old lady, permanently undernourished, for
the reason that they forgot to feed her and she, equally, forgot to feed herself. She made her appearance, took one
look at my hands to see whether they perhaps held anything edible; they did not, so she moved off.
His mother was full of fire and fury; she kicked up a scene with the village doctor, who had given her to
understand that Mister was doomed and one could start counting off the days. How could that be so? A doctor, if
he was a proper doctor, had no right to say such things! Mother worked herself into a fit; she acted it out—the
scene with the doctor and her own pain—in public, here, there, everywhere; at school even, under the hut
windows, she shrieked and carried on without pause, so that the entire hutment and the whole settlement was
quick to learn that Kolya was doomed.
Mother’s next job was to paint the fence, a five-foot high one, which had just been put up around the
boilerhouse. Mother swiftly and rhythmically, with a professional ease of stroke, applied the brush from the top
downwards. She was good at her job. She gritted her teeth. If the brigade fell behind, they wouldn’t come down
too hard on her: her little boy had died, her beloved sick child; everyone knew and everyone would understand.
And so as to reduce the load of grief and pain she started thinking about the impending death from a different
perspective: she would go and visit his little grave, sit for hours at her little son’s side, but without tears—her
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enemies would not catch her crying.
All of a sudden the still unshed tears spurted forth; through the mesh of her everyday thoughts she caught sight
of Kolya’s face, no, not just his face—his sweet little face, at the moment when they had pressed him to her breast
in the maternity home, rosy, featureless; a happy, chubby biscuit of a baby—her little boy.
“Get a move on girls!” she shouted. “It’ll soon be dinnertime. Let’s get it finished, eh? We’ve never let anyone
down yet!”
And energetically, authoritatively, with a dexterity and ease that won the others over, she whisked her brush
across the horizontal face of the stone fence, and all the rest of the brigade jumped in to follow her example.
The doctor, terrified and browbeaten by Mother (and she was well up to browbeating anyone), suddenly fell
prey to a fit of optimism. He went around wreathed in smiles, gesticulating expansively; he now announced that
Kolya would not die; what is more, he would even make a breakthrough for the better, as he said to Mother.
Mother nodded.
“Yes … Kolya’s a chip off the old block. He’s a tough one. We’ve managed to get out of worse holes.” Forgetful of the fact that it was she who had put the selfsame words into the doctor’s mouth, Mother enquired of him, as
if even cajoling something out of him:
“Seemingly, a breakthrough in his condition; maybe, a week more, eh?”
“Yes,” the doctor assented, “about a week.”
The hut fell silent. It was some two years since anyone of its inhabitants had died and the impending moment
was a strain on their nerves and their hearts. Mister Kolya’s spasmodic breathing could be heard through the
windows of the hutment.
“Ssh … ssh … ssh … ssh.” The whistling in his breathing could be heard from the street.
Grandmother made a big fuss, motioning towards the open window.
“The whole house is wide open, and what’s the use of that?”
“He needs air,” Mother told her in a tone brooking no response. Mother and Olya-the-Swot\fn{ the Studdier; in
England, hard study is called “swotting.” } opened the windows at hourly intervals, only for them again to be shut tight on
the quiet by the old lady. She bled:
“Air—what air? They’ve just thought it up. The little lad is dying—he should be allowed to die in the warm.”
“Shut up, Mama!” her daughter butted in.
The old lady screwed up her lips in offence. It was hot outside in the street. The sun had baked the grass black
but the old lady was still afraid of catching cold. Her bones were frozen and aching.
“My bones are turning to water, turning to water,” she complained to passers-by in the street. Or she would all
of a sudden open her jaws wide to reveal a terrifying toothless expanse, reminiscent of the interior of a deserted
church.
“Have a look. Is there any swelling there?”
The answers she got were abrupt, hasty ones—no, there was no swelling. But she would again return to the
charge.
“What d’ye think, my dear? Haven’t I caught a chill on my chest?”
There were no lessons at school and Olya went off as early in the morning as she could to the small village
library, where she stayed up to the time it closed. Apart from her, there was no one else inside. Olya could not put
into words why she was unable to stand the secretive little world of her own family; and she was, in fact,
concerned not with finding the words to do so but only with sitting working at the wobbly table opposite the semisomnolent old lady librarian. Somewhere far away from her (far enough away) a new life awaited her and Olya
knew it; she kept her heart well under lock and key, intent on not releasing it until she had got away from here to
Sverdlovsk or Saratov.
Her father drank. He called on his wartime pals or simply on his neighbours. Afterwards, when he had been
ushered out at some late hour, he would find a perch in the small, deserted, open-air market (a huddle of dirty
stalls enclosed by a fence), sit himself down on one of the stalls, and have half an hour’s shut-eye and half an hour
communing with himself. He always talked to himself on the same lines: life was running out, had already run
out, and where was happiness to be found? He had not properly lived. He had never visited the city of Kiev, the
founding mother of all our cities. He had never been to a seaside spa. Even at the front he had seen very little. He
had even chosen himself the wrong wife—a boisterous, pretentious woman. And to top it all, now his son was
dying …
At night, to give Kolya more air, they all slept in the one small cubicle, on the other side of the partition.
Mother and Olya. And the old woman. Father, who was the last to arrive home—by which time it was pitch dark
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—turned on the light, but he was most reluctant to join the others behind the partition and be given the night-time
order of the boot by his wife. What worse fate was there? He was tottering on his feet. He peered at the floor and
thought:
“I’ll just lie on the floor, next to my son.”
After pulling off his boots, he discovered that his dying son’s eyes were open.
“Can’t you sleep?” he enquired timidly.
There was no answer from the mannikin. The sound of his labored breathing was now on a lower note. That
night he had already started rattling in his throat.
Without waiting for an answer, his father, in an uncertain, tipsy way, volunteered:
“I’ll sing you something, son … right now, when I’ve put my shoes away.”
He tottered but stayed upright. He sat down beside the bed and began a quiet, long-drawn-out song, intoned to
himself to compensate for what he had failed to say to himself during his lonely, late-night vigil in the deserted
market.
Kolya, who had no desire to see him or listen to him, attempted to interrupt. The rattle became even louder and
his shoulders jerked. He was physically incapable of uttering a word.
“I’ll sing to you,” his father ventured again uncertainly. “I’ll do you a song … son, it’s a very nice song.”
But then the dying boy rattled so hard that his father shut up instandy and murmured in fright:
“OK, I won’t, I won’t, I understand … it’s night-time, everyone’s asleep. I understand.”
He lay down beside his son and curled himself up into a ball. He forgot to put out the light—a job that was
done by Grandmother when she got up in the middle of the night. In doing so she gave his father’s sleeping figure
a kick. And carefully closed the windows.
Kolya grew thin overnight. The following morning his puffy face had dried out, his features had gone peaky,
and his head resembled a small clenched fist. Mother sat beside him: there was the change in him and there was a
change in her. As happens in the case of generously endowed spirits, his mother saw not the slightest contradiction between her saying “God does not exist. Only matter exists” and her now whispering about God to her dying
son.
“Don’t cry, my little son,” she sobbed piteously and quietly. “Don’t cry, my angel. The Dear Lord is kind. He
will be there to welcome you, my son.”
There was a lump in her throat. She gulped for air. She whispered:
“The Dear Lord is kind … the Lord is kind. Don’t be afraid of him.”
The dying child wanted to say something but his stertorous gasps prevented him doing so. His mother hurried
on to say:
“He understands—he understands everything—you’re my little angel, my own pure little angel—He won’t
hold it against you that you misbehaved or that you stole—you are only a child and besides the times are so
dreadfully hard.”
Mister’s eyes had sunk deep into their orbits and you could have put a small apple into each cavity. And, lo and
behold, two meagre little tears surfaced unwillingly in the right-hand comers of his eye sockets (his head was
tilted to one side). Kolya was moved neither by deep sorrow nor by compassion. He was sorry for his mother, but
not that sorry: he looked at her with the look of an old man on the brink of death, knowing for good or for bad,
life is over and one has to cross to the other shore.
The entire population of the hut now converged on his bedside, with restrained, mysteriously deliberate
movements. All had been told and all knew that he was dying. They looked in on him, wiping their feet at the
threshold, women and children alike.
“He’s completely shriveled up,” the old ladies sighed. “Not a person but a little shrunken lump …”
By the evening the same shrunken lump, in which not a spark of life seemed to remain, had started to yell in a
penetrating human scream. He had lost consciousness but the pain was there—or maybe it wasn’t the pain. His
yells were inchoate, wordless, undifferentiated. It was a single, intense, uninterrupted wail which gradually and
quite naturally switched into an animal’s death howl. One had the impression of not only the hut but the entire
settlement falling into silence. The shrunken lump had yelled for five hours at a stretch. His life or what had been
called his life had now emerged from him and was dissipating in space. His father was on the wasteland, beyond
the lean-tos—at the spot where they tethered the goat and disposed of outworn pails—amid the weeds, sitting on a
couple of bricks laid on top of one another. He was drunk and maundering. Hiding away from the yells of his son
and the eyes of his wife, he in turn invoked the Good Lord, in whom he did not believe for a single moment, and
asked Him to accept the soul of his son kindly and lovingly. It was a sort of conjuration.
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“Whatever the bloody thing is called, matter or non-matter,” muttered Father. “You follow me … by and large
you do understand me, don’t you, God?”
Father spat into the weeds.
“In short, just see to it and make him welcome. OK? Got it?”
And Father tipsily waved his finger at someone among the weeds.
The person for whom he was interceding continued to cry out loud. His cries only broke off when night was far
advanced—and from that moment Mister’s body called off the struggle and only somewhere deep in its recesses
was there a barely audible gurgle.
Two youths had been standing by the hut, shifting from foot to foot. The cries had come to a halt, and they
made for the hills to poke around there in the dark and sit beside a campfire. They thought no more about Mister
Kolya. The feeling of compassion exceeded the confines of their understanding, and the finite capacities of their
juvenile souls were unable to yield or draw out any more than they had already done.
“It’s a pretty sad business,” said one. “And how …”
And they left. I too was intending to go up to the Yellow Hills that night but they wouldn’t let me at home.
“Why at night? Why do you have to go there at night?”
“I need to. I need to, tha’'s what,” I kept on, shuffiing my feet. I knew that the other two had already left.Then
as luck would have it, some incident occurred among our hut population, between our neighbors; they had
forgotten all about me, and at the height of their loud night-time altercation, I squeaked softly: “OK, Mum, I’m
off,” and hurtled out of doors.
I ran to start with. Then I slowed down to a rapid lope. The path was a well-trodden one, a path we were all
familiar with, and the lads would soon be lighting their fire, and either on the one hill or on the other I would, of
course, be bound to spot it. And I had the idea that above my head, in the moon’s beam, Mister Kolya’s soul was
flying in the air, maybe following the route I had taken. Before finally soaring into the heavens his soul had taken
a course parallel to the earth, accompanying us to the Yellow Hills. Why not fly for a while over the earth, the lad
had thought to himself. So I ran and ran, looking up at the moon’s nimbus.
It was the dark of night, everyone was asleep; only the old grandmother (she was again starving) was
wandering round the room, and it was she who heard his last raucous rattle.
“My little child.”
The old lady went nearer and saw in the shafts of moonlight how he was agonizing. She clasped him to her,
embracing his cold, dessicated legs.
“My little child …”
And, as if realizing they were trying to hold him back, he uttered this final rattle, jerked his little body and
crossed over.
Burying her face in his legs, the old lady mumbled to herself that this was a small lump of her own flesh and
blood and did her utmost neither to ignore it nor to relinquish it.
30.30 The Rose-Fingered Dawn\fn{by Irina Povolotskaya (1937-

)}

Moscow, Russia (F) 13

Your author knows nothing about agriculture. Once he spent the whole summer tending a radish, but it bolted,
reaching out for the sunlight, its leaves in riot and its feeble straggly roots like threadworrns in the rain. In his
garden three solitary flowers have spent three winters unsheltered. They huddle in affront, muttering:
“The scoundrel, the scoundrel …”
But I’ll take a chance all the same, and tell you a story that does have a connection with agriculture, in a way.
In the background to this agricultural narrative, or to be more exact, in its central field, a boat looms up: a river
steamer, nothing out of the ordinary, the usual sort, white-painted, with a restaurant in the bows and another in the
stern.
Over the fifty years during which the doomed love of my very ordinary heroes runs from start to finish, the
boats that ply the rivers have changed far less than other machines, their blood brothers, and the old swan simile
still exactly fits the magnificent grace of their motion. Once the author’s delight in such a boat nearly caused him
to swallow whole mouthfuls of sludgy Volkhov river water. A magically white steamer first floated in view above
the grass and flowers of the bank, then, rounding the peninsular, struck up a tune, like a great symphony orchestra,
in the middle of the river. Cows lifted their horned heads, and the cowherd made his ritual exclamation, proving
once more how true is the general belief that river boats have an extraordinary effect on the Russian psyche. No
doubt the roots of this excitement can be traced back to the time when we, that is our ancestors, idly grazed our
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cows and got our children in subconscious expectation of the Varangians’ arrival, which would put us on the path
to statehood and set everything—everything even yet unfinished—in motion.\fn{ The emergence of Russia as a unitary
state begin with the 9th century AD erruption of Scandinavian Vikings into a number of regions in northern Europe, of which Russian areas
formed their eastern-most conquest. Accordeing to the Primary Chronicle (the primary Eastern Slavic source for much of early Russian
history, it was the Slaves themselves around Novgorod who, ion 862, voluntarily chose Ryurik, a Scandinavian chief, to rule over them, as
a way to end the perpetual public disorder among themselves. About the same time the Varangiasns also conquered Kiev; and in 882, Kiev
and Novgorod were united as the State of Kievan Rus under a single ruler from the house of Ryurik. In 988 this state adopted the Greek
Orthodox religion during the reign of Volodymyr I (Vladimir I, aka St. Vladimir), and Kiev becme the leading religious center of Kievan
Rus.}

But the author is cowardly! How timidly he hesitates, how fearful he is to miss out what is most important.
How easily he lets himself be distracted in the hope that he may not have to finish what he has begun. In fact he
would never have written anything at all, had it not been for insomnia or the demon of some kind, roused by
boredom, which climbs on to his windowsill of a moonlit night—a night like this one, in fact—had it not been for
Memory, God rot her …
Take the soul-stirring word “pro-to-pla-sm” for example, which once uttered, will exist for ever.
“Protoplasm”—that was exactly the word my grandmother’s cousin Uncle Sasha used about me in my childhood, when my grandmother made me climb on a chair and recite one of Turgenev’s glorious nature descriptions.
Or perhaps my third cousin twice removed was talking about Turgenev? It is by no means impossible, after all,
that he disliked the great author, especially if a certain lady named Anechka did not. For Uncle Sasha had a difficult character, cross-grained, as they would have said in the old days.
Sometime long ago Uncle Sasha had been young. He was the eldest son in the large family of a landowner in
Perm. His father was a widower, with masses of daughters and one other son, Sasha’s younger brother Petka, a
lively and feckless youth who dreamt of becoming the pilot of a flying machine, but vanished into oblivion along
with the fragments of his absurd vehicle. Uncle Sasha had been studying abroad at the time. He got back to Russia
just before war broke out, itching for great deeds, and found his elderly father in the clutches of a soubrette, his
sisters still spinsters and bewailing Petka’s fate, and the estate gone to rack and ruin. It was summer on the Kama,
the air was full of nightingales …
Soon he left home again. Agriculture was what Uncle Sasha had been studying during his time abroad, and so
he quickly found work as the estate manager for a rich relative. But a month later he had a terrible quarrel with
him, a real exchange of insults. Apparently his extraordinary pride had been stung by the relative’s suspicion that
Uncle Sasha was hoping for a little something in his will.
In truth there was no “apparently” and “suspicion” about it, for the relative had no children and no wife, and he
was sinking fast. His disease was incurable: “consumption,” they told the girls, but the men knew how things
really stood.
Well, anyway, Uncle Sasha came back home, forgetting even to pack in his fury. His luggage came on after
him soon enough, but that was later, when his sisters’ friend Anechka quarreled in her turn with Uncle Sasha and
went rushing off to Kazan.
When she was little, he called her the “Tatar girl” because of her narrow dark-blue eyes set in her sallow highcheekboned face. He thought she was ugly, but that was his mistake. She turned into a real beauty …
They used to play croquet together in the garden. He knew the rules better than she did, of course, and took
care to let her know it. She lost her temper, but he still would not let her alone. So she picked up the mallet in her
pretty little hand and with startling force, flung it—no, not at his head—into the lilac hedge which bordered the
croquet lawn. She had wild blood in her, did Anechka; maybe the “Tatar” bit was right. Her parents were
merchants in Kazan.
It was then, in those long-forgotten times, that they began to argue. Anechka had a stubborn belief in the need
for social change and had no time at all for mysticism or fashionable decadence. Half-jokingly he contradicted
her, and was privately delighted by the red spots of indignation which burnt on her enchanting cheeks. It was all a
game: he would be as provocative as he knew how. Once, he said that he loathed Tolstoy, and she got breathless
with fury. But at that point his sisters all joined in, and the daughters of the parish priest (who had poured scorn on
their poor father since Tolstoy’s excommunication)\fn{ The Synod of the Russian Orthodox Church excommunicated Leo
Tolstoy in 1901.} added their voices to the chorus.
Anechka shut her mouth straightaway: she wanted to be a soloist or nothing. He tried to sting her into a
response, but his efforts seem not to have been up to much. Such at least was the message in her eyes and
contemptuously wrinkled nose. In vain did he expand on Dostoevsky\fn{ Fyodor Mikhaylovich Dostoyevsky (1821-1881),
Russian author.} and eschatology, on the Russian peasant and systems of land tenure and even—for reasons best
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known to himself—on the stallion at her cousin’s stud farm, who (the stallion not the cousin) was somehow not
properly thoroughbred about the rump. But even this last bit of idiocy was received in fastidious maidenly silence.
On other days, in other years, how he hated her for that mulishness, but now, in the spring of 1914, he could
see only her glorious face and was certain she was silent for his sake, as before she had argued for his sake—yes,
that was it!
Afterwards the young ladies drank their tea with dollops of cream and sang to an accompaniment banged out
on the out-of-tune baby grand by the eldest daughter. In silence Anechka moved to the swing at the edge of the
terrace, in silence she sat down and began to swing, back and forth, one-two, her white flannel skirt beating time
softly and catching on her white lacey stockings.
Uncle Sasha was the first to walk off. He had a glass of port in his father’s study—it was empty, his father was
off in Kazan with his soubrette. But when he’d finished his glass of rich ruby liquid, he went back to the young
ladies. Nothing had changed: she was still sitting on the swing, face like a Scythian idol. Uncle Sasha froze in the
door a moment, then leapt to the piano and ripped his sister’s hands from the keys, planting a smacking kiss just
above her wrist, and started to thump out the chorus of a stupid popular song which had just come into his head.
Annette, oh ho:
not yes, not no;
Annette, God bless,
not no, not yes.

The young ladies were convulsed, but Anechka gave him not one look; the baggage, she just went on swinging
with her Tatar stoicism.
When at length they all went off to their rooms, he went too, but he soon realized he would not be able to
sleep, for he was desperately in love with Anechka. He dressed quickly and went into the garden. Anechka, too,
could not sleep, it seemed. Light reflected from her room lay etched in a neat triangle on the damp grass of the
lawn. He formed the word “Anechka” with his lips. At that moment the light went out.
“She’s gone to bed,” he guessed, but for some reason he took one more turn round the house and stopped once
more before her darkened window before going back to his room.
Suddenly there was a crunch of gravel on the path. Anechka was standing two paces away from him. He took
her chilly hand and led her behind him, stumbling on the thick roots of the centenarian limes, led her down to the
river, which opened out before them with each step they took, glittering and stretching to the pale May sky. The
deep sound of a ship’s hooter made them quicken their steps, and when at length they ran out on to the broad
sandbank, they saw the ship right in front of them.
Brightly and festively its many lights glimmered as it sailed on the calm water, as solitary as a night-time
walker on a road. The engine thumped dully and the sound of the water was fresh and musical as it slapped
against the metal body. The ship seemed to quiver with tension and excitement.
A sharp sense of fatefulness cut into Uncle Sasha and Anechka. There was no mistaking it: this was meant.
Anechka groaned softly. Uncle Sasha pressed her to him gingerly, but she broke away from him and, fully dressed
but for her light summer shoes—she had trouble finding them afterwards in the warm sand—ran headlong into the
river towards the boat. Her gauzy skirts spread out like a bell on the water, flowing round her like a ballerina’s
tutu. Laughing with pleasure, she raced back to Uncle Sasha.
“Madwoman, he said to her. “Darling … madwoman … mine …”
“Madwoman, darling, yours”—she seemed to agree, eyes flashing black in the darkness. And she shivered not
only from cold, but from a mixture of shame and delight, as he covered her slim, quickstepping feet with kisses.
*
In the morning they went out into the meadows in a droshky. That was another thing people liked to do in
those days.
The heat beat down mercilessly. Uncle Sasha was driving, Anechka had pulled her white hat down low over
her brows, and beads of sweat glimmered on her upper lip. The hat tumbled into the road as he kissed her. The
horses swished their tails lazily, and the gadflies hummed—summer had come.
“Let’s go to the Crimea,” Uncle Sasha said. “To Yurzuf,”
“It’s too hot there now,” Anechka said. “Spring would be better.”
“Autumn,” he said and kissed her. “After the wedding, in the autumn.”
“Whose wedding?” she said, screwing up her eyes, but he kissed her again. “I’m going to Switzerland.”
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“Why?”
“Why not?” she laughed. “Would you like to come too?”
“Where?”
“Switzerland!”
“I’ve been there—and anyway, Switzerland is boring.”
The horses jerked forward, covering the hat with dust. But that wasn’t the quarrel. The quarrel was later, on the
terrace, when Anechka, dressed for dinner, sat down on that wretched swing again.
Now it was her time to talk. After she got back from her travels—and, please note, Uncle Sasha was expected
to wait for her—they would begin work together. Anechka had schemes of transporting fruit from the south to the
north, she had socialist convictions about all kinds of things. Uncle Sasha was silent. She narrowed her eyes to
slits …
At length he asked: “So you think the peasants will eat your fruit and like it?”
She flared up, but a demon seemed to have taken hold of Uncle Sasha: he liked making her angry, all the more
so since listening to her idiotic speeches gave him a sense of possessing them and her, and he was delighted by
this new sensation.
“‘In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread.’ It’s the scriptural curse,” hissed Uncle Sasha, no longer taking
good care what he said. “And the most important thing in women is mystery, indefinability. It’s difficult enough to
preserve that in marriage anyway, but if you labor hand in hand …” He burst out laughing. “Let me out! I’d not
stand it for more than a month!”
She said that there would be no need for him to stand it, she would leave straightaway herself, this minute.
She did not even stay for dinner, despite the sisters’ pleas. He hid behind the portiere and watched his restless
lady-love go. How like a thoroughbred mare this Tatar girl was—and he adored horses. How proudly she shook
her head at him, believing it was for the last time! How he shook with joy in his hiding place when she flashed her
eyes in victory at him, consumed by pride and self-love!
How well he knew the gloomy Gothic hall of the best flower shop in Kazan, the stifling greenhouse smell
behind the heavy wooden door with its brass hinges; and there, in the half-light, colored by the fashionable
spherical shades with their dangling ornaments, behind which that ugly new invention, the Edison lamp, was
modestly concealed, there Uncle Sasha had seen a living magic goblet—a little bell of wondrous purity, two
lady’s hands fused at the wrist in the mystical eroticism of an oriental dance; the white petals of a unique flower
with a golden dusting of stamens and a flaming pistil.
How vididly he imagined all this, sensed it, as he hid behind the portiere. But he could not guess, could not,
whether perhaps something quite different might happen or he might not recognize this mystery when it did
happen. Might it not be like the fairy tale about the three wishes? The soldier and the devil strike a bargain, and
the wishes come true; the devil tries no tricks, yet the soul is still lost …
So the owner of the flower shop, Uncle Sasha’s friend Zakhar Abramovich, plump beyond his years and with
the beautiful dark eyes of the convert Jew, chooses lilies for Uncle Sasha with his own hand … lilies, for what
other flowers could the infatuated Uncle Sasha possibly choose? Zakhar Abramovich chooses the flowers, seeing
all, silently guessing the future, sealing his fate, and Anechka’s, and Uncle Sasha’s; the red-haired freckly assistant smiles ingratiatingly and wraps the flowers passed to him by his master’s sapphire-ringed hand. And now our
heroine herself, Anna Nikitichna, Anechka, is burying her golden head in the flowers in that absurd way women
have, sniffing and raising her eyes to Uncle Sasha, her nose sprinkled with yellow pollen …
*
Why did they shoot the archduke?\fn{A reference to Franz Ferdinand (1863-1914), Archduke of Austira-Este (1875) and heir
to the Austro-Hungarian Empire, whose assassination on June 28, 1914, by a Serb nationalist, precipitated World War I .} Why did they
kill Zakhar Abramovich two years later? Why did the gingery assistant vanish to parts unknown—quite by
chance, by some oversight on the part of Providence or that Emperor of Darkness, who had just appeared in
Uncle’s musings—whilst Uncle Sasha and Anechka survived, and, indeed, lived on and on?
Having survived the war, and then a year’s prison sentence in Nizhny-Novgorod when the tsarist officers were
purged, Uncle Sasha found himself free again by a happy chance; but, giving rein to the contrariness which had
always marked his character, he chose not to go to Moscow, though his youngest sister was summoning him there
she had a job in Narkompros. But neither did he remain in Nizhny, where he could have lodged with his aunt on
his mother’s side and found himself a sinecure in a Soviet institution. Instead he went home, that is, to his father’s
estate.
The house was still standing; clearly the local revolutioniks (so Uncle Sasha called everyone in the new regime
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from top to bottom without discrimination) were sober, sensible individuals. Incidentally, this neologism
revolutioniks had been the occasion for one of Uncle Sasha’s endless quarrels with Anechka. He had heatedly,
though without regard for the rules of etymology, assured her that the word “revolutionary” was an absurdity. It
was the suffix -ary which had provoked our hero’s sardonic irritation, and all Anechka’s angry, and well-founded,
retorts on the score of “apothecary” or “luminary” were in vain.
All his life Uncle Sasha had been “gainfully employed in the service of his motherland”—so he would himself
again and again assert. First he had worked as an accountant on the state farm; then, much later, as an agronomist
there, and when the big house was turned from a school into a children’s sanatorium, he married one of the lady
doctors.
His sudden return, so soon after the Civil War,\fn{ 1918-1920.} to what had been his father’s estate, had surprised
many people. But one can even cope with surprises, and over the years our Uncle Sasha became an indispensable
fixture in local life. Besides, he was an outstandingly good agronomist—like the ones you can see on that
television programme An Hour on the Farm:
“Take a look at so-and-so,” they say. “He’s still quite young, but he knows a thing or two, reads poetry in his
spare time, knows the soil, and he’s not going to go rushing off to town the day after tomorrow, works every hour
God sends and, more to the point, he’s raised the crop yield.”
Funnily enough, when Uncle Sasha was running things the crop yields really were good: both during collectivization and later, after the war. (That was the phrase Uncle Sasha used to use: “when I was running things at
home”.) All right, so his harvests didn’t get his picture in the papers, but then again, who cares? For, long after he
got back, if he met one of the old women on a forest path or in the standing com, and there was no one around to
see, she would give a low bow, or if she were a bit younger and bolder, even kiss his hand—“If it isn’t the master,
good day to ye, yer honor.” There were people who thought that was his main reason for staying put so long—and
foremost amongst them was Anechka, that damnable Lilith of our far from Biblical narrative.
“Lilith,” because the place of Eve was now taken by the lady doctor from the children’s sanatorium.
Anechka was quite sure that Uncle Sasha’s motivation for not leaving his home was low and despicable. Oh,
and how she despised him for it! Later, that is—in 1921, when they finally did get in touch with each other (not
without the aid of her allies, his sisters), and it turned out both were alive and, as it happened, living not so far
apart as might have been imagined—for one might have expected him, at least, to be in Constantinople, if not in
Paris. Before plunging into the dark hungry sleep which was all she, like most regional Young Communist League
organizers, had a chance to enjoy, Anechka gave herself over to charming fantasies of his slim elegant figure
dressed in white flannels, his little moustache above the mouth she herself had mocked as an
“aristo’s,”\fn{Aristocrat’s.} and, as she finally sank into sleep, the tender despotism of his mouth allied to his
schoolboyish clumsiness. Well, that is probably not all that she imagined after those six years which they had both
somehow survived.
I expect that you think they had not met in all that time, for how otherwise had they not united two lives so
constantly yeaming for unity? But you would be wrong. They had met, and on two occasions. The first was in
1915, when he snatched one day’s leave by a miracle, and they spent the whole time sitting in opposite comers of
a hotel room, idiotically mute. The other was at the end of 1916, when he got a week’s leave to collect his George
Medal, and they made up for lost time. The war had sharpened Anechka’s socialist convictions out of all
recognition, whilst Uncle Sasha’s patriotic monarchism had hardened in the trenches.
Anyway, in 1921 they had a ritual exchange of quite meaningless letters. Though one thing of substance was
arranged: they were to meet in the autumn. He would come to Nizhny to visit his aunt; she had a friend living
there too. Judging by theirletters, it was these visits to the aunt and the friend which were the only purpose behind
their meeting, now inexorably approaching.
Here again, asking Uncle Sasha why he had not gone to Kazan as soon as he knew she was there, what on
earth had stopped him—or, God forbid, interrogating Anechka on the same subject—would be as much of a waste
of time as cross-questioning Fate. We are not in the theater. We have spent enough time discussing how and why
as it is. What use is it examining other people’s lives, when you can’t even get to know your own, no matter how
many questions you ask it?
How he started towards her in that louse-ridden, lumpish throng when he caught sight of her standing on her
own to one side, hands raised to her neck in agitation! How his poor heart pounded, as if in pain, when he saw her
inexpressibly “Grecian” outline, the curve from hip to knee—an amphora, a Cretan goddess, God knew!
How magnificently she perched on her pedestal above the crowd, without a trace of self-consciousness,
looking for him only; hoping not to miss him, fearing she would, hoping he would not miss her, fearful he would!
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But though she had given her whole being to looking for him, she (as so often happens) did in fact overlook
him, missed him in the crowd. He ran to her, jostling others as he ran, but she still did not see him, and only when
he was close by, an arm’s length, when he reached out and touched the hem of her skirt—she was standing high
up—only then did she see him, let out a gasp, go still paler than before. Then she frowned and plunged towards
him, dirty and unshaven from the journey as he was.
“Sasha!”
But in a flash, the impulse once past, her usual arrogance returned. She narrowed her bright eyes and asked
off-handedly:
“Going to your aunt’s first?”
“Yes.”
He too was coming to grips with his agitation. “Of course.”
Anechka said nothing about the splendid breakfast and coffee which it had cost her such time and effort to
assemble in these times of food shortage, nor did she mention that her friend was out at the moment …
And when at length our hero, shaved and perfumed with the fragrant Houbigant his aunt had brought back
from her last trip to Paris, reached the wretched room lit by one narrow internal window on the fourth floor of a
hideous tenement block, Anechka was alone no longer.
Her friend Fira, a long-nosed girl in a red scarf, had got back from work and was fiddling about meaningfully
with the primus. She gave Uncle Sasha an unfriendly stare, pursing the scarlet bow of her lips as she sniffed
suspiciously at his Parisian chic. She was boiling with revolutionary contempt.
“The name’s Esfir Zinovevna,” Anechka’s friend announced.
“There’s no such name as Esfir,” Uncle Sasha said immediately, locking eyes with her. Exactly so does a welltrained dog seize a stick even when not wanting to: out of habit. Reflexes, damn them!
“Now Esther certainly exists—a wonderful Biblical name,” Uncle Sasha continued. “The point is that in the
course of its long travels round the earth your race has simply forgotten its own language, and now only has the
corrupt Gennan of the shtetls\fn{Ghettos.} to call its own.”
He finished this statement at a gabble, for behind his back he suddenly heard Anechka give a low, agonized
wail from her corner as if she had violent toothache.
“My name is Esfir!” the she-revolutionik snapped. She had taken an instant dislike to him. What on earth could
her golden-haired friend see in this dandified bourgeois down on his luck!
All three of them sat there till late. His hatred for himself and Anechka mounting, he squabbled endlessly with
this Fira who would not call herself by her proper name. At last, voice hoarse, he went back home to his aunt’s.
True, just before he left Fira ostentatiously went out into the corridor of the communal flat to sleep on top of a
trunk, leaving them alone at last. Worn out and furious, head propped on his long fingers which already had the
dessicated look of an old man’s, he smoked his cheap tobacco with loathing. Anechka sat opposite him on the bed
—the only thing there was for her to sit on. Before that dreadful young chit Fira had gone out, both girls had sat
there together, wrinkling their noses at the tobacco smoke, eyes dazed with fatigue and watering with contempt.
Anechka was silent, and when Uncle Sasha got up from his stool and kissed her soft ringless hand with its
nails gnawed to the quick in frustration, she snatched it away in embarrassment and hid it in the pocket of her
cardigan.
“So I’m off now, Anna Nikitichna?" he said, phrasing it as a question.
“Of course.” She screwed up her eyes and nodded.
“See you tomorrow.” For some reason she did not answer, simply shaking her head. For so long he was to
remember—indeed, he never forgot—how she sat on the bed that night, head sunk on her shoulder as though her
neck were broken, as he gave her a farewell bow on the threshold and opened the door into the dark corridor.
And there in the corridor, of course, he tripped over Fira’s trunk, bruising his knee on the sharp metal edge
under its cover of cloth.
There wasn’t a whisper from that direction. He knew full well that she was awake, that she was watching him
in the darkness with her round cat’s eyes …
Then he had trouble with the outer door: he could not find the lock by feel, and kept dropping his soggy
spluttering matches. But at last he mastered it, and went out on to the tiny landing where moonlight was streaming
through the broken window—the only one in the building which light could come through, for the others in this
hellhole had all been blocked up with plywood long since. Stumbling a last time on the broken steps, he went out
into the street and, despite himself, looked upwards—to where he thought her window must be. The movement
brought back a vivid, bitter memory of that wonderful lilac-scented night and the crunch of her light tread on
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gravel. He even stopped for a moment and waited, although what was there to wait for?
When he reached his aunt’s house at around dawn he heard the sound of a ship’s hooter; for this was a river
town too.
*
The following day he did visit her after all, but she said she had to leave. Whether it was the truth or a decision
taken in anger was unclear, and it hardly mattered, but once more he pleaded with her, standing before her in that
hateful room.
“No, stay!”
“Why?” She smiled coldly, appearing not to notice what lay behind his question: something evil had got into
her today.
And again Uncle Sasha begged her ineptly:
“Come back with me!”
“So I suppose you mean I should leave my work here and decamp to the … bosom of your family?”
Anechka looked incredibly beautiful despite her sleepless night—she had even managed to wave her fringe;
heaven knows how she had made time. Her eyes sparkled. She was sickened inside by her show of coquetry, by
her inability to curb it—and more, by her own helplessness before this new life which had so abruptly and
irremediably put an end to the old. What was more she had no money. What was more that young idiot Fira
obviously had no intention of removing herself to the trunk; there she was sitting on the windowsill next to the
dried herring in newspaper bought to provision Anechka on her journey back.
But the author should not expend too much effort on describing the scene which was to follow, judging by the
twitching at the comer of Uncle Sasha’s mouth and the grim expression in Anechka’s eyes after she had uttered
the words “the bosom of your family,” but before he had made his response:
“You—suffragette!”
The years had not softened their characters, only enhanced their vocabularies. In their letters to Sasha’s sisters
they would write things about each other, sometimes, that made those good ladies cry—since all their lives the
sisters loved both Sasha and Anechka dearly; Sasha’s wife, on the other hand, or “the lady doctor” as they called
her, they most heartily disliked.
Incidentally, the lady doctor was a handsome woman; later, when the Civil War ended, the local executive
committee chairman fell in love with her. He was a bachelor of oriental extraction, who could hardly tell the
difference between wheat and rye. Or so Uncle Sasha asserted, face dark with rage; the lady doctor did not turn a
hair. In general she had a talent for not noticing things it was better for her not to. And although she returned his
sisters’ cool feelings, she never said so. It is impossible to say for sure whether she knew about the
correspondence between Uncle Sasha and Anechka, which lasted all their lives—and when they were not writing
to each other they were writing to his sisters, though there were unexpected gaps from time to time, which
according to the teaching of the Ancients must of course have been caused by cataclysmic events in the astral
worlds, where planets keep crashing into each other and exploding—rather like people in the queue outside the
wine shop by the Tishinsky market.
In the wake of one such cosmic event Uncle Sasha went and married the lady doctor who knew how to hold
her tongue. She had little taste for conversation either—not a talker in any sense. All her husband’s many and
various relations were encapsulated for her in the skinny, ascetic person of the oldest sister Nadezhda, her
pernickety genteel poverty, her tall one-eyed husband, a violinist from the Orenburg opera house. The lady doctor
was infuriated by the persistent atmosphere of unhappiness rising from the pair of them and their children: the
children were skinny and nervous, and the younger one even had a tic. The lady doctor—a paediatrician as it
happens—thought health was the most important thing in life. She doted on babies above all, those “little bundles
of fluff.” She had produced four of her own by the time the Second War started, and if Uncle Sasha had not
protested vigorously, and if it had not been for the war, she would no doubt have had a stab at getting a medal for
her efforts in that line.
Sasha’s sisters each wrote to their brother once a month, and Sasha would reply to every letter punctiliously.
The lady doctor thought privately that her husband would have been better writing some kind of dissertation than
wasting time on such fripperies. But she was wrong there, for Uncle Sasha had a hearty contempt for dissertation
writing, if only because Anechka had been awarded a high degree.
After graduating from the Agricultural Academy in Moscow (a course on which she had embarked in order to
rile her non-lover in her turn), Anechka had gone off to some institute in Poltava, where she had launched into a
detailed study of grassland crop rotation. All in order to spite Uncle Sasha, who ground his teeth when he heard
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the name “Williams”—and Williams was not even the worst of them!
“Bonnets in the air!” Uncle Sasha would yell on receipt of the predictable missive from one of his sisters, full
of gush about Anechka's dissertation and the fete which had followed it. “The empty-headed little patriot!
Squatting on her branched wheat\fn{Probably a reference to triticale, a cereal product produced by crossing wheat and rye, superior
to both, and rendered fertile and breedable during the 1930’s .} like a mermaid beached on a rock!”
It was nonsense about the branched wheat, of course: Anechka had written her dissertation on clover. But the
lady doctor seemed oddly delighted by the vicious sallies Uncle Sasha launched into whenever he got a letter
from one of his sisters. Naturally she had no idea what was getting him so het up (or then again, perhaps she did),
but at any rate over all the years of their marriage she had only once asked him who Anechka was.
That was after the war, after Anechka’s dissertation was finished—but here begins an independent story within
our shaggy-dog story about Anechka and Uncle Sasha. A globe within a globe, like those ivory toys made by the
Chinese as presents for the generalissimo,\fn{Probably an allusion to Chiang Kai-shek (1887-1975), Nationalist Chinese leader
(from 1927); he was often referred to by that title.} as the Friendship of Nations took its unpredictable course—a smaller
one inside the larger, and so on ad infinitum—and just so my tale runs on, who knows where …
It was then—after the journey about which the reader and the lady doctor have heard nothing, after the journey
arranged without warning, in secret—when Uncle Sasha had been about to set off to the Crimea as usual, but had
changed his mind, repacked his suitcase at dead of night and sneaked off to Kazan, and then arrived back home
three days later, again without warning—it was then that the lady doctor had asked, by the way as it were:
“So who is Anechka?”
“Cousin of mine”—the lie was uttered defensively, but then he added with a clear conscience:
“Gone mad on clover, the minx!”
And when even this seemed putting it too mildly:
“It’s her time of life,” he said.
“Sasha!” the lady doctor chided, pointing at her daughter, who was all ears (she was the youngest child, with
bright brown eyes—“Just like her father,” as the lady doctor would explain with a sigh to her lady friends).
It appears that Anechka had herself put forth the olive branch and encouraged this journey. It was she who had
wished to kiss and make up; and, after a conference in Gorky which she had attended as the Poltava Institute’s
representative, she had sent Uncle Sasha a note. True, if I am not mistaken, Uncle Sasha had just prior to that sent
her congratulations on her birthday via his sister Nadya, but it is not at all clear whether the latter had passed them
on. For she had enough to preoccupy her on her own account: fussing now about her one-eyed violinist husband
losing his job in the orchestra, now about her son being called up …
When Anechka suggested a trip down the river (as a conference delegate she had the right to book tickets on
the steamer), Uncle Sasha, surprisingly enough, responded immediately. He did not go on his usual autumn trip to
Gurzuf, as he had every year in the last twenty-five (excluding the war, of course). Anechka loved the Crimea as
much as he did, but she always went there in the spring. Perhaps we may suppose that they did think of one
another despite everything when they scrambled out of the stifling heat of the charabanc on to the narrow Gurzuf
square after hours of torment on the winding Crimean roads, perhaps we may suppose that each experienced a
similar feeling of liberty as, six months apart, they walked down to the sea with its famous backdrop, on which
the shadowy outline of the Ayu-Dag is sketched.
No doubt each wished the other would give way, give up his or her dreadful behaviour. That Uncle Sasha, head
still shaved in the fashion of the 1930s, would suddenly appear when the almonds were in bloom and stay with
one of the friends with whom he always stayed when he was in Gurzuf, the Tatar or the honourable old gent who
had once been the president of a club for mountain guides. Or that, in autumn, Anechka would suddenly appear in
the midst of the famous juniper thicket that edged the serpentine hillside path …
But even then (my spiteful reader observes), even then they would never have met; or else things would have
continued just as before. And in fact that was exactly what did happen on that boat trip which I have just
mentioned: true to themselves, they had a terrible quarrel. He had a fit of jealousy over her feelings for Trofim
Denisovich Lysenko.\fn{Soviet agronomist (1898-1976). He received state support for his (anti-Mendelian) theory that acquired
characteristics may be inherited during the time of Josef Stalin, holding two of the most prestigeous posts in Communist agricultural
circles: Presdient of the Lenin All-Union Academy of Agricultural Sciences (1938-1956) aned Director of the Institute of genetics, U.S.S.R.
Academy of Sciences (1940-1965) .} (Here I had better explain: that very same biologist and academician who was

enjoying fame at the time for his work with branched wheat.) So there we are!
When Uncle Sasha and Anechka quarreled it was always hard to tell who had started it: to an outside observer
it looked as though a tide of black water had welled up from the depths of their tormented souls—a fatal,
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annihilating tide—and then subsided, leaving the river banks bare and battered.
But anyway …
“Why, Anna Nikitichna, you haven’t changed a bit!” said Uncle Sasha to Anechka on the quay when she
turned up, late, in a grey Pobeda with chequerboard markings on the door, to find him waiting there with his
Chinese mackintosh flung over his shoulder.
This was a comment made for effect, not meant to bear scrutiny—and, in fact, that very minute he noticed the
fine web of wrinkles on her Tatar cheekbones and felt a stab of pity for the inroads made by the years on her, as
on him. But immediately Anechka’s eyes glittered vengefully, with the old dangerous light, and he said again,
voice not quite steady this time:
“You haven’t changed a bit, Anna Nikitichna!”—and this time the statement had a greater flavor of sincerity.
His sisters informed him she was still unattached, still, they would say, dropping their voices, and always, but
always, giviing him meaning looks. And they would never forget to mention it in their letters, too.
“Anechka is still unattached.”
Anechka had a new hairstyle. Being single, she took good care of herself, and that was especially obvious now,
in this crowd of provincials. He had always been struck by how she stood out in a crowd, and he was so now as
she strode towards him with steps whose lightness the years had done nothing to decrease. Her hair was done in
two plaits round her head and pinned at the temples. She still had the look of a finely bred horse …
He was tormented by the riddle of why she should have stayed single and independent; sometimes he tried to
imagine her life and would often fantasize about a bastard son. Yes, it had to be like that: the “unattached” his
sisters insisted on did not convince him for a minute. And what was Anna Nikitichna thinking? Who could say
what thoughts flashed every night through her head with its covering of now not so blonde locks? But at this
moment she was thinking that she didn’t look half bad in spite of everything.
What self-deception is possible as one looks in the mirror, glad that one looks more intelligent than when one
was younger! Oh, one says to oneself, one’s mouth was nondescript then, one had round shoulders—hunched to
hide the embarrassing, unfamiliar bosom. But only those who remember otherwise can tell of the indescribable
charm of those pouting lips on the sweet, bland young face.
Happily, Uncle Sasha did not remember the former Anechka as he looked at the new one. And this new
Anechka was softened and charmed by the autumnal beauty of the river banks, and also by seeing Uncle Sasha
face to face again. She sighed faintly.
Her square-toed Czech patent shoes (she’d just bought them, at the conference) set off her long slim legs a
treat as she followed Uncle Sasha down the central carpet of the ship’s restaurant, sniffing in pleasurable
anticipation of supper. A tangy scent wafted from the plates of pickled herring and onion, nestling by carafes of
chilled vodka veiled in droplets, which the waiters carried past on their silvery nickel trays …
Swishing her pleated skirt, Anechka sank gratefully into the heavy armchair which Uncle Sasha had gallantly
pulled out for her, hitched her patent handbag to the back with affected negligence (what luck, it matched her
shoes exactly) and sat smiling vaguely into space.
The champagne went to her head immediately, and this was when she decided for some reason (but then again,
why shouldn’t she have decided to share her happiness with an old friend?)—decided to tell Uncle Sasha about
her dissertation. Knowing how conceited Anechka was, his sisters had kept quiet, in their letters to her, about
Uncle Sasha’s virulent tirades on that very subject. She poured out all the amusing details of the fete and, tipsy
from lack of habit, threw caution to the winds as she switched to an excited analysis of the recent conference in
Gorky and the talks given by all the most famous scientists in the country. Then she suddenly clapped her hands
and with girlish gaucherie requested a bottle of that delicious cream soda.
Uncle Sasha called the waiter and ordered some cream soda as she had asked, but Anechka’s behavior, all her
little airs, suddenly struck him as affected and overdone. She failed to notice his morose expression as he listened
to all her “mad euphoria” and delirious chatter on the subject of corn and clover and soil types, and how harvest
yields were getting better and better (when he knew damn well there had been a drought for the last two years).
He was getting more and more angry. His hand shook with rage as he poured out the vodka and drank glass after
glass—he had long stopped pouring her any or clinking glasses. Now she was nattering on about Trofim
Denisovich’s visit to the institute—yes, that was what she called him, “Trofim Denisovich.”
It came into Uncle Sasha’s head that she might be fifty years old, but she was still a damn fine woman, and
everyone knew that these single ladies were a lot more mettlesome than the married ones, and if this was the way
she was carrymg on with Sasha, who was nothmg out of the ordinary, God knew what she might have been up to
with an academician.
1015

He started to beat a tattoo on the table with his fist.
Eventually even Anechka noticed the strange look in his eyes and stopped in her tracks.
“What is it, Sasha?” she asked anxiously.
Well, there you have it, that stupid forgetfulness of women’s. If that is the right word! Try a simple test: stop a
woman in the street, any woman, and ask her if she can tell her right from her left. If she doesn’t get all huffy or
fail to understand the question, she’ll answer it—but she’ll have to think for a minute first. And that’s what they’re
all like, all the time! Anechka should have shut up long ago and let a man tell her about what he was doing,
putting in an encouraging word or two and making goo-goo eyes at him. But instead she had to give him all this
rubbish about Trofim Denisovich this, and Trofim Denisovich that, and if you knew what he was really like,
Trofim Denisovich I mean! Well, he’s just brilliant! And do you know they’ve sown two hectares of his branched
wheat in the next sector! And I must tell you about my clover! And, hoarse with jealousy, Uncle Sasha bawled:
“Your academician’s nothing but a cock!”
Shot him down in flames. But then he added in honeyed tones:
“A worn-out old cock in a miserable Poltava henhouse.”
“Alexander Vasilevich!” Anechka’s eyes had narrowed, but Uncle Sasha was unstoppable.
“Cock-a-doodle-doo! Cock-a-doodle-doo! And the hens all go: cluck-cluck-cluck!” he cried, mimicking their
expressions.
“You’re not just stupid, you’re common too!” Anechka said, sounding almost surprised at herself.
“Maybe I am!” There would be no end to it now.
“And a boor!” Anna Nikitichna's blood was up now.
“Yes, I’m a boor!” said Uncle Sasha triumphantly. "But I’ve got a head on my shoulders, though—not a prick,
like your academician!”
Hearing him pronounce this coarse word with a sort of special flourish—or so it seemed to her—she went as
white as a sheet and, scarcely knowing what she was doing, seized at the white tablecloth and hauled it towards
her. The bowls of black and red caviar, the plate of sturgeon and salmon garnished with flirtatious twirls of celery
leaf and rings of cooked carrot, the carafe of vodka and the two glasses into which Uncle Sasha had so recently,
yes, really so recently, only half an hour before, poured the Abra-Dursu Moroccan champagne brought to him on
the shiny metal tray—all this went crashing and tinkling over the table. And when Anechka’s fork (which was first
to reach the edge) went flying out on to the floor, Anechka frowned darkly, twisted the cloth round her muscular
hand and flung the whole bundle, all the fruits of sea and shore the restaurant had harvested, to the floor in an
explosion of anger.
The bottle of cream soda, Anechka’s favorite, bounced under the next-door table without breaking and landed
right by the top boots of a colonel still in early middle age, who was spending his leave in the company of the
wife of a lieutenant in his regiment. The lieutenant’s wife let out a squeal.
“Ah, the sufferings of our great nation!” said Uncle Sasha for reasons best known to himself. Who knows to
whom he addressed this—hardly to the colonel and his lady-friend, and if it was to Anechka, then there was no
point, for she had vanished in any case.
Choked with sobs, she was running to her cabin in the stern, to her tiny single cabin. Once there, fully dressed
—not bothering to remove even her Czech patent leather shoes—she flung herself on the bunk, and lay there till
at last her sobs abated. That night she got out at the very first stop, so that she would never have to see him again.
They both knew it. He watched her go. He sat the whole night in a deckchair, teeth chattering with cold, so that he
was hidden from view and could watch her go down the ship’s ladder, patent shoes flashing in the gloom.
It was a tiny, ancient landing stage, and the hour was past midnight. Apart from Anechka, the clucking hen, the
she-idiot, no one got out there.
What the devil had got into her? This was more than slamming the door in his face—as she’d done fifteen
years ago, slammed it and gone out God knows where, left the little dining room in his sister’s flat in Moscow and
gone into the bedroom next door. But now? Mind you, Anechka had behaved quite badly enough even that other
time: she hadn’t come out to eat for two days; in fact, she hadn’t emerged at all so far as he could tell, she’d just
stayed like a statue on his sister’s bed with her feet up and her hair down, reading the Short History of the
Communist Party (it had been published not long before) and chewing a lock of hair she’d twisted round her
finger—even at that age she still had the habits of a schoolgirl.
And when Uncle Sasha met her eyes at unexpected moments—for instance, when the door of the bedroom was
open, and he appeared at the midpoint of the axis between her silly golden head and his sister’s narrow hand on
the latch—when his gaze met hers, she would immediately turn her back, but all the same he would glimpse the
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red spots of uncontrollable hatred on her high-cheekboned face.
And that last evening before he left for home, Anechka was still behind closed doors in the bedroom. At supper
with his sister and her husband he asked loudly (for he’d had a glass or two of vodka):
“So what does Anna Nikitichna do about going to the loo? Does she climb in and out through the window? Or
does the lady have a po in there, like some merchant’s wife?”
“Sasha!” his sister cried indignantly and rushed into the bedroom, but there she must also have heard
something not to her taste, for she shot out again, and her husband, who was a mild-mannered man for all his
military calling, lit himself a cigarette at table, which was unheard of: normally he would go out on the balcony to
smoke, or in winter would smoke through the open window. For two days already a deathly hush had reigned
behind the bedroom door, but now it became quieter still. Until at last the silence was broken by the bedroom door
opening and there she stood, hair unbrushed, Tatar eyes narrowed—the Medusa, that was the only word for her—
on the threshold in his sister’s dressing gown, which was several inches too short for her. His sister was weeping
in the kitchen.
“Why do you say such terrible, stupid things to each other!”
His sister’s husband made a sudden decision to smoke on the balcony after all.
That was dreadful. But, as he lay panting with hatred on the broken-backed camp bed, which creaked and
heaved its coarsely darned canvas skin under him, as he lay all that long sleepless night, waiting for the morning
trill of his alarm clock, signal to get up and start the journey home, begin his other life again, he knew that she
was sleeping beside him. In the next room. And that no one but he could hurt her. He would kill anyone who tried.
He called that night to mind as he stood in the shadow of the bridge, numb with the damp cold rising from the
river, and watched over her sad escape. And it seemed to him that all those long years before, during and after the
war had never been; there were only those two nights on end, those nights when he had lost her for ever.
*
Ten years later his younger sister, her favourite, had died, but Sasha and Anechka still had not met. She had
arrived a day late for the funeral, after he had gone. It had been in August and she had not been able to get a
ticket.
Uncle Sasha had learnt of this from a long letter sent by his sister’s husband. After the death of his beloved
wife he had begun writing to Uncle Sasha in her stead. Uncle Sasha also heard that Anechka had been ill a lot the
previous winter, that she was now in poor health and still unattached. This last fact now surprised him no more.
The letter also contained a slip of paper with her address on it in her own hand. Uncle Sasha recognized her
scrawl immediately: it was unforgettable. The corner of the paper was torn: she had obviously written in haste. He
could not work out whether she had written it specially for him or had given it to his sister’s husband when she
left there. The husband did not explain, though he did say that Anechka was still working in the Poltava institute,
where she now had a senior research fellowship. She had not yet retired and had no intention of retiring in the
immediate future; indeed, why should she, when the directors of her institute thought so highly of her that she had
just been allocated a new two-roomed flat?
Naturally Uncle Sasha had no intention of writing to her, but he put the paper away in case.
*
Another five years later another funeral—cousin Georgy’s this time—finally did bring them together.
Remember Georgy? Do you mean to say I really haven’t mentioned him in all this time? Have you forgotten
that evening on the terrace long ago when Anechka was sitting on the swing, a week before the archduke’s
untimely death? When the priest’s daughters were drinking tea with cream, and Uncle Sasha was making his jokes
about how the horses at her cousin’s stud farm would make good drays for Ukrainian breweries? Why
“Ukrainian?” That’s just Uncle Sasha’s nasty sense of humor. But, to be fair, Anechka herself was hardly all sugar
and spice.
This time they did both manage to get there, and on the same day. Both arrived in Kuybyshev, he from Kama
and she from Poltava, in time to climb the steep surburban side street behind the coffin carrying her cousin
Georgy, a humble retired physics teacher.
And perhaps it was the moment, drawn out by the mourners’ slow footsteps, when the procession (if that is the
right word for the huddle of the deceased’s nearest and dearest, to boot his wife, also a retired schoolteacher,
fussing beside the coffin in her black plush hat, and a few of his friends), when Anechka and Uncle Sasha (for let
us so address them to the bitter end) turned the comer and glimpsed the great river with the ever-present shade of
the steamer on it, perhaps it was then—or perhaps it was that moment at the station, whither he had been forced to
accompany her and a woman friend of hers—they were both leaving on the same inconvenient night train—when
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the train moved off and her face appeared at the carriage window smoothed by the thick pane, and when she
smiled the smile he had not seen for decades, and Uncle Sasha’s legs turned to cotton wool as he remembered
how wild she had been in the past and the stupid events in Nizhny, and he shook inwardly as he recognized in the
wrinkled little old woman with tightly waved hair that Fira whom he had so hated long ago, and was astonished to
realize that these women had been friends all these years, but the train was going, she was off again …
In fact it doesn’t really matter when, the point is that it was this meeting, sad though the attendant circumstances were, which made Uncle Sasha and Anechka understand that their relations, which seemed to have ended for
all time, would continue against their will; that, besides, they had reached that strange stage when the physical
presence of one adds nothing in the eyes of the other but, on the contrary, irritates by its inadequacy to convey the
inexpressible, overwhelms by its lack of appropriateness.
How should we explain the essence, which is in any case a mystery, the Kantian\fn{ Immanuel Kant (1724-1804),
German philosopher.} Ding an sich as Uncle Sasha put it? And if that mysterious Ding an sich should take root in our
soil … Oh! We can only cry, Oh! That is all that is left to us.
In vain does the steamer stranded on a sandbank somewhere near the town that was once Samara call out in the
fog, waking the solitary widow on her metal bedstead with its nickel knobs. The phials of heart medicine and
tranquillizers lined up on the bentwood chair (the very one for which the stage managers of so many Chekhov
productions have searched in vain!)—the phials rattle against each other as the bed’s wire netting heaves under
the weight of the widow’s grieving soul, whose transient covering dries up with her every sigh—for only in old
age does that covering seem to enchain the soul; in youth, by contrast, the soul seems to look out of every cell of
the tender female body, which is, of course, the essence of satanic temptation, for the soul is the soul, it is all or
nothing.
Let us leave the widow and Samara, now the industrial town of Kuybyshev, let us omit from our narrative all
the idiocies and misunderstandings of the correspondence now resumed, let us forget about the absurd quarrel
when he sent her a New Year’s card with a snapshot of himself in his new suit and the bowler hat which he,
ignoring the protests of his wife, had begun to wear in his old age, and Anechka responded by sending him a
photograph of her cat on a cushion embroidered by her own hand … to the devil with all that!
Once again they had bought tickets on the same boat—by “they” I mean Uncle Sasha and Anechka, of course.
He saw her straightaway. She was standing with her suitcase at her feet, elbows on the plaster balustrade above
the steps stretching down to the river, hair sleek and face alight. She was wearing a raincoat of good gray cloth—
that was modem, but her two plaits were pinned up over her ears as they had been that earlier time, in 1950, the
way she had started to wear her hair after the war, and the sight of her bare neck below the stupid hairstyle was
like a blow to the solar plexus. His wife was better looking, younger, had kept her figure, but over the years he
had stopped caring whether he ever saw or thought about her again. He had not given her a thought now; the lady
doctor has not been mentioned because of the author’s silly habit of going off the point—there is no reason at all
to speak about her, or their grown children, even the youngest of whom, the little daughter, has long moved away
from home, is married and working as a supervisor in a shop. Uncle Sasha himself eventually went up to Anechka
with an air of self-importance—trying to favor the leg which had been a bit lame since his recent stroke—and she
turned to face him, sensing his presence.
He took off his bowler and held it in his hands.
And where on earth had he got the bowler, come to mention it? Surely it couldn’t date from “an earlier era,” as
the euphemism has it? How could he have kept it?
And why hadn’t Uncle Sasha’s bowler turned to dust under the assault of wind, weather and war? All that is
dim and mysterious, but that the bowler existed is confirmed by documentary evidence. For it was in that very
bowler (of which the reader would gladly hear no more) that Uncle Sasha sat on the deck of the steamer Ivan
Nekrasov. No, that is no misprint: the steamer which took Sasha and Anechka on their river trip really was called
the Ivan Nekrasov, for it was named not after the poet,\fn{Nikolai Alekseevich Nekrasov (1821-1878); his main theme was
compassion for the suffering of the peasantry. In 1846 he bought The Contemporary (Sovremennik), Pushkin’s journal, which had declined
after the death of its founder, and transformed it into a major literary journal and a paying conceren, in which both Turgenev and Tolstoi
published their early works, editing it until its suppression by the government in 1866. Perhaps his best display of vigorous, realistic satire
is to be found in his large-scale narrative poem, Who Can be Happy and Free in Russia? (Komu na Rusi zhit khoroseho?), which was
brought out the year after his death, and finally translated into English in 1917 .} but after a ship’s mechanic and hero of whom

my snooty Moscow reader may not have heard. And it is just as well that his surname was Nekrasov and not
Gogol; many people are not too sure of Nekrasov’s first name; they might think it really was Ivan, but everyone
knows Gogol’s was Nikolay and that’s that.
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So Uncle Sasha sits in his deckchair, crossing his long thin feet in their shiny shoes, and Anechka stands over
him in her severe hairstyle, leaning her elbow on the back of the chair. They are both staring at one and the same
point, but the birdie we are always told to watch never does fly out, and it hasn’t flown out for them either. It’s a
bad photograph: it’s turning yellow and it was taken into the sun in the first place, so you can’t see their eyes and
their wrinkles stand out, but compositionally this ugly little piece shows its affinity with those pompous,
respectable pictures of the turn of the century, decorated all over (even on the backs) with eagles and medals. And
so it’s not hard to work out who must have taken the photograph, especially since the Ivan Nekrasov was not a
cruise ship, but an ordinary passenger steamer: there was no music booming on either of her decks, she stopped at
every landing stage, and the passengers, like our two heroes, were all more than familiar with the journey.
Well now, the bowler hat and the photograph have helped me to cut from his tender glance at her graying
elderly plaits, the unforgettable second when they looked into one another’s eyes, to a later scene, when, having
got their things unpacked in their respective cabins, they met up on deck again.
“Where shall we take our promenade, dear Anna Nikitichna?” Uncle Sasha asked with an ironic bow. “In the
stem or the bows?”
Don”t worry, dear reader, for …
“I don’t mind, Sasha,” said Anechka.
And here for the first time in their lives they were in a strange dilemma: neither of them cared, so one of them
had to decide. They would have stood even longer, astonished at one another, had not the evening sunlight
peeking behind the steep bank caught their eye. Anechka turned round and made a move to the right; Uncle Sasha
sensed her movement and set off for the stem.
They were quieter this time, more earnest. Perhaps it was a premonition of parting, perhaps it was the deaths of
certain Great Academicians in a symbolic sense as well as the everyday one—and above all the Chief and Premier
Academician—or perhaps it was the purchase of grain overseas which had curbed their pride and put a stop to
their quarrels. At any rate the words “grain,” “soil” and “Russia” were not mentioned. True, at one point she did
say that she enjoyed watching the gymnastics on television, and Uncle Sasha said drily as he sipped his mineral
water that he didn’t approve of sport for women.
“That Marx of yours, Anna Nikitichna, were he still living (God rest him), would think as I do!”
Uncle Sasha was, after all, not letting the past go unavenged here, as he touched on the great man’s frivolous
reply to a home questionnaire—in his day such things were fashionable—asking:
“What do you value in women?” to which he responded: “Weakness!”
But Anechka’s heart could beat no faster in anger; for she was already suffering from tachycardia and
stenocardia, the after-effects of her service on the Poltava front in the war for clover improvement.
After supper Uncle Sasha untied the black lacquer stick which he had lashed to the handle of his suitcase, and
she took off her new brown sandals (sandalettes, as she called them), wrapped them in newspaper and pushed
them under her bunk, and put on some comfortable checked slippers.
For a long time they circled the snow-white decks of the Ivan Nekrasov as it moved into the night; then,
without a word, they walked to the stem.
They were alone.
At first, to be sure, they shared the deck with a big man in a leather coat and a scarf up to his ears, but soon he
started feeling chilly and left.
Silence. The steamer's heart thumped. The water slapped. Stars spoke of eternal life. As the early June sun
came up, or to be more exact, as the light of dawn showed, tingeing the fluffy clouds with pink, Anechka said
dreamily:
“The rosy-fingered dawn.”
She was smiling.
“Don’t talk like some blushing virgin,” Uncle Sasha sneered.
“But I am a virgin,” said Anechka.
“I know," said Uncle Sasha. And, dropping to his knees before her, he began to weep.
Anechka was choked by tears.
And the author is choked by tears, too, though he is neither young nor old, but has “gray hair here and there,”
neither one thing nor the other, and so lives on, a mixture of hopes and memories.
178.93 Excerpt from Wonderland Of The North\fn{by Yuvan Shestalov (1937- )} “on the shores of the large and
plentiful Ob River,” Khantia-Mansia Autonomous Okrug, Russia (M) 5
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Your author knows nothing about agriculture. Once he spent the whole summer tending a radish, but it bolted,
reaching out for the sunlight, its leaves in riot and its feeble straggly roots like threadworrns in the rain. In his
garden three solitary flowers have spent three winters unsheltered. They huddle in affront, muttering:
“The scoundrel, the scoundrel …”
But I’ll take a chance all the same, and tell you a story that does have a connection with agriculture, in a way.
In the background to this agricultural narrative, or to be more exact, in its central field, a boat looms up: a river
steamer, nothing out of the ordinary, the usual sort, white-painted, with a restaurant in the bows and another in the
stern.
Over the fifty years during which the doomed love of my very ordinary heroes runs from start to finish, the
boats that ply the rivers have changed far less than other machines, their blood brothers, and the old swan simile
still exactly fits the magnificent grace of their motion. Once the author’s delight in such a boat nearly caused him
to swallow whole mouthfuls of sludgy Volkhov river water. A magically white steamer first floated in view above
the grass and flowers of the bank, then, rounding the peninsular, struck up a tune, like a great symphony orchestra,
in the middle of the river. Cows lifted their horned heads, and the cowherd made his ritual exclamation, proving
once more how true is the general belief that river boats have an extraordinary effect on the Russian psyche. No
doubt the roots of this excitement can be traced back to the time when we, that is our ancestors, idly grazed our
cows and got our children in subconscious expectation of the Varangians’ arrival, which would put us on the path
to statehood and set everything—everything even yet unfinished—in motion.\fn{ The emergence of Russia as a unitary
state begin with the 9th century AD erruption of Scandinavian Vikings into a number of regions in northern Europe, of which Russian areas
formed their eastern-most conquest. Accordeing to the Primary Chronicle (the primary Eastern Slavic source for much of early Russian
history, it was the Slaves themselves around Novgorod who, ion 862, voluntarily chose Ryurik, a Scandinavian chief, to rule over them, as
a way to end the perpetual public disorder among themselves. About the same time the Varangiasns also conquered Kiev; and in 882, Kiev
and Novgorod were united as the State of Kievan Rus under a single ruler from the house of Ryurik. In 988 this state adopted the Greek
Orthodox religion during the reign of Volodymyr I (Vladimir I, aka St. Vladimir), and Kiev becme the leading religious center of Kievan
Rus.}

But the author is cowardly! How timidly he hesitates, how fearful he is to miss out what is most important.
How easily he lets himself be distracted in the hope that he may not have to finish what he has begun. In fact he
would never have written anything at all, had it not been for insomnia or the demon of some kind, roused by
boredom, which climbs on to his windowsill of a moonlit night—a night like this one, in fact—had it not been for
Memory, God rot her …
Take the soul-stirring word “pro-to-pla-sm” for example, which once uttered, will exist for ever.
“Protoplasm”—that was exactly the word my grandmother’s cousin Uncle Sasha used about me in my childhood, when my grandmother made me climb on a chair and recite one of Turgenev’s glorious nature descriptions.
Or perhaps my third cousin twice removed was talking about Turgenev? It is by no means impossible, after all,
that he disliked the great author, especially if a certain lady named Anechka did not. For Uncle Sasha had a difficult character, cross-grained, as they would have said in the old days.
Sometime long ago Uncle Sasha had been young. He was the eldest son in the large family of a landowner in
Perm. His father was a widower, with masses of daughters and one other son, Sasha’s younger brother Petka, a
lively and feckless youth who dreamt of becoming the pilot of a flying machine, but vanished into oblivion along
with the fragments of his absurd vehicle. Uncle Sasha had been studying abroad at the time. He got back to Russia
just before war broke out, itching for great deeds, and found his elderly father in the clutches of a soubrette, his
sisters still spinsters and bewailing Petka’s fate, and the estate gone to rack and ruin. It was summer on the Kama,
the air was full of nightingales …
Soon he left home again. Agriculture was what Uncle Sasha had been studying during his time abroad, and so
he quickly found work as the estate manager for a rich relative. But a month later he had a terrible quarrel with
him, a real exchange of insults. Apparently his extraordinary pride had been stung by the relative’s suspicion that
Uncle Sasha was hoping for a little something in his will.
In truth there was no “apparently” and “suspicion” about it, for the relative had no children and no wife, and he
was sinking fast. His disease was incurable: “consumption,” they told the girls, but the men knew how things
really stood.
Well, anyway, Uncle Sasha came back home, forgetting even to pack in his fury. His luggage came on after
him soon enough, but that was later, when his sisters’ friend Anechka quarreled in her turn with Uncle Sasha and
went rushing off to Kazan.
When she was little, he called her the “Tatar girl” because of her narrow dark-blue eyes set in her sallow high1020

cheekboned face. He thought she was ugly, but that was his mistake. She turned into a real beauty …
They used to play croquet together in the garden. He knew the rules better than she did, of course, and took
care to let her know it. She lost her temper, but he still would not let her alone. So she picked up the mallet in her
pretty little hand and with startling force, flung it—no, not at his head—into the lilac hedge which bordered the
croquet lawn. She had wild blood in her, did Anechka; maybe the “Tatar” bit was right. Her parents were
merchants in Kazan.
It was then, in those long-forgotten times, that they began to argue. Anechka had a stubborn belief in the need
for social change and had no time at all for mysticism or fashionable decadence. Half-jokingly he contradicted
her, and was privately delighted by the red spots of indignation which burnt on her enchanting cheeks. It was all a
game: he would be as provocative as he knew how. Once, he said that he loathed Tolstoy, and she got breathless
with fury. But at that point his sisters all joined in, and the daughters of the parish priest (who had poured scorn on
their poor father since Tolstoy’s excommunication)\fn{ The Synod of the Russian Orthodox Church excommunicated Leo
Tolstoy in 1901.} added their voices to the chorus.
Anechka shut her mouth straightaway: she wanted to be a soloist or nothing. He tried to sting her into a
response, but his efforts seem not to have been up to much. Such at least was the message in her eyes and
contemptuously wrinkled nose. In vain did he expand on Dostoevsky\fn{ Fyodor Mikhaylovich Dostoyevsky (1821-1881),
Russian author.} and eschatology, on the Russian peasant and systems of land tenure and even—for reasons best
known to himself—on the stallion at her cousin’s stud farm, who (the stallion not the cousin) was somehow not
properly thoroughbred about the rump. But even this last bit of idiocy was received in fastidious maidenly silence.
On other days, in other years, how he hated her for that mulishness, but now, in the spring of 1914, he could
see only her glorious face and was certain she was silent for his sake, as before she had argued for his sake—yes,
that was it!
Afterwards the young ladies drank their tea with dollops of cream and sang to an accompaniment banged out
on the out-of-tune baby grand by the eldest daughter. In silence Anechka moved to the swing at the edge of the
terrace, in silence she sat down and began to swing, back and forth, one-two, her white flannel skirt beating time
softly and catching on her white lacey stockings.
Uncle Sasha was the first to walk off. He had a glass of port in his father’s study—it was empty, his father was
off in Kazan with his soubrette. But when he’d finished his glass of rich ruby liquid, he went back to the young
ladies. Nothing had changed: she was still sitting on the swing, face like a Scythian idol. Uncle Sasha froze in the
door a moment, then leapt to the piano and ripped his sister’s hands from the keys, planting a smacking kiss just
above her wrist, and started to thump out the chorus of a stupid popular song which had just come into his head.
Annette, oh ho:
not yes, not no;
Annette, God bless,
not no, not yes.

The young ladies were convulsed, but Anechka gave him not one look; the baggage, she just went on swinging
with her Tatar stoicism.
When at length they all went off to their rooms, he went too, but he soon realized he would not be able to
sleep, for he was desperately in love with Anechka. He dressed quickly and went into the garden. Anechka, too,
could not sleep, it seemed. Light reflected from her room lay etched in a neat triangle on the damp grass of the
lawn. He formed the word “Anechka” with his lips. At that moment the light went out.
“She’s gone to bed,” he guessed, but for some reason he took one more turn round the house and stopped once
more before her darkened window before going back to his room.
Suddenly there was a crunch of gravel on the path. Anechka was standing two paces away from him. He took
her chilly hand and led her behind him, stumbling on the thick roots of the centenarian limes, led her down to the
river, which opened out before them with each step they took, glittering and stretching to the pale May sky. The
deep sound of a ship’s hooter made them quicken their steps, and when at length they ran out on to the broad
sandbank, they saw the ship right in front of them.
Brightly and festively its many lights glimmered as it sailed on the calm water, as solitary as a night-time
walker on a road. The engine thumped dully and the sound of the water was fresh and musical as it slapped
against the metal body. The ship seemed to quiver with tension and excitement.
A sharp sense of fatefulness cut into Uncle Sasha and Anechka. There was no mistaking it: this was meant.
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Anechka groaned softly. Uncle Sasha pressed her to him gingerly, but she broke away from him and, fully dressed
but for her light summer shoes—she had trouble finding them afterwards in the warm sand—ran headlong into the
river towards the boat. Her gauzy skirts spread out like a bell on the water, flowing round her like a ballerina’s
tutu. Laughing with pleasure, she raced back to Uncle Sasha.
“Madwoman, he said to her. “Darling … madwoman … mine …”
“Madwoman, darling, yours”—she seemed to agree, eyes flashing black in the darkness. And she shivered not
only from cold, but from a mixture of shame and delight, as he covered her slim, quickstepping feet with kisses.
*
In the morning they went out into the meadows in a droshky. That was another thing people liked to do in
those days.
The heat beat down mercilessly. Uncle Sasha was driving, Anechka had pulled her white hat down low over
her brows, and beads of sweat glimmered on her upper lip. The hat tumbled into the road as he kissed her. The
horses swished their tails lazily, and the gadflies hummed—summer had come.
“Let’s go to the Crimea,” Uncle Sasha said. “To Yurzuf,”
“It’s too hot there now,” Anechka said. “Spring would be better.”
“Autumn,” he said and kissed her. “After the wedding, in the autumn.”
“Whose wedding?” she said, screwing up her eyes, but he kissed her again. “I’m going to Switzerland.”
“Why?”
“Why not?” she laughed. “Would you like to come too?”
“Where?”
“Switzerland!”
“I’ve been there—and anyway, Switzerland is boring.”
The horses jerked forward, covering the hat with dust. But that wasn’t the quarrel. The quarrel was later, on the
terrace, when Anechka, dressed for dinner, sat down on that wretched swing again.
Now it was her time to talk. After she got back from her travels—and, please note, Uncle Sasha was expected
to wait for her—they would begin work together. Anechka had schemes of transporting fruit from the south to the
north, she had socialist convictions about all kinds of things. Uncle Sasha was silent. She narrowed her eyes to
slits …
At length he asked: “So you think the peasants will eat your fruit and like it?”
She flared up, but a demon seemed to have taken hold of Uncle Sasha: he liked making her angry, all the more
so since listening to her idiotic speeches gave him a sense of possessing them and her, and he was delighted by
this new sensation.
“‘In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread.’ It’s the scriptural curse,” hissed Uncle Sasha, no longer taking
good care what he said. “And the most important thing in women is mystery, indefinability. It’s difficult enough to
preserve that in marriage anyway, but if you labor hand in hand …” He burst out laughing. “Let me out! I’d not
stand it for more than a month!”
She said that there would be no need for him to stand it, she would leave straightaway herself, this minute.
She did not even stay for dinner, despite the sisters’ pleas. He hid behind the portiere and watched his restless
lady-love go. How like a thoroughbred mare this Tatar girl was—and he adored horses. How proudly she shook
her head at him, believing it was for the last time! How he shook with joy in his hiding place when she flashed her
eyes in victory at him, consumed by pride and self-love!
How well he knew the gloomy Gothic hall of the best flower shop in Kazan, the stifling greenhouse smell
behind the heavy wooden door with its brass hinges; and there, in the half-light, colored by the fashionable
spherical shades with their dangling ornaments, behind which that ugly new invention, the Edison lamp, was
modestly concealed, there Uncle Sasha had seen a living magic goblet—a little bell of wondrous purity, two
lady’s hands fused at the wrist in the mystical eroticism of an oriental dance; the white petals of a unique flower
with a golden dusting of stamens and a flaming pistil.
How vididly he imagined all this, sensed it, as he hid behind the portiere. But he could not guess, could not,
whether perhaps something quite different might happen or he might not recognize this mystery when it did
happen. Might it not be like the fairy tale about the three wishes? The soldier and the devil strike a bargain, and
the wishes come true; the devil tries no tricks, yet the soul is still lost …
So the owner of the flower shop, Uncle Sasha’s friend Zakhar Abramovich, plump beyond his years and with
the beautiful dark eyes of the convert Jew, chooses lilies for Uncle Sasha with his own hand … lilies, for what
other flowers could the infatuated Uncle Sasha possibly choose? Zakhar Abramovich chooses the flowers, seeing
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all, silently guessing the future, sealing his fate, and Anechka’s, and Uncle Sasha’s; the red-haired freckly assistant smiles ingratiatingly and wraps the flowers passed to him by his master’s sapphire-ringed hand. And now our
heroine herself, Anna Nikitichna, Anechka, is burying her golden head in the flowers in that absurd way women
have, sniffing and raising her eyes to Uncle Sasha, her nose sprinkled with yellow pollen …
*
Why did they shoot the archduke?\fn{A reference to Franz Ferdinand (1863-1914), Archduke of Austira-Este (1875) and heir
to the Austro-Hungarian Empire, whose assassination on June 28, 1914, by a Serb nationalist, precipitated World War I .} Why did they
kill Zakhar Abramovich two years later? Why did the gingery assistant vanish to parts unknown—quite by
chance, by some oversight on the part of Providence or that Emperor of Darkness, who had just appeared in
Uncle’s musings—whilst Uncle Sasha and Anechka survived, and, indeed, lived on and on?
Having survived the war, and then a year’s prison sentence in Nizhny-Novgorod when the tsarist officers were
purged, Uncle Sasha found himself free again by a happy chance; but, giving rein to the contrariness which had
always marked his character, he chose not to go to Moscow, though his youngest sister was summoning him there
she had a job in Narkompros. But neither did he remain in Nizhny, where he could have lodged with his aunt on
his mother’s side and found himself a sinecure in a Soviet institution. Instead he went home, that is, to his father’s
estate.
The house was still standing; clearly the local revolutioniks (so Uncle Sasha called everyone in the new regime
from top to bottom without discrimination) were sober, sensible individuals. Incidentally, this neologism
revolutioniks had been the occasion for one of Uncle Sasha’s endless quarrels with Anechka. He had heatedly,
though without regard for the rules of etymology, assured her that the word “revolutionary” was an absurdity. It
was the suffix -ary which had provoked our hero’s sardonic irritation, and all Anechka’s angry, and well-founded,
retorts on the score of “apothecary” or “luminary” were in vain.
All his life Uncle Sasha had been “gainfully employed in the service of his motherland”—so he would himself
again and again assert. First he had worked as an accountant on the state farm; then, much later, as an agronomist
there, and when the big house was turned from a school into a children’s sanatorium, he married one of the lady
doctors.
His sudden return, so soon after the Civil War,\fn{ 1918-1920.} to what had been his father’s estate, had surprised
many people. But one can even cope with surprises, and over the years our Uncle Sasha became an indispensable
fixture in local life. Besides, he was an outstandingly good agronomist—like the ones you can see on that
television programme An Hour on the Farm:
“Take a look at so-and-so,” they say. “He’s still quite young, but he knows a thing or two, reads poetry in his
spare time, knows the soil, and he’s not going to go rushing off to town the day after tomorrow, works every hour
God sends and, more to the point, he’s raised the crop yield.”
Funnily enough, when Uncle Sasha was running things the crop yields really were good: both during collectivization and later, after the war. (That was the phrase Uncle Sasha used to use: “when I was running things at
home”.) All right, so his harvests didn’t get his picture in the papers, but then again, who cares? For, long after he
got back, if he met one of the old women on a forest path or in the standing com, and there was no one around to
see, she would give a low bow, or if she were a bit younger and bolder, even kiss his hand—“If it isn’t the master,
good day to ye, yer honor.” There were people who thought that was his main reason for staying put so long—and
foremost amongst them was Anechka, that damnable Lilith of our far from Biblical narrative.
“Lilith,” because the place of Eve was now taken by the lady doctor from the children’s sanatorium.
Anechka was quite sure that Uncle Sasha’s motivation for not leaving his home was low and despicable. Oh,
and how she despised him for it! Later, that is—in 1921, when they finally did get in touch with each other (not
without the aid of her allies, his sisters), and it turned out both were alive and, as it happened, living not so far
apart as might have been imagined—for one might have expected him, at least, to be in Constantinople, if not in
Paris. Before plunging into the dark hungry sleep which was all she, like most regional Young Communist League
organizers, had a chance to enjoy, Anechka gave herself over to charming fantasies of his slim elegant figure
dressed in white flannels, his little moustache above the mouth she herself had mocked as an
“aristo’s,”\fn{Aristocrat’s.} and, as she finally sank into sleep, the tender despotism of his mouth allied to his
schoolboyish clumsiness. Well, that is probably not all that she imagined after those six years which they had both
somehow survived.
I expect that you think they had not met in all that time, for how otherwise had they not united two lives so
constantly yeaming for unity? But you would be wrong. They had met, and on two occasions. The first was in
1915, when he snatched one day’s leave by a miracle, and they spent the whole time sitting in opposite comers of
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a hotel room, idiotically mute. The other was at the end of 1916, when he got a week’s leave to collect his George
Medal, and they made up for lost time. The war had sharpened Anechka’s socialist convictions out of all
recognition, whilst Uncle Sasha’s patriotic monarchism had hardened in the trenches.
Anyway, in 1921 they had a ritual exchange of quite meaningless letters. Though one thing of substance was
arranged: they were to meet in the autumn. He would come to Nizhny to visit his aunt; she had a friend living
there too. Judging by theirletters, it was these visits to the aunt and the friend which were the only purpose behind
their meeting, now inexorably approaching.
Here again, asking Uncle Sasha why he had not gone to Kazan as soon as he knew she was there, what on
earth had stopped him—or, God forbid, interrogating Anechka on the same subject—would be as much of a waste
of time as cross-questioning Fate. We are not in the theater. We have spent enough time discussing how and why
as it is. What use is it examining other people’s lives, when you can’t even get to know your own, no matter how
many questions you ask it?
How he started towards her in that louse-ridden, lumpish throng when he caught sight of her standing on her
own to one side, hands raised to her neck in agitation! How his poor heart pounded, as if in pain, when he saw her
inexpressibly “Grecian” outline, the curve from hip to knee—an amphora, a Cretan goddess, God knew!
How magnificently she perched on her pedestal above the crowd, without a trace of self-consciousness,
looking for him only; hoping not to miss him, fearing she would, hoping he would not miss her, fearful he would!
But though she had given her whole being to looking for him, she (as so often happens) did in fact overlook
him, missed him in the crowd. He ran to her, jostling others as he ran, but she still did not see him, and only when
he was close by, an arm’s length, when he reached out and touched the hem of her skirt—she was standing high
up—only then did she see him, let out a gasp, go still paler than before. Then she frowned and plunged towards
him, dirty and unshaven from the journey as he was.
“Sasha!”
But in a flash, the impulse once past, her usual arrogance returned. She narrowed her bright eyes and asked
off-handedly:
“Going to your aunt’s first?”
“Yes.”
He too was coming to grips with his agitation. “Of course.”
Anechka said nothing about the splendid breakfast and coffee which it had cost her such time and effort to
assemble in these times of food shortage, nor did she mention that her friend was out at the moment …
And when at length our hero, shaved and perfumed with the fragrant Houbigant his aunt had brought back
from her last trip to Paris, reached the wretched room lit by one narrow internal window on the fourth floor of a
hideous tenement block, Anechka was alone no longer.
Her friend Fira, a long-nosed girl in a red scarf, had got back from work and was fiddling about meaningfully
with the primus. She gave Uncle Sasha an unfriendly stare, pursing the scarlet bow of her lips as she sniffed
suspiciously at his Parisian chic. She was boiling with revolutionary contempt.
“The name’s Esfir Zinovevna,” Anechka’s friend announced.
“There’s no such name as Esfir,” Uncle Sasha said immediately, locking eyes with her. Exactly so does a welltrained dog seize a stick even when not wanting to: out of habit. Reflexes, damn them!
“Now Esther certainly exists—a wonderful Biblical name,” Uncle Sasha continued. “The point is that in the
course of its long travels round the earth your race has simply forgotten its own language, and now only has the
corrupt Gennan of the shtetls\fn{Ghettos.} to call its own.”
He finished this statement at a gabble, for behind his back he suddenly heard Anechka give a low, agonized
wail from her corner as if she had violent toothache.
“My name is Esfir!” the she-revolutionik snapped. She had taken an instant dislike to him. What on earth could
her golden-haired friend see in this dandified bourgeois down on his luck!
All three of them sat there till late. His hatred for himself and Anechka mounting, he squabbled endlessly with
this Fira who would not call herself by her proper name. At last, voice hoarse, he went back home to his aunt’s.
True, just before he left Fira ostentatiously went out into the corridor of the communal flat to sleep on top of a
trunk, leaving them alone at last. Worn out and furious, head propped on his long fingers which already had the
dessicated look of an old man’s, he smoked his cheap tobacco with loathing. Anechka sat opposite him on the bed
—the only thing there was for her to sit on. Before that dreadful young chit Fira had gone out, both girls had sat
there together, wrinkling their noses at the tobacco smoke, eyes dazed with fatigue and watering with contempt.
Anechka was silent, and when Uncle Sasha got up from his stool and kissed her soft ringless hand with its
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nails gnawed to the quick in frustration, she snatched it away in embarrassment and hid it in the pocket of her
cardigan.
“So I’m off now, Anna Nikitichna?" he said, phrasing it as a question.
“Of course.” She screwed up her eyes and nodded.
“See you tomorrow.” For some reason she did not answer, simply shaking her head. For so long he was to
remember—indeed, he never forgot—how she sat on the bed that night, head sunk on her shoulder as though her
neck were broken, as he gave her a farewell bow on the threshold and opened the door into the dark corridor.
And there in the corridor, of course, he tripped over Fira’s trunk, bruising his knee on the sharp metal edge
under its cover of cloth.
There wasn’t a whisper from that direction. He knew full well that she was awake, that she was watching him
in the darkness with her round cat’s eyes …
Then he had trouble with the outer door: he could not find the lock by feel, and kept dropping his soggy
spluttering matches. But at last he mastered it, and went out on to the tiny landing where moonlight was streaming
through the broken window—the only one in the building which light could come through, for the others in this
hellhole had all been blocked up with plywood long since. Stumbling a last time on the broken steps, he went out
into the street and, despite himself, looked upwards—to where he thought her window must be. The movement
brought back a vivid, bitter memory of that wonderful lilac-scented night and the crunch of her light tread on
gravel. He even stopped for a moment and waited, although what was there to wait for?
When he reached his aunt’s house at around dawn he heard the sound of a ship’s hooter; for this was a river
town too.
*
The following day he did visit her after all, but she said she had to leave. Whether it was the truth or a decision
taken in anger was unclear, and it hardly mattered, but once more he pleaded with her, standing before her in that
hateful room.
“No, stay!”
“Why?” She smiled coldly, appearing not to notice what lay behind his question: something evil had got into
her today.
And again Uncle Sasha begged her ineptly:
“Come back with me!”
“So I suppose you mean I should leave my work here and decamp to the … bosom of your family?”
Anechka looked incredibly beautiful despite her sleepless night—she had even managed to wave her fringe;
heaven knows how she had made time. Her eyes sparkled. She was sickened inside by her show of coquetry, by
her inability to curb it—and more, by her own helplessness before this new life which had so abruptly and
irremediably put an end to the old. What was more she had no money. What was more that young idiot Fira
obviously had no intention of removing herself to the trunk; there she was sitting on the windowsill next to the
dried herring in newspaper bought to provision Anechka on her journey back.
But the author should not expend too much effort on describing the scene which was to follow, judging by the
twitching at the comer of Uncle Sasha’s mouth and the grim expression in Anechka’s eyes after she had uttered
the words “the bosom of your family,” but before he had made his response:
“You—suffragette!”
The years had not softened their characters, only enhanced their vocabularies. In their letters to Sasha’s sisters
they would write things about each other, sometimes, that made those good ladies cry—since all their lives the
sisters loved both Sasha and Anechka dearly; Sasha’s wife, on the other hand, or “the lady doctor” as they called
her, they most heartily disliked.
Incidentally, the lady doctor was a handsome woman; later, when the Civil War ended, the local executive
committee chairman fell in love with her. He was a bachelor of oriental extraction, who could hardly tell the
difference between wheat and rye. Or so Uncle Sasha asserted, face dark with rage; the lady doctor did not turn a
hair. In general she had a talent for not noticing things it was better for her not to. And although she returned his
sisters’ cool feelings, she never said so. It is impossible to say for sure whether she knew about the
correspondence between Uncle Sasha and Anechka, which lasted all their lives—and when they were not writing
to each other they were writing to his sisters, though there were unexpected gaps from time to time, which
according to the teaching of the Ancients must of course have been caused by cataclysmic events in the astral
worlds, where planets keep crashing into each other and exploding—rather like people in the queue outside the
wine shop by the Tishinsky market.
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In the wake of one such cosmic event Uncle Sasha went and married the lady doctor who knew how to hold
her tongue. She had little taste for conversation either—not a talker in any sense. All her husband’s many and
various relations were encapsulated for her in the skinny, ascetic person of the oldest sister Nadezhda, her
pernickety genteel poverty, her tall one-eyed husband, a violinist from the Orenburg opera house. The lady doctor
was infuriated by the persistent atmosphere of unhappiness rising from the pair of them and their children: the
children were skinny and nervous, and the younger one even had a tic. The lady doctor—a paediatrician as it
happens—thought health was the most important thing in life. She doted on babies above all, those “little bundles
of fluff.” She had produced four of her own by the time the Second War started, and if Uncle Sasha had not
protested vigorously, and if it had not been for the war, she would no doubt have had a stab at getting a medal for
her efforts in that line.
Sasha’s sisters each wrote to their brother once a month, and Sasha would reply to every letter punctiliously.
The lady doctor thought privately that her husband would have been better writing some kind of dissertation than
wasting time on such fripperies. But she was wrong there, for Uncle Sasha had a hearty contempt for dissertation
writing, if only because Anechka had been awarded a high degree.
After graduating from the Agricultural Academy in Moscow (a course on which she had embarked in order to
rile her non-lover in her turn), Anechka had gone off to some institute in Poltava, where she had launched into a
detailed study of grassland crop rotation. All in order to spite Uncle Sasha, who ground his teeth when he heard
the name “Williams”—and Williams was not even the worst of them!
“Bonnets in the air!” Uncle Sasha would yell on receipt of the predictable missive from one of his sisters, full
of gush about Anechka's dissertation and the fete which had followed it. “The empty-headed little patriot!
Squatting on her branched wheat\fn{Probably a reference to triticale, a cereal product produced by crossing wheat and rye, superior
to both, and rendered fertile and breedable during the 1930’s .} like a mermaid beached on a rock!”
It was nonsense about the branched wheat, of course: Anechka had written her dissertation on clover. But the
lady doctor seemed oddly delighted by the vicious sallies Uncle Sasha launched into whenever he got a letter
from one of his sisters. Naturally she had no idea what was getting him so het up (or then again, perhaps she did),
but at any rate over all the years of their marriage she had only once asked him who Anechka was.
That was after the war, after Anechka’s dissertation was finished—but here begins an independent story within
our shaggy-dog story about Anechka and Uncle Sasha. A globe within a globe, like those ivory toys made by the
Chinese as presents for the generalissimo,\fn{Probably an allusion to Chiang Kai-shek (1887-1975), Nationalist Chinese leader
(from 1927); he was often referred to by that title.} as the Friendship of Nations took its unpredictable course—a smaller
one inside the larger, and so on ad infinitum—and just so my tale runs on, who knows where …
It was then—after the journey about which the reader and the lady doctor have heard nothing, after the journey
arranged without warning, in secret—when Uncle Sasha had been about to set off to the Crimea as usual, but had
changed his mind, repacked his suitcase at dead of night and sneaked off to Kazan, and then arrived back home
three days later, again without warning—it was then that the lady doctor had asked, by the way as it were:
“So who is Anechka?”
“Cousin of mine”—the lie was uttered defensively, but then he added with a clear conscience:
“Gone mad on clover, the minx!”
And when even this seemed putting it too mildly:
“It’s her time of life,” he said.
“Sasha!” the lady doctor chided, pointing at her daughter, who was all ears (she was the youngest child, with
bright brown eyes—“Just like her father,” as the lady doctor would explain with a sigh to her lady friends).
It appears that Anechka had herself put forth the olive branch and encouraged this journey. It was she who had
wished to kiss and make up; and, after a conference in Gorky which she had attended as the Poltava Institute’s
representative, she had sent Uncle Sasha a note. True, if I am not mistaken, Uncle Sasha had just prior to that sent
her congratulations on her birthday via his sister Nadya, but it is not at all clear whether the latter had passed them
on. For she had enough to preoccupy her on her own account: fussing now about her one-eyed violinist husband
losing his job in the orchestra, now about her son being called up …
When Anechka suggested a trip down the river (as a conference delegate she had the right to book tickets on
the steamer), Uncle Sasha, surprisingly enough, responded immediately. He did not go on his usual autumn trip to
Gurzuf, as he had every year in the last twenty-five (excluding the war, of course). Anechka loved the Crimea as
much as he did, but she always went there in the spring. Perhaps we may suppose that they did think of one
another despite everything when they scrambled out of the stifling heat of the charabanc on to the narrow Gurzuf
square after hours of torment on the winding Crimean roads, perhaps we may suppose that each experienced a
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similar feeling of liberty as, six months apart, they walked down to the sea with its famous backdrop, on which
the shadowy outline of the Ayu-Dag is sketched.
No doubt each wished the other would give way, give up his or her dreadful behaviour. That Uncle Sasha, head
still shaved in the fashion of the 1930s, would suddenly appear when the almonds were in bloom and stay with
one of the friends with whom he always stayed when he was in Gurzuf, the Tatar or the honourable old gent who
had once been the president of a club for mountain guides. Or that, in autumn, Anechka would suddenly appear in
the midst of the famous juniper thicket that edged the serpentine hillside path …
But even then (my spiteful reader observes), even then they would never have met; or else things would have
continued just as before. And in fact that was exactly what did happen on that boat trip which I have just
mentioned: true to themselves, they had a terrible quarrel. He had a fit of jealousy over her feelings for Trofim
Denisovich Lysenko.\fn{Soviet agronomist (1898-1976). He received state support for his (anti-Mendelian) theory that acquired
characteristics may be inherited during the time of Josef Stalin, holding two of the most prestigeous posts in Communist agricultural
circles: Presdient of the Lenin All-Union Academy of Agricultural Sciences (1938-1956) aned Director of the Institute of genetics, U.S.S.R.
Academy of Sciences (1940-1965) .} (Here I had better explain: that very same biologist and academician who was

enjoying fame at the time for his work with branched wheat.) So there we are!
When Uncle Sasha and Anechka quarreled it was always hard to tell who had started it: to an outside observer
it looked as though a tide of black water had welled up from the depths of their tormented souls—a fatal,
annihilating tide—and then subsided, leaving the river banks bare and battered.
But anyway …
“Why, Anna Nikitichna, you haven’t changed a bit!” said Uncle Sasha to Anechka on the quay when she
turned up, late, in a grey Pobeda with chequerboard markings on the door, to find him waiting there with his
Chinese mackintosh flung over his shoulder.
This was a comment made for effect, not meant to bear scrutiny—and, in fact, that very minute he noticed the
fine web of wrinkles on her Tatar cheekbones and felt a stab of pity for the inroads made by the years on her, as
on him. But immediately Anechka’s eyes glittered vengefully, with the old dangerous light, and he said again,
voice not quite steady this time:
“You haven’t changed a bit, Anna Nikitichna!”—and this time the statement had a greater flavor of sincerity.
His sisters informed him she was still unattached, still, they would say, dropping their voices, and always, but
always, giviing him meaning looks. And they would never forget to mention it in their letters, too.
“Anechka is still unattached.”
Anechka had a new hairstyle. Being single, she took good care of herself, and that was especially obvious now,
in this crowd of provincials. He had always been struck by how she stood out in a crowd, and he was so now as
she strode towards him with steps whose lightness the years had done nothing to decrease. Her hair was done in
two plaits round her head and pinned at the temples. She still had the look of a finely bred horse …
He was tormented by the riddle of why she should have stayed single and independent; sometimes he tried to
imagine her life and would often fantasize about a bastard son. Yes, it had to be like that: the “unattached” his
sisters insisted on did not convince him for a minute. And what was Anna Nikitichna thinking? Who could say
what thoughts flashed every night through her head with its covering of now not so blonde locks? But at this
moment she was thinking that she didn’t look half bad in spite of everything.
What self-deception is possible as one looks in the mirror, glad that one looks more intelligent than when one
was younger! Oh, one says to oneself, one’s mouth was nondescript then, one had round shoulders—hunched to
hide the embarrassing, unfamiliar bosom. But only those who remember otherwise can tell of the indescribable
charm of those pouting lips on the sweet, bland young face.
Happily, Uncle Sasha did not remember the former Anechka as he looked at the new one. And this new
Anechka was softened and charmed by the autumnal beauty of the river banks, and also by seeing Uncle Sasha
face to face again. She sighed faintly.
Her square-toed Czech patent shoes (she’d just bought them, at the conference) set off her long slim legs a
treat as she followed Uncle Sasha down the central carpet of the ship’s restaurant, sniffing in pleasurable
anticipation of supper. A tangy scent wafted from the plates of pickled herring and onion, nestling by carafes of
chilled vodka veiled in droplets, which the waiters carried past on their silvery nickel trays …
Swishing her pleated skirt, Anechka sank gratefully into the heavy armchair which Uncle Sasha had gallantly
pulled out for her, hitched her patent handbag to the back with affected negligence (what luck, it matched her
shoes exactly) and sat smiling vaguely into space.
The champagne went to her head immediately, and this was when she decided for some reason (but then again,
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why shouldn’t she have decided to share her happiness with an old friend?)—decided to tell Uncle Sasha about
her dissertation. Knowing how conceited Anechka was, his sisters had kept quiet, in their letters to her, about
Uncle Sasha’s virulent tirades on that very subject. She poured out all the amusing details of the fete and, tipsy
from lack of habit, threw caution to the winds as she switched to an excited analysis of the recent conference in
Gorky and the talks given by all the most famous scientists in the country. Then she suddenly clapped her hands
and with girlish gaucherie requested a bottle of that delicious cream soda.
Uncle Sasha called the waiter and ordered some cream soda as she had asked, but Anechka’s behavior, all her
little airs, suddenly struck him as affected and overdone. She failed to notice his morose expression as he listened
to all her “mad euphoria” and delirious chatter on the subject of corn and clover and soil types, and how harvest
yields were getting better and better (when he knew damn well there had been a drought for the last two years).
He was getting more and more angry. His hand shook with rage as he poured out the vodka and drank glass after
glass—he had long stopped pouring her any or clinking glasses. Now she was nattering on about Trofim
Denisovich’s visit to the institute—yes, that was what she called him, “Trofim Denisovich.”
It came into Uncle Sasha’s head that she might be fifty years old, but she was still a damn fine woman, and
everyone knew that these single ladies were a lot more mettlesome than the married ones, and if this was the way
she was carrymg on with Sasha, who was nothmg out of the ordinary, God knew what she might have been up to
with an academician.
He started to beat a tattoo on the table with his fist.
Eventually even Anechka noticed the strange look in his eyes and stopped in her tracks.
“What is it, Sasha?” she asked anxiously.
Well, there you have it, that stupid forgetfulness of women’s. If that is the right word! Try a simple test: stop a
woman in the street, any woman, and ask her if she can tell her right from her left. If she doesn’t get all huffy or
fail to understand the question, she’ll answer it—but she’ll have to think for a minute first. And that’s what they’re
all like, all the time! Anechka should have shut up long ago and let a man tell her about what he was doing,
putting in an encouraging word or two and making goo-goo eyes at him. But instead she had to give him all this
rubbish about Trofim Denisovich this, and Trofim Denisovich that, and if you knew what he was really like,
Trofim Denisovich I mean! Well, he’s just brilliant! And do you know they’ve sown two hectares of his branched
wheat in the next sector! And I must tell you about my clover! And, hoarse with jealousy, Uncle Sasha bawled:
“Your academician’s nothing but a cock!”
Shot him down in flames. But then he added in honeyed tones:
“A worn-out old cock in a miserable Poltava henhouse.”
“Alexander Vasilevich!” Anechka’s eyes had narrowed, but Uncle Sasha was unstoppable.
“Cock-a-doodle-doo! Cock-a-doodle-doo! And the hens all go: cluck-cluck-cluck!” he cried, mimicking their
expressions.
“You’re not just stupid, you’re common too!” Anechka said, sounding almost surprised at herself.
“Maybe I am!” There would be no end to it now.
“And a boor!” Anna Nikitichna's blood was up now.
“Yes, I’m a boor!” said Uncle Sasha triumphantly. "But I’ve got a head on my shoulders, though—not a prick,
like your academician!”
Hearing him pronounce this coarse word with a sort of special flourish—or so it seemed to her—she went as
white as a sheet and, scarcely knowing what she was doing, seized at the white tablecloth and hauled it towards
her. The bowls of black and red caviar, the plate of sturgeon and salmon garnished with flirtatious twirls of celery
leaf and rings of cooked carrot, the carafe of vodka and the two glasses into which Uncle Sasha had so recently,
yes, really so recently, only half an hour before, poured the Abra-Dursu Moroccan champagne brought to him on
the shiny metal tray—all this went crashing and tinkling over the table. And when Anechka’s fork (which was first
to reach the edge) went flying out on to the floor, Anechka frowned darkly, twisted the cloth round her muscular
hand and flung the whole bundle, all the fruits of sea and shore the restaurant had harvested, to the floor in an
explosion of anger.
The bottle of cream soda, Anechka’s favorite, bounced under the next-door table without breaking and landed
right by the top boots of a colonel still in early middle age, who was spending his leave in the company of the
wife of a lieutenant in his regiment. The lieutenant’s wife let out a squeal.
“Ah, the sufferings of our great nation!” said Uncle Sasha for reasons best known to himself. Who knows to
whom he addressed this—hardly to the colonel and his lady-friend, and if it was to Anechka, then there was no
point, for she had vanished in any case.
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Choked with sobs, she was running to her cabin in the stern, to her tiny single cabin. Once there, fully dressed
—not bothering to remove even her Czech patent leather shoes—she flung herself on the bunk, and lay there till
at last her sobs abated. That night she got out at the very first stop, so that she would never have to see him again.
They both knew it. He watched her go. He sat the whole night in a deckchair, teeth chattering with cold, so that he
was hidden from view and could watch her go down the ship’s ladder, patent shoes flashing in the gloom.
It was a tiny, ancient landing stage, and the hour was past midnight. Apart from Anechka, the clucking hen, the
she-idiot, no one got out there.
What the devil had got into her? This was more than slamming the door in his face—as she’d done fifteen
years ago, slammed it and gone out God knows where, left the little dining room in his sister’s flat in Moscow and
gone into the bedroom next door. But now? Mind you, Anechka had behaved quite badly enough even that other
time: she hadn’t come out to eat for two days; in fact, she hadn’t emerged at all so far as he could tell, she’d just
stayed like a statue on his sister’s bed with her feet up and her hair down, reading the Short History of the
Communist Party (it had been published not long before) and chewing a lock of hair she’d twisted round her
finger—even at that age she still had the habits of a schoolgirl.
And when Uncle Sasha met her eyes at unexpected moments—for instance, when the door of the bedroom was
open, and he appeared at the midpoint of the axis between her silly golden head and his sister’s narrow hand on
the latch—when his gaze met hers, she would immediately turn her back, but all the same he would glimpse the
red spots of uncontrollable hatred on her high-cheekboned face.
And that last evening before he left for home, Anechka was still behind closed doors in the bedroom. At supper
with his sister and her husband he asked loudly (for he’d had a glass or two of vodka):
“So what does Anna Nikitichna do about going to the loo? Does she climb in and out through the window? Or
does the lady have a po in there, like some merchant’s wife?”
“Sasha!” his sister cried indignantly and rushed into the bedroom, but there she must also have heard
something not to her taste, for she shot out again, and her husband, who was a mild-mannered man for all his
military calling, lit himself a cigarette at table, which was unheard of: normally he would go out on the balcony to
smoke, or in winter would smoke through the open window. For two days already a deathly hush had reigned
behind the bedroom door, but now it became quieter still. Until at last the silence was broken by the bedroom door
opening and there she stood, hair unbrushed, Tatar eyes narrowed—the Medusa, that was the only word for her—
on the threshold in his sister’s dressing gown, which was several inches too short for her. His sister was weeping
in the kitchen.
“Why do you say such terrible, stupid things to each other!”
His sister’s husband made a sudden decision to smoke on the balcony after all.
That was dreadful. But, as he lay panting with hatred on the broken-backed camp bed, which creaked and
heaved its coarsely darned canvas skin under him, as he lay all that long sleepless night, waiting for the morning
trill of his alarm clock, signal to get up and start the journey home, begin his other life again, he knew that she
was sleeping beside him. In the next room. And that no one but he could hurt her. He would kill anyone who tried.
He called that night to mind as he stood in the shadow of the bridge, numb with the damp cold rising from the
river, and watched over her sad escape. And it seemed to him that all those long years before, during and after the
war had never been; there were only those two nights on end, those nights when he had lost her for ever.
*
Ten years later his younger sister, her favourite, had died, but Sasha and Anechka still had not met. She had
arrived a day late for the funeral, after he had gone. It had been in August and she had not been able to get a
ticket.
Uncle Sasha had learnt of this from a long letter sent by his sister’s husband. After the death of his beloved
wife he had begun writing to Uncle Sasha in her stead. Uncle Sasha also heard that Anechka had been ill a lot the
previous winter, that she was now in poor health and still unattached. This last fact now surprised him no more.
The letter also contained a slip of paper with her address on it in her own hand. Uncle Sasha recognized her
scrawl immediately: it was unforgettable. The corner of the paper was torn: she had obviously written in haste. He
could not work out whether she had written it specially for him or had given it to his sister’s husband when she
left there. The husband did not explain, though he did say that Anechka was still working in the Poltava institute,
where she now had a senior research fellowship. She had not yet retired and had no intention of retiring in the
immediate future; indeed, why should she, when the directors of her institute thought so highly of her that she had
just been allocated a new two-roomed flat?
Naturally Uncle Sasha had no intention of writing to her, but he put the paper away in case.
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*
Another five years later another funeral—cousin Georgy’s this time—finally did bring them together.
Remember Georgy? Do you mean to say I really haven’t mentioned him in all this time? Have you forgotten
that evening on the terrace long ago when Anechka was sitting on the swing, a week before the archduke’s
untimely death? When the priest’s daughters were drinking tea with cream, and Uncle Sasha was making his jokes
about how the horses at her cousin’s stud farm would make good drays for Ukrainian breweries? Why
“Ukrainian?” That’s just Uncle Sasha’s nasty sense of humor. But, to be fair, Anechka herself was hardly all sugar
and spice.
This time they did both manage to get there, and on the same day. Both arrived in Kuybyshev, he from Kama
and she from Poltava, in time to climb the steep surburban side street behind the coffin carrying her cousin
Georgy, a humble retired physics teacher.
And perhaps it was the moment, drawn out by the mourners’ slow footsteps, when the procession (if that is the
right word for the huddle of the deceased’s nearest and dearest, to boot his wife, also a retired schoolteacher,
fussing beside the coffin in her black plush hat, and a few of his friends), when Anechka and Uncle Sasha (for let
us so address them to the bitter end) turned the comer and glimpsed the great river with the ever-present shade of
the steamer on it, perhaps it was then—or perhaps it was that moment at the station, whither he had been forced to
accompany her and a woman friend of hers—they were both leaving on the same inconvenient night train—when
the train moved off and her face appeared at the carriage window smoothed by the thick pane, and when she
smiled the smile he had not seen for decades, and Uncle Sasha’s legs turned to cotton wool as he remembered
how wild she had been in the past and the stupid events in Nizhny, and he shook inwardly as he recognized in the
wrinkled little old woman with tightly waved hair that Fira whom he had so hated long ago, and was astonished to
realize that these women had been friends all these years, but the train was going, she was off again …
In fact it doesn’t really matter when, the point is that it was this meeting, sad though the attendant circumstances were, which made Uncle Sasha and Anechka understand that their relations, which seemed to have ended for
all time, would continue against their will; that, besides, they had reached that strange stage when the physical
presence of one adds nothing in the eyes of the other but, on the contrary, irritates by its inadequacy to convey the
inexpressible, overwhelms by its lack of appropriateness.
How should we explain the essence, which is in any case a mystery, the Kantian\fn{ Immanuel Kant (1724-1804),
German philosopher.} Ding an sich as Uncle Sasha put it? And if that mysterious Ding an sich should take root in our
soil … Oh! We can only cry, Oh! That is all that is left to us.
In vain does the steamer stranded on a sandbank somewhere near the town that was once Samara call out in the
fog, waking the solitary widow on her metal bedstead with its nickel knobs. The phials of heart medicine and
tranquillizers lined up on the bentwood chair (the very one for which the stage managers of so many Chekhov
productions have searched in vain!)—the phials rattle against each other as the bed’s wire netting heaves under
the weight of the widow’s grieving soul, whose transient covering dries up with her every sigh—for only in old
age does that covering seem to enchain the soul; in youth, by contrast, the soul seems to look out of every cell of
the tender female body, which is, of course, the essence of satanic temptation, for the soul is the soul, it is all or
nothing.
Let us leave the widow and Samara, now the industrial town of Kuybyshev, let us omit from our narrative all
the idiocies and misunderstandings of the correspondence now resumed, let us forget about the absurd quarrel
when he sent her a New Year’s card with a snapshot of himself in his new suit and the bowler hat which he,
ignoring the protests of his wife, had begun to wear in his old age, and Anechka responded by sending him a
photograph of her cat on a cushion embroidered by her own hand … to the devil with all that!
Once again they had bought tickets on the same boat—by “they” I mean Uncle Sasha and Anechka, of course.
He saw her straightaway. She was standing with her suitcase at her feet, elbows on the plaster balustrade above
the steps stretching down to the river, hair sleek and face alight. She was wearing a raincoat of good gray cloth—
that was modem, but her two plaits were pinned up over her ears as they had been that earlier time, in 1950, the
way she had started to wear her hair after the war, and the sight of her bare neck below the stupid hairstyle was
like a blow to the solar plexus. His wife was better looking, younger, had kept her figure, but over the years he
had stopped caring whether he ever saw or thought about her again. He had not given her a thought now; the lady
doctor has not been mentioned because of the author’s silly habit of going off the point—there is no reason at all
to speak about her, or their grown children, even the youngest of whom, the little daughter, has long moved away
from home, is married and working as a supervisor in a shop. Uncle Sasha himself eventually went up to Anechka
with an air of self-importance—trying to favor the leg which had been a bit lame since his recent stroke—and she
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turned to face him, sensing his presence.
He took off his bowler and held it in his hands.
And where on earth had he got the bowler, come to mention it? Surely it couldn’t date from “an earlier era,” as
the euphemism has it? How could he have kept it?
And why hadn’t Uncle Sasha’s bowler turned to dust under the assault of wind, weather and war? All that is
dim and mysterious, but that the bowler existed is confirmed by documentary evidence. For it was in that very
bowler (of which the reader would gladly hear no more) that Uncle Sasha sat on the deck of the steamer Ivan
Nekrasov. No, that is no misprint: the steamer which took Sasha and Anechka on their river trip really was called
the Ivan Nekrasov, for it was named not after the poet,\fn{Nikolai Alekseevich Nekrasov (1821-1878); his main theme was
compassion for the suffering of the peasantry. In 1846 he bought The Contemporary (Sovremennik), Pushkin’s journal, which had declined
after the death of its founder, and transformed it into a major literary journal and a paying conceren, in which both Turgenev and Tolstoi
published their early works, editing it until its suppression by the government in 1866. Perhaps his best display of vigorous, realistic satire
is to be found in his large-scale narrative poem, Who Can be Happy and Free in Russia? (Komu na Rusi zhit khoroseho?), which was
brought out the year after his death, and finally translated into English in 1917 .} but after a ship’s mechanic and hero of whom

my snooty Moscow reader may not have heard. And it is just as well that his surname was Nekrasov and not
Gogol; many people are not too sure of Nekrasov’s first name; they might think it really was Ivan, but everyone
knows Gogol’s was Nikolay and that’s that.
So Uncle Sasha sits in his deckchair, crossing his long thin feet in their shiny shoes, and Anechka stands over
him in her severe hairstyle, leaning her elbow on the back of the chair. They are both staring at one and the same
point, but the birdie we are always told to watch never does fly out, and it hasn’t flown out for them either. It’s a
bad photograph: it’s turning yellow and it was taken into the sun in the first place, so you can’t see their eyes and
their wrinkles stand out, but compositionally this ugly little piece shows its affinity with those pompous,
respectable pictures of the turn of the century, decorated all over (even on the backs) with eagles and medals. And
so it’s not hard to work out who must have taken the photograph, especially since the Ivan Nekrasov was not a
cruise ship, but an ordinary passenger steamer: there was no music booming on either of her decks, she stopped at
every landing stage, and the passengers, like our two heroes, were all more than familiar with the journey.
Well now, the bowler hat and the photograph have helped me to cut from his tender glance at her graying
elderly plaits, the unforgettable second when they looked into one another’s eyes, to a later scene, when, having
got their things unpacked in their respective cabins, they met up on deck again.
“Where shall we take our promenade, dear Anna Nikitichna?” Uncle Sasha asked with an ironic bow. “In the
stem or the bows?”
Don”t worry, dear reader, for …
“I don’t mind, Sasha,” said Anechka.
And here for the first time in their lives they were in a strange dilemma: neither of them cared, so one of them
had to decide. They would have stood even longer, astonished at one another, had not the evening sunlight
peeking behind the steep bank caught their eye. Anechka turned round and made a move to the right; Uncle Sasha
sensed her movement and set off for the stem.
They were quieter this time, more earnest. Perhaps it was a premonition of parting, perhaps it was the deaths of
certain Great Academicians in a symbolic sense as well as the everyday one—and above all the Chief and Premier
Academician—or perhaps it was the purchase of grain overseas which had curbed their pride and put a stop to
their quarrels. At any rate the words “grain,” “soil” and “Russia” were not mentioned. True, at one point she did
say that she enjoyed watching the gymnastics on television, and Uncle Sasha said drily as he sipped his mineral
water that he didn’t approve of sport for women.
“That Marx of yours, Anna Nikitichna, were he still living (God rest him), would think as I do!”
Uncle Sasha was, after all, not letting the past go unavenged here, as he touched on the great man’s frivolous
reply to a home questionnaire—in his day such things were fashionable—asking:
“What do you value in women?” to which he responded: “Weakness!”
But Anechka’s heart could beat no faster in anger; for she was already suffering from tachycardia and
stenocardia, the after-effects of her service on the Poltava front in the war for clover improvement.
After supper Uncle Sasha untied the black lacquer stick which he had lashed to the handle of his suitcase, and
she took off her new brown sandals (sandalettes, as she called them), wrapped them in newspaper and pushed
them under her bunk, and put on some comfortable checked slippers.
For a long time they circled the snow-white decks of the Ivan Nekrasov as it moved into the night; then,
without a word, they walked to the stem.
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They were alone.
At first, to be sure, they shared the deck with a big man in a leather coat and a scarf up to his ears, but soon he
started feeling chilly and left.
Silence. The steamer's heart thumped. The water slapped. Stars spoke of eternal life. As the early June sun
came up, or to be more exact, as the light of dawn showed, tingeing the fluffy clouds with pink, Anechka said
dreamily:
“The rosy-fingered dawn.”
She was smiling.
“Don’t talk like some blushing virgin,” Uncle Sasha sneered.
“But I am a virgin,” said Anechka.
“I know," said Uncle Sasha. And, dropping to his knees before her, he began to weep.
Anechka was choked by tears.
And the author is choked by tears, too, though he is neither young nor old, but has “gray hair here and there,”
neither one thing nor the other, and so lives on, a mixture of hopes and memories.
37.156 North Of Russia\fn{by Marina Mikhailovna Rachko (1937-

)}

St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 3

This time I was sent on assignment by the Pioneers’ journal to write a piece about a progressive collective farm
near Novgorod for young students. Why not about old Novgorod? Why not about the popular assemblies, the
fistfights and the oprichniki? I didn’t ask any of this, of course. As we’re fond of saying, “you should have asked
that in 1917.”
It was early spring, bare as yet of any grass or greenery. The area around Novgorod is flat, and the water of
innumerable lakes stands motionless on a level with the land. And over it a multitude of ancient white churches,
always in two images—the real and the reflected.
I was driven from Novgorod to the collective farm in the district committee’s car; my driver was getting on in
years. I was ashamed to tear him and his car away from his trivialities for the sake of my own, and thereby join in
the generally accepted system of trivialities and stupidities. But the bus went only along the other side of the
Volkhov.
“How do the farm workers get to town?”
“They come across the river mouth by boat. They have a truck, too, if they need it.”
We went the whole way tire-deep in red clayey mud, afraid every moment of getting stuck. But the driver was
a real “ace” and we made it through safe and sound. As I took my leave of him I said:
“I never would have thought you could get such a classy ride through such mud.”
The driver answered without the slightest theatricality:
“My dear, I was born and raised in the mud.”
The village looked well-off, but very bleak. It stood on the boundary between the red mud and the pink water,
and in the whole village there was only one large tree, on a little island.
First they brought me to the huge, cavernous brick school. The children were animated, and avid talkers, I
asked them whether anyone could drive a tractor, did they drown kittens, had they been to the theatre, did they
want to go to the city, what would they advise me to take pictures of as being the most interesting or beautiful,
had any among them drowned, what would they like to brag about, what was the scariest thing they could
remember in their life …
The children vied with their answers. But there was nothing spirited in them. Not a spark of originality. I was
sweating but my notepad remained empty. The reaction of the children to a reporter from the Pioneers’ journal
was instinctive and lightning-like: to say what was usually printed in the newspapers and journals. Their
conventional responses didn’t even contain funny mistakes or the accidental charms of local dialect. Nobody had
specially taught them, they simply imbibed it with their mothers’ milk, the milk of mothers born in 1937.
I tried to talk with the adults. But it was as if a numbness had come over the peasants. They only smiled,
looking past me, and their eyes reflected their twilight-pink, sky-and-water solaris. Only one old girl made me
laugh. I honestly admired her luxurious, extensive flowerbeds. She was looking intently at my coat and purse.
Finally I said that at home, on my balcony in the city, I grew flowers as well; it was an activity I was very fond of.
The old girl looked into the distance and said in a indefinitely sarcastic tone:
“Those activities are shit.”
Only the chairman was full of enthusiasm, and it didn’t seemed to be all for show, either.
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“For six months I've been trying to talk some of these old women into moving into town houses, with all the
conveniences … one is ashamed to show people your cottages, I tell them. No, they dug in their heels like rams.”
In the room where the conversation was taking place there was, besides me and the chairman, a party organizer
and a youngish teacher, who looked like a bleached Estonian boy. The party organizer sat on the edge of the table
and stared out the window, entranced, at the water. Every time the chairman turned to him for approval, he began
to stir, turning his eyes from the water with visible effort. And each time the chairman continued, without waiting
for his reaction.
The teacher, in contrast to the chairman and the party organizer, was not in a quilted jacket, but in a black suit
with white shirt and tie. As soon as the chairman finished, the teacher hurriedly invited me to spend the night at
his apartment. He and his family lived in the very thing that was the chairman’s pride—a town house.
The four-story house rose between the water and the mud, approached by wooden walkways. When we went
inside, the smell of river water and spring mud was replaced by the familiar smell of a city entrance hall: a chill
dampness and cat’s urine. In the windows on the stairway landings the pink and lilac water and sky seemed to
flow right up against the glass. As we went upstairs, several times a sudden rumbling was heard, as if the house
were starting to crumble. It was children, stamping their boots and running on the stairs.
In the apartment we were met silently and without any special curiosity by a peasant woman with a restless,
depressed face and a three-year-old girl who so smelled of piss that you couldn’t hold her. Her beautiful young
mother, who was in charge of the club, came in later and she, too, said not a word the whole evening.
One room in the apartment was furnished according to city standards: bookshelves, cupboard, sofa bed and
floor lamp. While in the second room and in the kitchen there was only a scattering of junk, giving it neither the
neat appearance of a city apartment nor the coziness of a cottage. There was a sewer system, but it didn’t work, so
they used a bucket. There was running water as well, but all that came out of the faucet were rusty drops. So water
was brought up from the well.
Since the whole family was stubbornly and impassively silent, I talked only with the girl, who was very bright.
Late that evening the teacher took an expensive brandy from the cabinet and gave some special nod of his boyish
head. Instantly all his women disappeared, and after that I didn’t hear a sound from behind the door.
I looked at the teacher. His face had taken on the look of a junky who was about to fall into convulsions if he
didn’t get his fix. I wasn’t particularly frightened, since he was after all quite delicate compared to me, but I
nevertheless prepared to put up a resistance. But the teacher had nothing of the sort in mind. He swallowed and
said in a ravenous voice:
“Tell me about everything.”
I somehow guessed immediately that he was simply tormented by spiritual thirst. Shaking off with an effort the
hypnotic somnolence emanating from the window, I began to tell him. I told about the ferment of minds among
the literary people and the educated. I told about the sudden outbreak of religiosity among the intelligentsia.
About the young priest near Suzdal, whose sermons crowds of city intellectuals flocked to hear. About the craze
for literature, and especially poetry, in the capitals. Then I began to recite verses.
The times are not a thing one chooses;
One lives and dies in them.
There’s nothing in the world more tasteless
Than whining and complaining.
As though you could trade this batch for that,
Like at the market.

The teacher grew radiant, his hair became disheveled, and perspiration broke out on his forehead. As for
myself, I could’t stop.
It was easy to see what he wanted. He wanted to hear about himself and his generation, he wanted the pain and
self-pity … and he didn’t want it to be like the classics, which he himself, wrapped in—his soviet packaging,
drummed into his students’ heads—he wanted it to be comprehensible, to go straight to the heart …
Drive me to Ostankino, chief,
To Ostankino, where the Titan cinema is.
She’s working as a ticket-taker there;
Standing at the door all frozen,
All frozen and shivering,
But overcoming her love.
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Understanding, grasping everything.
But never betraying and never forgiving.

I read and read, mixing up poets, adding bits of my own when I forgot. Towards the end I no longer knew what
I was saying. The teacher left only after my head had begun to fall on my breast like a drunk woman’s. There
were two hours left for sleeping. Through the window the water and sky continually changed color, but night and
darkness still didn’t come.
*
In the morning the chairman and the party organizer, who was just as torpid as the day before, took me to
another village. Once more to a school, only this time an elementary school.
“Why should I go to the school? I’ve been there already.”
The chairman shushed me.
“No, there’s a man there, a Distinguished Teacher. It’s likely he’ll be a deputy soon. There’s no getting out of
it.”
But the school unexpectedly got to me. It was housed in a large cottage with a painted wooden floor, clean and
pitiably bare. It was in the midst of an apple orchard in a little out-of-the-way village called Chalovnitsa. In the
hall on a rack there were five little overcoats, and under them, five pairs of rubber boots. There was a wash-stand
over a basin and next to it a clean towel.
In the tiny staff room there was a miniature globe and an enormous wooden protractor on the table.
The Distinguished Teacher proved to be a little hunchback with a calm and even handsome large face. A real
“little Herr Friedemann” of Chalovnitsa. His fivesome of bright-eyed students attended to every twitch of his
eyebrows, but it was evident that it was out of reverence rather than fear. Fifteen years ago he and his students of
that time had planted this orchard around the school, and now he fed his present ones apples at recess. The apples
were stored the whole winter in the school’s cellar. Ten years ago they had planted a grove on the bare band of the
Volkhov. It had become a real little forest.
The hunchback went majestically with me and the children into the grove and gave an exam there. First he
questioned me. I couldn’t recognize the naked, scarcely yet budding trees, but his kids new nearly all of them. By
the color of the bark, the shape of the buds, and the arrangement of the branches. They were in utter rapture that I
didn’t know anything. They jumped around me, laughing under their breath. They didn’t dare do it aloud.
Afterwards the teacher merely pointed towards the school, and they all ran obediently and neatly hung their coats
up and set out their boots. I asked permission to listen to the lesson from the hall.
“So what did Vladimir Ilyich Lenin tell us about this?” the teacher’s deep baritone rang out. “Kolya Sergeev
will answer.”
The childish, choked voice, on a single high note, pronounced meaninglessly:
“Vladimir Ilyich said that we must not ask alms … of nature …”
The teacher calmly corrected him and the child innocently prattled through the quotation.
At that I left quietly. The chairman and the party organizer were waiting for me, looking pensevely into an
unfinished well.
On the square in front of the garage, behind a wire fence, stood an orange facility. As we appeared, from the
bunch of peasants, one stood out, on whose face good looks and coarseness were engaged in a battle that
coarseness was winning. He yelled from a distance:
“So then, chairman, blank blank, I went out (he meant he had gone out to work. After a binge, obviously)—
And my truck, blank blank blank, is in the shop, blank blank. Not an ounce of work.”
The chairman and party organizer hurriedly went to meet the peasant, telling me to wait on the bank by the
boat. The chairman also spoke loudly from a distance, to the whole square:
“And who was it broke your truck, Grisha?”
And turning to a fat storekeeper who had come out onto the porch of her store to watch the duel, he asked in
passing:
“Stepanna, wasn’t it you that bashed his truck up on the gate?”
Stepanna’s face remained impassive, only her fat quivered slightly with laughter. The last thing I heard, turning
on the path, was one old woman from the silent crowd at the store asking her:
“Stepanna, when are you going to have some eggs to sell?”
Still looking at the chairman and the peasant, she said:
“I’ll sit right down and lay you some.”
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In fifteen minutes or so the chairman and party organizer, who evidently were not to be parted that day, took
me in the boat to the other side of the Volkhov to the bus station. Both their faces had red blotches on them after
talking. The chairman rowed. On the river everything, as on the day before, was bright pink; the water shone and
merged dizzyingly with the sky. In the middle of the river the chairman stopped to rest. There was an awkward
silence. The party organizer unexpectedly asked, without taking his eyes from the water:
“You know what’s our biggest trouble?”
“No.”
“They drink themselves to death … and why? Every bath-house has got a washing machine, every man’s got a
motorcycle, the wages are like you won’t find in any other town.”
“Why do you think they drink?”
“I think they need religion,” said the party organizer.
The chairman wheezed and started rowing again.
I knew that such trustfulness demanded complicity, and I said that it wasn’t yet known if all of us could find
faith, even if we were allowed to believe. Perhaps one had to earn faith.
“And who has earned it?” asked the party organizer.
He paused on the bank, as if wanting to prolong the discussion, but the cautious chairman wouldn’t let him.
“Come on, come on, you philosopher,” he said, standing behind me and most likely winking at the party
organizer not to forget himself.
We went along the dried-up meadow road. We went on and on, the birds sang, and I forgot what I was going
for. Afrerwards I had to collect myself piece by piece.
37.173 Excerpt from The Many Dogs And The Dog\fn{by Bella Akatovna Akhmadulina (1937(F) 3

)}

Moscow, Russia

… Again noticing his hand wounded by the wasp, Shelaputov came to: the wrist hurt and itched, the palm
embraced the back of The Dog’s head.
Leaning on The Dog’s head, Shelaputov caught sight of the great multiplicity of sea with its silvery scum and
of the garden deceived by the blinding semblance of scorching heat and again desirous of flowering and decking
itself out. On the shore, Ingurka, weakening and snarling dully, eluded her inevitable fate. Now without pride and
putting on of airs, she shook off first this, then that embrace. Red was dispersing the lot of them with his thin,
authoritative bark. Another little pack played not far off: the girl Ketevan was laughing and running away from
Gigo.
The Dog’s nape rose under Shelaputov’s hand, and Shelaputov’s shoulder blades tensed. He turned around and
glimpsed Pyrkin, who was getting ready to go to the city. He did not at all know this no-sort-of man and was
struck by the strengh of his gaze, the trajectory of which was distinctly outlined against the light, pierced
Shelaputov’s crown, exploded where the scrap of chain was, and managed to cause contusions all about. He was
sending his gaze voluptuously and was not able to break off this activety, but Shelaputov also looked at Pyrkin
potently.
Bound for the bus station, Pyrkin grabbed the stones of the mountains together with houses and kitchen
gardens and flung them at the foreign evil spirits of the dogs and children, at the whole fork-tongued Proustian
bunch of pigs aiming to escape hard labor and devour the feijoa.
“Here’s what, brother,” said Shelaputov. “Go on, do not yield to Red the farewell smile of our sad sunset. And
I’ll go to town and ask those who understand: what is a man to do, when he wants to depart with his Dog.”
The beast set out, downcast. Shelaputov did not bother to watch how he stood there with his head down, while
Red, jumping up and falling back chewed the air around his lion’s paws superficially, with Ingurka, in his support,
wrinkling her nose, her upper lip quivering, hostile thin points bated, to the approval of all the secondary
participants.
He didn’t bother to watch how Gigo caught the laughing Ketevan. Indeed, can light be caught, a gold column
of undefined dust?—but there it was caught and, for a joke, held above the surf, and the surf, for a joke, feigned
taking it. But she fell back and back, again flowed out through his fingers, glittered freely in the distance—the
equal of a ray, indistinguishable from the rest of the sun. An ancient bus with a tarpaulin top shook over the
potholes until the contents—various appearances, nationalities, subspecies, and breeds—were thoroughly blended
by the end of the trip, equally spotted, wrinkled and unified—exept for Pyrkin and Shelaputov.
Look what a city, what an Athenian-white and colonnaded one, with a crown of structure on the peak of the
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mountain; oh, not the Parthenon—after all, I don’t make any pretenses—but a restaurant where they are out of
shashlik—but what a city beloved by Shelaputov. Here it comes, a rich outlander, possessor of pompous exccesses
of palms, rhododendrons, and eucalypti, gypsum close by and basalt afar off. An azure, acrid, hairy city lusting
after a sovereign and inaccessible sister: oh, how it would like to crumple her fleur d’orange, oh Nice, oh!
Shelaputov headed for the Cook office, walking along as always with his hands wound as tight as would go
behind his back, grabbing his right hand firmly in his left. Bewitched Pyrkin went along behind him for a time,
trustingly inclining his head to the side for thinking over that peculiarity of his walk, and he even said something
encouraging to him, but Shelaputov again forgot to notice him.
Cook not being present, the associates to whom drifted this time without satisfaction through the ins and outs
of the line explained to him fastidiously what it was necessary for someone to do if he wanted to depart with his
Dog. There wasn’t enough room for all that in the time alotted to Shelaputov; there really wasn’t enough for the
muzzle, repair of the broken chain, and a separate cage for the traveler.
Tired and faded, Shelaputov set out along the embankment, burdened by the unmitigated magnitude of the sky,
the mountains and scurrying life. The sea was absent whitishly and right beyond the parapet began nothing. The
natural born twin of the human crowd that loiters, trades, obtains women or some other prey, he was again
entirely alone and leant only on the weaving together of his hands behind his back.
Having taken a seat in a seaside coffee house, Shelaputov took to watching how the Greek Aleko, elegant,
wiry, blackishly gray, handled a brazier with burning hot sand. No prattling motion—just the short flight of a
strong elbow, the sparkle askant of a capacious eye that foresaw the black brew’s every new need, that grinned at
the café fortunetellers: not for him answers from an overturned cup, he was sharper than the all-knowing grounds.
Shelaputov remembered nothing, knew everything that momentary—move it. Chink!—hour for getting things
together, graves—there, Aleko—here.
Sensing Shelaputov, Aleko blazed at him lovingly with his eye: wait a bit, I am coming, don’t grieve, and
prosper forever and ever. There is a look between man and man for which it is worth living in this ineffable world
with its shining sea and fragile, gigantic magnolia holding up its porcelain cup of light. Getting the better of the
usual batch of copper in the grounds, Aleko came up, with a light touch of his palm greeting Shelaputov’s
shoulder. About The Dog he said:
“Go to this address and make a deal with the conductor. He’ll be here tommorrow evening, the day after
tomorrow you and your Dog will go off with him.” Then he extinguished his eyes and asked:
“Have you seen Ketevan?”
“Go there, Aleko,” answered Shelaputov, gazing at him distinctly. “Don’t delay, go today.”
Aleko looked at the expanse of day, at Greece in the distance, briefly played the end of some music on the
table with his fingers, and said with a brash grin.
“I’m an old, poor Greek from a coffee house. And she—you know yourself what she is. I’ll be going back to
my place. Farewell, brother.”
But how beautiful you are, Aleko, in you there is everything. You have seen everything under the sun, exept
the higher whiteness—the beloved homeland of your ancient and valorous blood. The Nike of Samothrace\fn{ The
famous winged figure created c.190BC, and re-discovered in 1863 in a temple on the (then Turkish, since 1912, Greek) island of Samothrace.} is with you! Let us close our lids and commence to think that sea resembles sea, as one drop of water

another. And what gleams white on the mountain top so harmoniously? Not a temple in honor of the beginning
and the end of a shashlik but a thought without miscalculation, beauty without fault: The Parthenon.\fn{ The temple
to Athena which stands on a mountain-top overlooking Athens (constructed during the 5 th century BC.}
Shelaputov embraced a wrecked column, attending to the rough marble with his forehead. Below, the
Acropolis\fn{The citadel of ancient Athens, of which the Parthenon is a part .} was pulled up tight farther down and farther
out the port of Piraeus bustled with dignity, quite far off, beyond the sea’s mirage, twelve men indistinguishable
one from the other, entered the coffee house. What sort were they? Probably negotiators successful in trading of
musk, ginger, and slaves, celebrating the usual deal. But where had Shelaputov seen them before? The lovesick
serving girl was moving the tables, lugging bottles and victuals. Victoria is theirs, no doubt, but do they actually
have too few drachmas to win over the hand that greases the features of their faces, that raises their stomachs’
sick fat that is dangerous to their happy life? Br-r, however, how they look.
“Get a move on, Greek!”
But he’s coming with a cup and a copper vessel, irreproachably stately, like Lysippus’s\fn{ A fourth century BC
Greek sculptor, favorite of Alexander the Great.} fabrications, gaily glancing at them with all-knowing eyes.
“Here, Greek, drink up!” He takes the glass with a polite bow, fixedly examines the liquid, where something
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teems and multiglies, laughs with bold fresh teeth and says lighheartedly:
“Your wine is dirty.” He says nothing more, but they, raving, hear:
“Your wine is dirty, thievish curs. A curse on him who drinks it voluntarily; sorrow to him who bends his neck
to it. This one’s a Greek, that one’s somebody else, but you are nobody from nowhere; you’ve got many holdings
but no homeland, because all that is yours is foreign, taken away from others.”
Thus he is silent, places the glass on the table and goes back to his place along the great Panathenaic Way,
through the Propylaia,\fn{The monumental marble gateway to the Acropolis .} the Erechitheion\fn{A temple on the Acropolis,
famous for its perfect detail.} toward the Parthenon.
Farewell. There was some sort of directive or invitation for Shelaputov, which he forgot but which he
responded to. Stepping briskly and officiously along, sincerely and fleetingly stroking the living wool of palms on
the way, he went along darkening streets toward the winking lighthouse of an unknown goal. Here is the youthful
house with the crumbling plaster, the necessary floor, door, the disinterested bell with wires not linked to
electricity. He knocked, waited, and went in.
The gloom of the room was crammed with a smell that made it hard to breathe and to move on forward—
otherwise how would Shelaputov have sniffed out the thickness of the fragrant stink?
Everywhere, in pots and boxes, quivered and coiled balletically unearthly, perversely beautiful flowers.
Face to their bell-mouths, back to Shelaputov, stood Pyrkin, trembling, fussing in rapture over his imminent
good fortune.
There his hand fell and a howl of triumph and pain resounded. Having rested and cooled to the tiresome,
enticing flora, Pyrkin turned away from the puzzlingly peering, unquenchable plants, caught sight of Shelaputov
and shouted at him with dignity:
“I’m on pension! I raise orchids!”
“Hmm-hmm.” Shelaputov shrugged his shoulders silently. “That’s nice.”
They headed for the bus and then home: in front, Shelaputov, closing his hands together at his back, behind,
Pyrkin, looking after the back of his head.
Shelaputov climbed up to his place, left the door open, and waited. There—a cautious ringing in the garden
and up the stairs. Shelaputov embraced The Dog’s head, pressed his face against it and
backed off.—Eat.
That night, Red showed up for a short while: had a bite, hastily licked Shelaputov, squeakily bellowed at The
Dog, lay unconscious on his side for a moment, then dashed off.
A grand tender star addressed itself to Shelaputov persistently, but with what? All life long, man tries to divine
the meaning of that persistent link, and only in the moment following the last moment does the blinding answer
dawn on him, that perfect knowledge which is given to no one to share with another.
Shelaputov woke up, because the dog got up, militarily flexing his fur and his muscles, gurgling in the depths
of his throat.
“Stay!” said Shelaputov, and gave the door a shove.
Something poured off the stairs, crackled in the bushes, and abated. Without fear or interest, Shelaputov looked
into the darkness. The dog came out anyway and stood next to him: a shot and another and another blazed at
random across the heavens’ star. An echo and another and another pushed off from the mountains, banged heads
with the cry of the bad-shot-of-a-failure:
“All Frenchmen are kikes! They do the cattleya! Hide fugitives! Steal feijoa!”
“Can’t you sleep?” said Shelaputov. “Oh, yeah, you are afraid of dying in your sleep. Be careful, I know a
good lullabye.”
In the morning, Shelaputov, stiff with cold, tarried in bed, but then, he had nothing to do the while. Out the
open door, he caught sight of modest, lacy dandyishness—the earth’s primordial delight, which he attempted to
elude on the iron handrails wound round with grapevines, on the dead little bodies of the persimmons woundedby-frost, northern whiteness glistened icily. Scorching her tiny fingers on it, Madame Odetta, in a most charming
padded jacket, climbed the stairs. She had to stop on the threshold in confusion:
“Oh! I beg your pardon: you aren’t dressed yet and you aren’t even up.”
The gallant, well-bred Shelaputov was in fact dressed in all his clothes and got up forthwith.
Madame Odetta viewed him pensively with her sky blue moistness beautifully arranged around vigilant black
pupils that knew the thought that was difficult for her to express, something like:
“The reason that prompts me to clarify things between us lies in my past.”
(The blueness increased and infused the cheeks.)
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“You see, Pyrkin, devoid of polish and excess education, has a subtlety of his own. His strange trips to the
city…”
(The moisture dried up, but the pupils tried tenaciously to read Shelaputov.)
“They are essentially a journey in my direction, an overcoming of hostile symbols that hinder his power over
me. He’s terribly jealous of my dead husband—and with reason.”
(Sky blue streams.)
“But I want to speak about something else.”
(The whisper and triumph of black over blue.)
“Be careful. He never sleeps so as not to die—he sees everything. Pyrkin is a danger to you.”
“But who is he—Pyrkin?” asked Shelaputov, getting absolutely muddled, suddenly terribly agitated, beginning
to speak confusedly and as if not sober:
“Pyrkin—that is not here, that is something quite other. I swear to you that you simply don’t know! There, next
to the station, is a hill edged with pines and a lovely church with rather fancy cupolas, one completely gold, and
there’s a field below and houses on the other shore. So there, if you go toward the top of the cemetery and, not
from below but to one side, from the side of the road, you’ll be certain to see a forgotten grave above which there
isn’t anything, only a pole sticking out of the ground with an inscription on it: PYRNIKI Imagine? What
ineradicable character, what vitality! To go to the station for vodka, to push your cap down over crazy eyes, to sit
in that very cemetery, on a holiday, amid the colored eggshells, to feel in your relieved body a joyous foredoom to
a fight, to yell a song until a tear of invincible sorrow wheezes in your throat, ultimately to perish foolishly, and to
send this happy vertical cry outside: PYRKINI'”
“You’re lying,” I called out an invisible, unearthly Pyrkin of the same name. “That’s another someone or other,
a thief, a drunkard, a loafer with three convictions! Who slept all the time, red-eyed most likely—up and died, the
fool!”
No one stood in door-opening anymore, screening the thawed, unbearably shining garden, while Shelaputov
kept looking at the sacred hill so belived by, so unavoidable for, him.
Having awaited the hour when the sun, which had done all possible for the warming up of these gardens, had
begun to the impartial care of other gardens and peoples, Shelaputov came out through the wicket gate to the
shore and got stuck in the wet pebbles. The sea was already training the slow-witted earth with boxing on the ears
and a fist in the teeth, but as befitted her, nobody understood a thing, as before.
Out of nobody’s boxtree, tearing free out of somebody’s enclosure, Gigo emerged lazily in a striped sweater,
once more without occupation and intention. Far away, behind, covering her face with the whole of her long hand
refracted in a beautiful wrist dipped in coming, soapy infinity, came the girl Ketevan, not looking golden.
The sun, before departing into the clouds irrevocably, beat the tambourine of orange fur, and Red crossed his
forepaws on a woolfishly goatlike, darkly light neck. A structure was erected out of him and Ingurka and froze.
The massed assemblage played out its role, sitting around, looking on. Far from the frozen circle dance stood the
big old dog, watching.
“Forget it!” said Shelaputov to him. “Let’s go.”
Ahead was the point of the cliff on the sloping shore; someone else had turned back to look, when forbidden—
Shelaputov ran his palm over the thin spine—lion fur took off from the caress, and a wave of wrinkles passed
over the scars and marks.
He said: “Wait for me here, and tomorrow we’ll leave”—and without looking back, went off to find the
conductor.
The place was not too distant, but Shelaputov went far into the depth of quickly-thickening night, staring now
into the dead end of a thicket, now at the precipice in road above a cold trout stream. The sky did not give away in
anything its assumed presence, and Shelaputov, discrete from the universe, languished inside the stony, airless
dark as in an exitless elevator.
There was a glimpse of deliverance, and the sky was bared at once, with its stars and impeccable moon, whose
ripening Shelaputov had lost from view behind long clouds, and he was now struck by the sight if it and by its
significance. Right in front of him, on an illuminated hillock, stood an arm of the law armed to the teeth and
sobbing violently. Waiting out the first pity and respect for the man’s grief, Shelaputov, ashamed, turned to him
nevertheless for instructions—he, not suppressing his lunar tears, explained with a movement of his hand, where
women in black from head to toe met Shelaputov on the porch and took him into a house. He did manage to
admire a mournful nobility of their dress that was independent of variegated present time, noting only later how
with a light, silky crackle his heart burst, and this was not painful but mint-sweet. An old man, the head of the
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house, and other men stood around a table, besprinkling bread with wine. And they gave Shelaputov wine and
bread. The old man said:
“You drink, too, to Aleko.” He poured a little wine on some bread and drank the rest up.
How cool in the chest, what sharp wine, how beautifully blended with its taste was its familiar, blatantly
ozonous aftertaste. Was it actually retsina? No, it was a local black brew, while retsina looks golden in the light
and sets the teeth on edge and delights the mouth with its gold. But all the same—hail, Aleko. We always die
earlier than they, their knife keeps pace with our back, but their death will be more terrible because great is their
fear before it. How pitiful people are, in essence. And do they not value their poor life so voraciously because it
will undoubtedly not have a continuation and no one will weep over them from grief and not for profit?
Shelaputov drank another glass, though he anxiously knew that it was time for him to go: he fancied he saw
the star shake thrice and go out.
30.43 The Visit\fn{by Leonid Borodin (1938-

)}

Irkutsk, Irkutsk Oblast, Russia (M) 8

A document came into my possession recently. Its author was reputedly a provincial priest who died only last
year. The document is so extraordinary, I felt unable to pass it on to anybody else, but it was equally impossible to
remain silent. I decided to be devious. I wrote a story. And by doing so relieved myself of all responsibility .
*
The service in the village church had finished an hour ago, but Father Venyamin had only just left for home.
He’d been discussing an important matter with one of his parishioners—the rebuilding of the church fence. The
existing one, which had been up for longer than anyone could remember and been patched and re-patched, was
rotten beyond repair. The discussion had been about posts and palings, about paint, in other words which color
was fitting for God’s house. Pale blue, of course. But the shops only stocked red and yellow. They would have to
pay over the odds. Father Venyamin stroked his beard, the peasant scratched the back of his head. Finally, they
struck the best possible bargain: the posts and such would come for nothing, while they’d have to allow a bit extra
for the paint and the palings. It was a deal.
The bargaining over, Father Venyamin was still in no hurry to go home.
We all know how it is: you do something, then find more things to do, keep busy, knowing that once on your
own you will be besieged by melancholy thoughts, thoughts that will nag you till cockcrow.
The priest, however, was in his seventies. He knew from experience that melancholy has to be properly
identified if it was not to lurk as an ill-defined torment in the soul. Understanding melancholy meant finding its
source, and the source was always a concrete instance of some kind and every such instance has its own little
shelf where it can be tucked away forgotten.
As soon as he arrived home and studied the ikons, he recalled the source of his melancholy. It was the face of a
young man who had come to the church today at the beginning of the service and stood by the door to the very
end, without crossing himself once. Then left without crossing himself.
What had he read in the young man’s face? For Father Venyamin that face held a memory.
Many years ago, in his younger days, he had known faces like that, Russian faces, with suffering in their eyes.
Those faces then began to disappear from Russia. The ones which replaced them weren’t necessarily beardless;
beards were not the point, they were simply different faces and they spoke a different language, in which the
words were either barbed or spoken through gritted teeth. And that was the end of the old Russia. It was like
living under a foreign heel. There were good Christians who didn’t abandon the faith, but the Russian radiance
left their faces, too, and there was only fear, despair and the pain of the godforsaken written there.
Father Venyamin had passed through schism and prison and survived by a miracle. He had brought God’s word
to people, like the cross the priest holds up to the prisoner condemned to die.
The priest had grown used to the idea that Russia was finished. But now, fifty years on, after all that had
happened, he suddenly began to recognize familiar faces here and there. He studied them with surprise and
anxiety. At first he had always felt let down, for they gave the impression of being a mask, Russian faces rented
for the day, ignorant of everything truly Russian.
One day he saw two young men in town. Chestnut beards, blue eyes, sensitive hands, standing aside from the
crowd, talking heatedly. Father Venyamin tried to guess what it was they were discussing. The meaning of life?
God? The ideal woman, perhaps? He came closer, and it was as if they had spat on all that was sacred!
They were talking about hockey. They had the faces of Alyosha Karamazov\fn{ The pious and loving son in The
Brothers Kramazov, the last and longest novel by Fyodor Mikhaylovich Dostoyevisky (1821-1881), Russian author .} and were
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discussing hockey!
And yet. And yet it was a sign. Perhaps the Russian faces would come first, to be followed by Russian souls.
Today one of these new young men had stood through the entire service at Father Venyamin’s church. He had
taken a good look at him. There was no sign of faith in the boy’s eyes, but there wasn’t that militant emptiness,
either. Which meant there was something there.
And that “something” was the cause of Father Venyamin’s melancholy. Those eyes, he reflected, really belong
to a man behind bars or the incurably sick or someone who has lost the thing he values most in life … He felt he
ought to pray for those eyes, ask the Lord to deliver them from pain and sorrow, felt he ought to do something
himself to help, to relieve, to alleviate. He knew he would spend the night in prayer and tears, and he had a
conviction that his prayer would of a certainty be heard.
Father Venyamin prepared his supper mechanically, frying eggs and making a cup of tea, and when he was
sitting at the table, about to say grace, he heard a knock at the door. He was surprised, he had not been expecting
company. His surprise was the greater when, on opening the door, he saw the person who had been at the centre of
his thoughts.
“May I? I haven’t disturbed you?”
The young man sounded uncertain, hesitated to cross the threshold.
“Certainly not,” Father Venyamin replied. “I was about to eat on my own. The Lord has sent me a guest and I
am very glad. Come in.”
The young man stepped through the lobby into the room. He didn’t ask a blessing or cross himself in front of
the ikons. It was as if he knew he ought to, but deliberately chose not to do so in order to stress his attitude and
avoid any ambiguity. His manner was unaffected. He sat gladly to table, and while he refused any eggs, he drank
tea with pleasure, out of a saucer, holding it in both hands like his host, as though reenacting an ancient custom.
They sat opposite each other, looking at each other and smiling, each perhaps at his own thoughts, but an
intimacy of some kind was undoubtedly born. At the same time, though, a vague sense of alarm crept into the
priest’s heart.
“My name is Alexey,” the visitor said at last. “I’ve known about you for a long time. My aunt told me a lot of
good things about you. She lives in the next village and comes to your church.”
Father Venyarnin sat silent. He sipped his tea and looked at his visitor.
“I’ve come to you for help, Father. … Though I’m almost certain it’s not within your power to help me. … All
the same, I’ve come. … I had to try, didn’t I?”
“Of course,” the priest agreed. He could feel the young man was finding it hard to begin. It wasn’t the words
he was searching for, but the form of words, as if he wanted to say very little himself, yet obtain an answer to the
most fundamental questions. Father Venyamin did not hurry him, nor did he encourage him to be frank. He knew
that people open their hearts either out of need or out of faith. His guest was without faith. So it had to be need …
He would open up.
“Probably I’ll tell you everything,” the visitor went on. “Probably. But not immediately. To begin with I’d like
your answer to one question, one which is a very important one to me. And I beg you, don’t hurry to answer. I
have a training in philosophy and I am familiar with theology. The standard textbook answer won’t do. I want to
know what you think personally. You’ve been through a lot. I need an honest answer from a man who has seen
life. Treat it as though my life depends on the sincerity of your reply.”
Father Venyamin was much troubled.
“You may be certain I won’t lie to you, no matter what the question. And should you really let your life depend
on the sincerity of any person, even a priest? It is so very hard, after all, for one person to understand another. And
if I have understood you right, you want to ask me something it will not be easy to speak about?”
The young man was somewhat abashed.
“Well, I was overdoing it, I suppose. Essentially, my question … I mean … I could ask any priest … but
knowing you by reputation, I felt more like …”
He was suddenly tongue-tied.
“Well, when you do give me an answer, please bear in mind I’m not a believer and what I’ve already told you.
It’s very important to me.”
He was silent, then fired his question:
“What’s a miracle, Father?”
The priest was taken aback.
“A miracle? But … you’re placing me in an impossible situation. You ask what a miracle is and say you’re not
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a believer. So how can I answer you? You see, to me a miracle is the manifestation of Our Lord’s existence, a sign
of His presence in the world … if we’re talking about so-called supernatural phenomena. But to me, believe me,
all God’s creation is a miracle. You find that hard to understand, but look at the world through the eyes of a child
or as an alien would, then every bug, all human life, it’s all a miracle, and nothing can be explained without God
…”
The priest watched the sparkle go out of the young man’s eyes and stopped in full flow.
“No. That’s not it. Not it at all,” the visitor mumbled.
Suddenly he jerked, his whole body convulsed in a kind of spasm. He saw the alarm on the priest’s face and
muttered, embarrassed:
“It’s nothing … I’ll explain later … it happens every so often …”
Only then did Father Venyamin notice there was something unusual about the young man’s appearance, about
his manner, his posture, the way he sat. Hard to define precisely what. Was he ill, perhaps?
Now the young man was sitting sideways, gripping the back of the chair, and the tension in his hands and his
face was palpable.
“That’s not what I wanted to hear from you,” the visitor said, pulling a face.
“What did you want?” asked the priest, thinking what a thorough waste of time this was.
“You must at some time—you personally, I mean, you’ve seen a lot in your lifetime—you must have witnessed
a miracle yourself, surely? A genuine miracle.”
“No,” the priest replied.
“And yet you believe in miracles?”
“I find it hard to answer you, young man. If I were to tell you that the resurrection of Our Lord Jesus Christ,
His life, His death, that this was the supreme miracle, testified to by the apostles, you would not be convinced by
my answer. Maybe after this sublime moment people were utterly unworthy of God’s attention, since there was
now so much to bear witness to. But that is merely my own opinion, sinner that I am. The Lord is infinitely
merciful. And the miracles which happen to people are the manifestations of the goodness, the mercy, the fullness
of love of God’s heart. And may the one who rejects it find forgiveness …”
Here he stopped and looked uncomprehendingly at the young man.
“But … if you do not believe in God, even miracles do not exist. So why …”
“I believe in miracles, Father. Or at least I admit the existence of miracles.”
“Impossible! Without God, what kind of a miracle could it be? If we are surrounded by matter, by matter and
strict causality, where can a miracle spring from? If you recognize the existence of miracles, it presupposes the
existence of at least some kind of power, some kind of origin for the miracle …”
“Meaning,” the visitor interjected with a certain malice, “one must presuppose the miracle has a cause, yet
what were you saying a moment ago about causality? Tell me.”
“Don’t try to trip me up. That’s not good. You know what I mean, you understand my train of thought.” Father
Venyarnin was not so much offended as disappointed.
“Of course I do. But the whole point is that certain phenomena are possible which violate causality. Is such a
viewpoint tenable?”
“Certainly,” the priest replied calmly. “But you will not find the answer to your question and you will not be
satisfied. An answer of that sort does not solve the question, it raises endless new ones.”
“But doesn’t the hypothesis of God generate doubts and an endless number of questions?”
The priest was silent for a little while, and when he spoke again he chose his words carefully.
“To see God as a hypothesis is the lot of the stiff-necked and proud. It is not faith that gives birth to doubt, but
our weakness, our sinfulness, our inability to follow the path of faith. But faith is tested by doubt. Tried and
tested. The vanquishing of doubt is a great joy which the godless can never know …”
Father Venyamin suddenly felt that he was growing tired, that his words were feeble and unconvincing.
“Do you not think, Alyosha, that we are discussing a topic on which, as you said, your mind is made up. I
cannot get to the heart of your question. I can only speak of miracles as a Divine Manifestation, and you do not
believe in God. How can I help you? Try to find the answer in science.”
Alexey snorted sarcastically: “Unfortunately science is even less help!”
As he spoke, he jerked again. His face contorted. It was a grimace of annoyance, however, rather than pain. He
stood up and staggered across to the window. He gripped the windowsill with his left hand and the window latch
with his right, standing in profile to the priest.
“Nobody can help me,” he whispered with a kind of melancholy despair.
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“Are you ill?” Father Venyamin asked hesitantly.
“Ill? I wish I knew what was wrong with me myself.”
“I don’t understand …” the priest murmured. His attention was riveted by his visitor’s face. He was obviously
in despair, but he did not look sick in the usual sense. What then?
It was Alexey who broke the silence.
“Where were we? Ah, yes … God as hypothesis. So, you believe miracles are in all cases a manifestation of
God?”
“That’s right,” the priest answered reluctantly.
“If that is the case, there is meaning of a sort in every miracle? A kind of intimation?”
“Precisely. Why should God manifest Himself, unless to give a sign? However, God manifests Himself without
imposing His presence, without imposing His will.”
“I don’t understand.” Alexey spoke nervously, hastily.
“A person who is obstinate in his unbelief cannot be helped even by a miracle. That is what I believe.”
“And what if he isn’t obstinate? If he wants to believe?”
“He will believe,” Father Venyamin answered with conviction.
Now the visitor was smiling. It was a smile partly of condescension, partly of regret.
“Well, Father, what if you saw a man walking on water? How would you react to that?”
“I would go down on my knees in joy and give thanks to the Lord God for His grace—”
He was cut short by laughter, rude, cynical laughter. But the priest did not even have time to take offence. His
visitor suddenly lifted away from the window, just as he was, standing, upright, and slowly floated towards the
ceiling. Now the laughter fell on the priest from above, words fell, interspersed with laughter.
“Well now, Father, go down on your knees and give thanks!”
At this the visitor swivelled to a horizontal position, reached out his arms and with his fingers outspread
floated at the priest, laughing wildly.
Father Venyamin came to on his bed in the comer, brought round by the touch of something cold on his
forehead. Alexey was holding a wet towel to his head. He looked scared and there were tears, yes, tears in his
eyes. They were the first thing the priest saw.
“You’re alive! Thank God. Forgive me, please, if you can bring yourself to. It was a rotten thing to do. Forgive
me, I beg you. Do you feel better now?”
“What was that?” The priest’s question was barely audible. He was white.
“I’ll explain. I should have told you everything. But it all came out stupid and wrong …”
“Are you a hypnotist? Have you come to make fun of me?”
“No. Word of honor, no. I’ll explain. Now. Believe me, I didn’t want it to happen like that. You had me
frightened, you went so pale … water?”
“Please …”
Father Venyamin closed his eyes, but immediately seized Alexey’s arm.
“Was it a hallucination or were you really flying?”
“I’ll fetch some water …”
The visitor still sounded rather scared and ashamed, but as he rushed out to fetch water, it seemed to the priest
the young man’s feet were not touching the floor. When Alexey came back with a dipper of water, Father
Venyamin was on the verge of passing out again. He gulped down the water; his eyes closed. Then he groaned:
“What was it you were going to tell me? Please. I’ll lie here. Draw up a chair and sit next to me. And tell me.”
*
It wasn’t that easy to begin, apparently, and the first sentences came rather haltingly, but only the first few.
After that the confession began to flow.
“I graduated in philosophy. I was about to carry on as a postgraduate. Do you have any idea how tempting philosophy is, Father? The word itself is full of mystery. And the names of the great exponents have a magnificent
ring—Hegel,\fn{Georg Wilhelm Helgel (1770-1831), German philosopher .} Kant,\fn{Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), German philosopher.} Plato,\fn{Greek philosopher (c.428-347BC).} Fichte.\fn{Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1762-1814), German philosopher.} They
don’t mean anything now. But there was a time the mere mention of those names made me go weak at the knees.
And the excitement when you begin to get into the thinking of a great philosopher, as if you’ve had to go through
the whole process with him! You feel so proud. But that’s nothing. Now when you spot the first slip-up, the first
tiny flaw in the logic of a great philosopher you’ve spent years trying to understand, that really does something
for your ego. Later on, when you’re able to form your own opinion of the greats, you don’t even want to share it
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with anybody, you feel so pleased with yourself. A lot of people are perfectly satisfied with that and stop there.
They go on to make a career at nit-picking commentators, but they never make philosophers. I didn’t want to stop,
only something else happened:
“I suddenly felt it was all a sham. There are as many philosophies as there are people. Every one of them is
right in so far as that is how the world appears to that individual. You won’t find truth in philosophy, only more or
less talented insights, original constructs—nothing more. And that’s it! How to put it? Just … well … partitions
… labryinths … but no roof … there’s no actual building. In the sense of a truth …”
He broke off.
“I’m rambling, I know. But I have to say it, believe me—”
The priest seized his hand.
“Speak. There’s no need for explanations. Speak!”
“It was then I became interested in religion. It was fashionable to wear a crucifix, have ikons … I read the
Gospels and told myself I’d found what it was I’d been looking for. Here was a wisdom I could feel, even though
it was beyond my powers to grasp intellectually. It was beyond my capabilities. I realized that for the rest of my
life I could absorb this wisdom a bit at a time, more than enough for one lifetime. And if there is such a possibility
—to comprehend the ultimate wisdom—does that leave room for anything else in your life? At that point I
declared myself to be a believer.”
“Declared?” Father Venyamin echoed in surprise. “Hadn’t you actually found faith, since you had come to the
understanding that there is no greater wisdom?”
Alexey smiled involuntarily. “I declared I had found faith. I thought that to recognize Christianity’s truthfulness and to believe in God amounted to the same thing.”
“But isn’t that the case?” asked the priest in astonishment.
“Certainly. Yet on the other hand, you might see Christianity as no more than a coded philosophy for
preserving the human race we acquired, for example, from intellectually superior aliens from outer space.”
“Yes,” the priest concurred sadly, “people are prepared to believe anything except the plain, obvious truth.”
“The obvious is a subjective category …” the young man began, and then fell silent. A moment later he
continued:
“So I became a believer. Grew a beard, stopped smoking, stopped fornicating … With my philosophical
baggage I became something of a guru in my circle of friends. I started going to church, of course, and even
began observing the fasts … then a month ago …”
“Please could you fetch me some more water.”
The priest drank. His hands were shaking visibly and the palor seemed to have returned to his face.
“Well … I’m listening. Carry on.”
“You probably think it happened while I was praying or meditating or reading the Scriptures. Actually I was
lying on the beach, my mind was a blank, no thoughts of any kind, sacred or profane. I went to stand up, pushed
my hands into the sand and suddenly I felt I was suspended above it—four centimetres or so. I didn’t dare breathe,
just thought, and I lifted a bit more. I went dizzy, in other words roughly the same happened to me as happened to
you half an hour ago. I passed out. Only for a second or two. And when I came round, I knew, I had this physical
sense, that I could rise in the air without the slightest effort. And God didn’t even enter my mind, remember that,
Father.
“It was incredible. I resisted the temptation to try it again, pulled on my clothes, jumped on to a bus. It was full
but not packed, and I pressed my legs together and hung between the other passengers. I got back to my room,
locked the door and never even glanced at the ikons. I took a deep breath, plucked up courage and levitated to the
ceiling. I floated up, came down again, turned somersaults, all the junk fell out of my pockets. It was like a dream.
“You say all miracles are God’s work. But if that’s true, I would have felt something in my soul. But I felt
nothing! You understand, there was nothing, except maybe a feeling I was a bit outlandish, a freak. It didn’t feel
like a miracle. Only a paradox of causality.
“And then came the blinding insight. I had never been a believer. More than that, I felt, well, how shall I put it?
The emptiness of the universe, the godlessness of the world; I felt I was quite alone in the world.”
“How can this be?” exclaimed the priest. “You can fly! Fly! And yet you speak of the emptiness of the
universe, of your being alone—Lord! What's wrong with people? They refuse to accept either reward or
retribution!”
He got up from the bed, walked over to the ikonostasis and fell to his knees.
“Lord, be Thou not angry at the ignorance of Thy servants. Their minds are clouded and their souls defiled.
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Great is Thy patience and great Thy love, O Lord!”
Alexey stood aside. He looked vexed, or sad, or perhaps both at once. When the priest had finished and went to
bow, Alexey’s voice broke in harshly, jeeringly even.
“I haven’t told you everything yet, Father!”
The priest went back to his bed and covered his face with his hands.
“Tell me. Tell me everything. Leave nothing hidden in your heart.”
Alexey walked over to the ikonostasis.
“Symbols! The symbols of your God! And does God recognize these symbols as belonging to Him?
Blasphemy? Right?”
He sat down next to the old man.
“That time in my room, after discovering I was a freak, right at the end, I ripped an ikon from the wall. I flew
about with it and mocked God. Risky, wasn’t it? But nothing happened, except the ikon shattered when I dropped
it from the ceiling. A pity! Now if I’d gone smash on to the floor and broken my arms and legs—”
“You would have believed?”
“Not half,” laughed Alexey.
“No, even then you would not have believed. But perhaps not, no, I don’t know.”Father Venyamin was
embarrassed somehow, regretting having said what he did.
Alexey ignored it.
“And so I began a new life. Living with a miracle. I even forgot to think about God the first few days. Flying’s
quite something. Lord! Can you imagine the pleasure, the sheer pleasure of flying. At night, over the steppe or a
lake. Spread your arms and cruise and dip and soar. You don’t need anything else in life. It’s so easy …”
He stood up, put his hands on his head and, smiling drunkenly, floated about the room in a semi-vertical
position. Apparently he suddenly thought better of it, because he dropped quickly to the floor, almost as if he’d
jumped down, and glanced anxiously at the priest.
Father Venyamin stood there, pale and solemn.
“A miracle. A miracle,” he whispered.
He sounded so full of joy, the young man looked frankly jealous.
“Now I can go to my grave!”
Father Venyamin suddenly frowned. He looked worried.
“Why did God permit me to witness a miracle?” he asked, looking anxiously at Alexey. “Why? Am I not
burdened with sin more than others? Surely …”
He blenched, as if he was about to faint, and swayed. Alexey hurried to help him, but was gently pushed aside
and he retreated in surprise to a corner. The priest sank on to the bed and stared blankly past him.
“There was something else you wanted to tell me.”
“How are you feeling? Some water, perhaps?”
“No,” the priest replied. His tone was detached. “Speak. I know you still have something very important to tell
me.”
Alexeyshrugged.
“I’ve told you the most important things. Strange … First you were happy when you found out. Now you look
the most miserable person in the world. I had my suspicions, but now I know. My miracle will bring misery to
everybody in the end.”
“Everybody?” Father V enyamin hastened. “Was there somebody else …”
“We didn’t get round to that,” Alexey sniggered. “I’ll start with me, though. What am I supposed to do with
this miracle? Life has lost all meaning. I can’t live amongst people any more because I can’t control myself.”
He smiled.
“Ah, if only you knew, Father, how many times I’ve had to resist temptation. More than Jesus, believe me! The
number of times I’ve wanted to levitate in the middle of the street and enjoy watching the reactions of my fellow
citizens, all of them permanently drunk on the determinism of the natural world. And don’t you think I didn[‘t
want to liven things up a bit at your church today?”
“But you didn’t,” the priest said quietly.
“I didn’t. But it wasn’t out of a sense of decency. If I demonstrate it in public, they’ll either turn me into a
scientific guinea pig or I’ll be exploited by the church. I have my vanity. I’ve no intention of becoming an object
of study!”
“And until now nobody—“
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“Regrettably.” Alexey interrupted. “But you need to be in the right frame of mind before I tell you.”
He was trying to be ironic. But that was not how it sounded and so the priest answered in all seriousness.
“I’m ready.”
“I cannot live among ordinary people. It’s too boring. It’s not that I feel I’m a superman. I simply want to fly.
I’ve turned into a bird of the night, Father. I can’t fly by day. I came to the country, dropped my studies and
everything as if they were so much waste paper. I never wanted to drink … haven’t a clue about drugs … and yet
it seems I’m suffering the same kind of addiction. I sleep during the day, and I keep flying in my sleep. I always
wake up frightened: perhaps it was all a dream? If I’m alone, I have to try and see if I can still do it. I literally go
shooting up into the air. When I’m certain again it’s not a dream, that I really can fly, I weep with joy. If I go
somewhere where it’s impossible, I get this nagging doubt that the miracle’s over, so I rush off to try it out and
make sure …
“The worst thing, Father, is that the time I can do without gets less and less. People irritate me just by being
there. I’ve become rude … cruel. All I want to do is fly.
“But the story I wanted to tell you is this. One day I went off away into the trees and began chasing birds. The
uproar! Birds, Father, are determinists as well. They hate to see the laws of nature violated …
“"Anyway, I was completely carried away, and then I suddenly looked down and saw a man. He was standing
there gawping with his mouth wide open. I should have got out of there, but instead I flew down towards him. He
never uttered a sound. He just fell flat on his back. By the time I reached him, it was all over. I’ve killed a man.
That’s what I've done. And you very nearly gave up the ghost.”
The priest leapt from his bed. His eyes were wide and staring, his hands shaking. Alexey darted away from
him.
“That’s it,” Father Venyamin shouted. “That’s it. I, too. You, and the man, and me!”
He clutched his head.
“This is all I need,” muttered Alexey, backing towards the door.
“Stop,” shouted the priest. “Forgive me!”
He suddenly fell on his knees before Alexey.
“Forgive me! For the love of Christ, forgive me. I preached you a sermon about faith. Forgive me, I had no
right to. I was myself deluded and so deluded you. And the Lord. And the Lord. You are honest … forthright …
While all my life I …”
He fell to the ground, sobbing.
Alexey was in despair. “Damn this miracle,” he yelled. He knelt beside the priest.
Father Venyamin looked up, struggled back to his knees and embraced Alexey.
“No. You mustn’t talk like that. You do not understand, We have all betrayed God. I am the first, By His
miracle He has exposed my lie!”
The priest’s voice sank to a whisper.
“I was frightened, you see. Understand? I was frightened. Like that man who did not believe what he saw. And
you are frightened, too, when confronted by a miracle because you are without faith. I am, too. Oh, Lord! Can I be
forgiven? I have been a hypocrite and a Pharisee! Do you understand?”
Alexey extricated himself carefully, straightened up, and lifted the priest to his feet.
“I’m terribly sorry,” he said, and his voice was hard, “but subtleties like that are obviously beyond me. I can’t
think straight when it comes to my own problems. I’d better go.”
“Wait! Wait! I beg you.” Father Venyamin urged him to the chair and sat on the bed next to him, never letting
go of Alexey’s hand.
“We cannot, please understand, we cannot part like this. The Lord in His mercy has bound our lives together.”
“Mercy?” snorted Alexey. “What do I need His mercy for? I have recognized Him of my own free will. That
was how it all happened. With this miracle He challenged the freedom of my faith and destroyed it.”
“No, no, no,” Father Venyamin objected hotly. “It was you who admitted there was no faith in your heart, was
it not? Do not be stiff-necked! You want to be more free than God, but to be free of God means to be a slave.
Understand?”
He was so agitated he could only whisper. He gripped Alexey’s hand hard, much harder than you would have
thought possible for a man of his age.
“You think of God. You thirst for faith. Overcome your arrogance, be like the infant who is just discovering the
world, listen to the promptings of your own heart. That is where your truth lies.”
Alexey made a dismissive gesture, but the priest did not give him time to speak.
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“You do not want to accept a miracle. But think, you would have been one of those who rejected Christ. You
would have crucified Him”
Alexey looked at him attentively.
“There is a kind of logic in what you say. But has logic ever been a reason for anybody to have faith?”
“It’s not because it’s logical, it’s because it’s the truth. An age-old truth, which the whole world acknowledged
at one time.”
“The whole world acknowledged Ptolemy as the truth. So what?”
“Lord,” Father Venyarnin whispered, his eyes closed. There were tears on his cheeks. “Lord, give me reason.
Give me words.”
Alexey tried to shake himself free. He had not found comfort and the discussion had become burdensome.
“Listen,” the priest said with passion. “Today, now, go home, fall on your knees and compel yourself with all
the strength of your heart, compel yourself to be utterly sincere. And pray. If you feel nothing, pray harder. Pray
for one hour, two, three if you have to, until you hear. You will hear, because you will be heard. My dear boy, your
life is at stake, and not just this life, so fleeting and false, but life eternal, which is real, and for which the Lord,
with His special mercy, is preparing you.”
He embraced the young man, and continued:
“I, too, will pray all night. And the Lord will hear the two of us if we ask for the same thing. My years are
thrice yours. And I have to pray for forgiveness for all of them. Will I have the strength? I beg you. Go home and
pray. Promise me.”
Alexey finally freed himself. He stood up.
“I promise you, Father, that I will go home now.”
He stopped, his eyes glowing with a secret joy.
“It’s dark now, right? So I can fly. I’ll think over what you said while I’m doing it. I can’t promise more than
that.”
Hastily he said goodbye to the priest. Father Venyarnin, on the verge of tears, said nothing. He merely made
the sign of the cross and whispered something.
By the time the garden gate banged shut behind Alexey, Father Venyamin was already on his knees.
The night was dark and warm. A man stood on a hill. Invisible to all, except himself. Perhaps God saw him,
too.
The night was still. All around men huddled asleep in their shelters, dreaming their sinful dreams. The past had
seen it all. Abel murdered and Christ crucified, both murder and crucifixion forgotten by mankind, as a child’s
naughtiness is soon forgotten. And the man on the hill under the starry sky, the son of Adam, was only the image
and the likeness of Adam—of Adam, not of God, because he knew nothing of God, and he would not believe the
person who knew of Him by hearsay.
The night was dark and warm. Mankind yelped in its sleep, like a dog cheated of a bone. The man on the hill
heard the yelping, but felt no sympathy. He no longer belonged among men, cut off from them as he was by the
warmth and darkness of the night.
The man looked up into the depth of the stars and thought:
“Suppose there is something that unites this infinity of matter and space, something which embodies a
meaning for all the world’s diversity. I might imagine it as some kind of immanent reason. I might call it God. But
what contact can there be between me—dust created of dust—and what one might assume under the term God?
How does this Something reduce and simplify itself in order to speak the same language as me with my puny
concepts? It’d be easier for a human to make contact with an amoeba. At least there’s the same general principle
at work—cells, proteins and so forth. The very idea of God is absurd … and I can fly!
“That’s enough. Why rack my brains any longer? That’s for humanity at large. Tomorrow it will discover who
I am. I’ll spit in the eye of both science and religion at once. I’ll show the creeps! I can fly. Fly!”
He moved back from the edge of the hill, took a run and lifted off, arms stretched forward. He was intoxicated
by the sensation, his mind was drained of thoughts, cleared of problems and contradictions. He didn’t feel his
body, he was conscious only of himself, as if he was now what he ought always to have been since birth—an
immortal free spirit, liberated from all the cares of the flesh. His life was flying, it had no other meaning.
He lost all sense of time. He flew and knew that he would never tire of it. He changed direction automatically,
not thinking about where he was flying to, or how far.
Quite some time must have passed. Suddenly the stars vanished, covered by unseen clouds. He lost his
bearings. He had lost his sense of horiwn; his sense of spatial relationships had vanished. Earth and sky vanished.
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Climb and descent were indistinguishable. Yes, he was now upright, but where the ground was, above or below, to
the right or left, there was no knowing. Fear, something he had not experienced before, gripped his heart. He
hunted desperately from side to side, in all directions, but they were infinite, as many as there were facets to his
imagination. He shouted, wildly, despairingly, but mankind, even if it was somewhere close at hand, slept on and
did not hear his cry. He knew he had lost the earth. And without it, it seemed, life was impossible. God had given
him wings and the earth had given up its gravitational force.
He screamed and hurled himself into headlong flight.
Father Venyamin spent the night in prayer.
Towards morning he dozed, exhausted, on the floor in front of the ikonostasis. He was woken by the woman
next door, who brought him his milk as usual at seven. Worried, she asked if he was feeling well. Then she told
him about the accident in the village. A man had been killed during the night. The girls found him on their way to
milking. A young man, good-looking, too …
“Where is he?” shouted the priest, giving his neighbour a bad scare.
“The militia came from town and took the body away.”
The villagers stared curiously as the priest hurried down the village street, hair and beard flying.
The village nurse was taken by surprise when the priest burst into her office.
“Tell me, did you see him?”
“Who?”
“The young man … who was killed.”
“Yes,” she replied, not understanding what was required of her.
“What happened?”
“I don’t know, he looked like he’d fallen out of a plane … all smashed up.”
Father Venyamin ran back to his lodgings. He didn’t stop to shut the door, he collapsed in prayer in front of the
ikons and burst into tears.
30.89 Dreams On An Upper Birth\fn{by Valery Popov (1939-

)}

Kazan, Tartarstan Republic, Russia (M) 5

What a train! Where’ve they got it from? Given it a three-day roll in mud, from the look of it. Funny thing is,
though, where would they have got the mud? It’s been snow all round for ages. Kept some back from summer,
clearly.
Still, this is no time for pondering finer points: everyone’s started edging down the platform, the numbering of
the coaches being unexpectedly back to front! My coach is last. There’s not enough platform, so I have to climb
down, run along and haul myself up by the handrails. The attendant, ominously unshaven and wearing a kind of
old woman’s cardigan, stands impassive in. the rear vestIbule of the coach. I didn’t exactly expect him to be in a
snow-white tunic, but still …
“Is this a sleeping car?” I asked hesitantly, surveying the gloomy vestibule, with its little door leading to the
heating boiler and a tangle of rusty pipes.
The attendant looks at me long and hard, grins darkly, offers no reply.
Strange! I enter. Good sort of coach to travel to prison in—life ahead wouldn’t seem so bad. The shabby
berths, the musty smell, call to mind the grimmest moments of my life—not so much those past, as those to come.
On top of which, although they’re supposed to be two-berth compartments, a two-berth being what I’ve paid
for, calmly and without so much as a batted eyelid, I’m put instead into what is clearly a four-berth one. What's
the game? I head smartly for the attendant, but halfway, stop dead. It’s not worth it. He’ll take another look at my
ticket, and that, as they say, could be a bit fraught.
The fact is, it’s marked Complimentary. It was got for me by a little old man with a stick, to save me queueing.
(The queue had been enormous, and no tickets were to be had.) And it wasn’t until he’d taken my money and
hopped it\fn{Left.} that I noticed what it said, and woke up. But the little old man was no more. He, as a bona fide
railwayman, was entitled to a complimentary ticket, but I was not. So better not to widen the field of enquiry.
We’re none of us so beyond reproach that we can go asserting our rights, which is why they do what they like
with us. One minus point after another.
But one small, if dusty, plus is the window.
I try to wipe it, but the grime’s chiefly on the outside. The main thing is to have a bit of warmth. The heating
apparatus in the vestibule looks terribly complicated and antediluvian. I blow on my fingers. Our attendant’s thick
cardigan inspires increasing apprehensions, as does also his failure to shave. I slide the creaking door and go out
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into the vestibule. Immediately behind me, also determined on action, comes the passenger from the next
compartment.
“Will there be any tea?” he enquires of the attendant in friendly fashion.
“No,” says the attendant hoarsely, without turning his head on its fat neck, and you could print the word on the
cloud of steam that issues with it.
“What do you mean, no?”
“Just no. Can’t heat without coal, can you?”
“So there’s no coal.”
“Just imagine,” he grins.
“No coal on a railway!” I exclaim. “Well, go along to the engine.”
“Bit late. Steam locomotives have been out for donkey’s years.”
“And this coach is from the days of steam,” I venture to suggest.
The attendant turns and looks at me, as if these are the first words of sense he’s heard.
“It is.”
“So why use these coaches?”
“Got any others?” grins the attendant, again taking up his position in the door giving on to the empty vestibule.
“But in this snow,” says my neighbour, nodding towards the window, “we’ll freeze.”
“That’s your worry,” says the attendant, who couldn’t care less.
“Outrageous!” I cry, unable to contain myself. “Which coach is the train commander in? Not this one, I take
it.”
With a sudden squeal the door of the service compartment slides back, and out looks a red-faced little sailor in
naval striped vest. I wonder if he’s a fare dodger.
“Hi,” he says. “What the hell’s the matter with you? We’ll get there somehow. We’re men, not mice!”
Shamed, I and my neighbour return to our freezing compartments. Probably not worth tackling the train
commander: the question of my dubious ticket might arise.
At last, the train eases creakingly forward. Patches of light become elongated and vanish, a process which
speeds up until the light comes to an end, and all is plunged into darkness.
“Is there,” I wonder, “such a thing as electricity in this compartment?” At which a ceiling bulb glows faintly,
revealing tatty empty bunks and the steam from my mouth. I sit for a while, arms clasped about my chest, rocking
gently. But with my blood congealing and a constant pricking of the skin, which may for all I know be the
precursor of frostbite, I can’t stay sitting for long. No! Stupid to wait patiently for the end! I leap up.
Not all the coaches will be so cold. Some may even be heated. There’ll be a stove in the dining car, if nowhere
else; afrer all, that’s where they do the cooking, isn’t it? Just so. I recall seeing the words Dining Car slap in the
middle of the train. I open the door, and crouching, negotiate the swinging, clanking crossover between coaches.
The next coach is even colder. People wrapped in blankets sit motionless in dark compartments, not wanting,
for some reason, to turn on the light, which I can also appreciate. The only signs of life are little puffs of exhaled
steam.
The next coach is exactly the same.
What is this? What year are we in?
I go on, looking neither to left nor right, just automatically opening, for the umpteenth time, doors for my
chilling crossing, standing in the freezing cold, warily crouched until, managing to get the next door open, I end
up in the next coach, which is equally dark and chilly. And suddenly, on the crossover from one coach to the next,
I get stuck. I tug at a door, but it doesn't give. Clearly it's locked. The iron plates forming the crossover clank, one
sliding under the other, and then sharply away, sideways, beneath my feet. Panic, from the feet up. I tug and tug.
The door doesn’t open. I turn my head.
Even more terrifying to have to go back. I hammer on the door. Finally a face appears behind the glass, stares
out into the darkness, and wags from side to side to indicate nothing doing. Again I hammer.
“What d’you want?” the face shouts at last, opening a tiny chink.
“This the dining car?”
“It is. What d’you want?”
“What do I want?” I tug the door. “Can’t you see?”
“It’s out of the question!” The face is that of a female. “We’re being inspected!”
She tugs the door. I get a hand around it—let them crush it if they want.
“How can you be, with no customers?” I yell.
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She stares, interested. Clearly that line of thought has never occurred to her.
“All right, come in.”
She edges open the door just a tiny bit.
I burst in. Never have I had such difficulty, or been exposed to such risk, in getting into an eating place. It’s no
warmer than my coach, but warmer than the space between coaches.
To my surprise, a man in black tail coat, starched dicky and velvet bow tie, hair sleeked into a side parting,
rises from a little table apart, and comes to meet me.
“Welcome,” he says, indicating the row of empty tables with a smooth gesture of the arm.
Lost in wonderment, I take a seat. Was it really me who, a minute ago, was darting between coaches? And now
dignity, peace …
“In just a moment you will be brought the menu. We are under inspection for quality of service. Any
observations, however trivial, should kindly be made to me immediately.”
“Of course,” I reply in the same cordial tone.
With dignity and a dead straight back the head waiter retires to his little table. Twenty minutes later an
unshaven waiter approaches.
“Goulash,” he says, as if confusing which of us should do the ordering.
“Will that be all?” I ask, making the rejoinder usually made by the waiter.
“Cold goulash,” he says in amplification.
“Why cold?” I ask stupidly.
“Stove’s not working,” says the waiter with a shrug.
I look in the direction of the head waiter. He, as before, sits towering above his little table, face set but radiant,
but not looking my way.
“All right, then," I say, surrendering.
The dining car's gloomy and cold. The dark window shows nothing but reflections. At length the waiter
appears and plonks a plate in front of me. A scatter of vermicelli creates a crater-like rim. The crater itself is void.
For a while I sit numbed, then charge over to the head waiter, whose face is now set in a smile.
“Call this goulash?” I exclaim. “Where’s the meat?”
Inclining his irreproachable parting, the head waiter proceeds to the kitchen regions, where there’s an
immediate rumpus in which can be distinguished the voices of waiter and head waiter. The latter then appears
wearing the same smile. He removes the plate from my table.
“I’m sorry. You shall be brought another immediately. The waiter tells me that he was attacked by someone in
the dark corridor by the kitchen, and that this someone snatched the meat from the goulash.”
“Where does that get me?” I mutter, freezing once more into immobility before the totally dark window. At
last, forty minutes later, I get the urge to stir.
“Well, where’s my waiter?” I enquire of the immobile head waiter.
Again he politely inclines the perfect parting and disappears into the kitchen regions.
“Been arrested,” he announces, returning with a cheerful smile.
“What do you mean ‘arrested’?”
“And rightly so,” says the head waiter severely, as if I too was involved. “It emerges that it was he who
snatched and ate the meat from the goulash.”
“So that’s all right, then,” I say. “But what now?”
“Now,” he declares with dignity, “you shall be sent another waiter immediately.”
“Thank you,” I say.
After the second waiter takes my order, I wait for over an hour. He, of course, may well be straight, but where
is he?
“Arrested,” the head waiter informs me without waiting to be asked.
“Him too?” My legs are being literally cut from under me.
“Needless to say,” he continues, “they’ve all turned out to be members of the same gang. We only needed to
make sure, and we have.”
“Well, of course, that’s wonderful,” I mutter, “but what about my goulash?”
He regards me with scorn. All this going on, and me talking nonsense.
“I will endeavor to find out,” he says coldly and not particularly reassuringly, and disappears into the kitchen
regions.
An hour later, losing patience, I poke my head in.
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“Head waiter about anywhere?” I enquire of a man in a severe-looking suit wearing an armband
“Arrested,” he says with a weary but contented sigh. “Turned out to be the head of the criminal gang that
bossed it here.”
“Wonderful!” I say. “But any chance of getting something to eat?”
“Everything’s under seal,” says the inspector severely. “But if you want to be a witness, come in.”
“Thank you.”
I sit in the kitchen regions. The waiters are led in in chains, and taken off somewhere, then, elegant as ever, the
head waiter. I’m so hungry, but that’s clearly something it’s not appropriate to be.
I plod back through the coaches.
“Something else I could do with at the moment … how about here?” I wonder, desperately tugging at the toilet
door.
“Locked,” says my neighbor, appearing like a ghost behind me.
“What? Permanently?” I ask, enraged. “And how about that one?” I nod towards the far end.
“Also locked.”
“But why?”
“The sleeping car attendants keep chickens there.”
“In the toilet?”
“Where else can they?”
“But what for?”
“Apparently they were going to deliver them to the dining car, a few at a time, but the dining car’s undergoing
inspection, they say. So that’s out.”
“What’s to be done, then?”
“Nothing.”
“How do you know it’s chickens?”
“By the sound,” is the melancholy reply.
Despondent, I sit in my compartment for a bit. But that’s a quick way of turning into a snowman. I must move,
do something. I set off again for the attendant’s compartment.
As I approach, the door squeals open and out comes the little sailor, red as a beetroot, bare, powerful arms
protruding from a sleeveless vest. With a jaunty wink, he turns to the dark, snow-streaked corridor window, and in
a thick falsetto sings:
Farewell, farewell, r-r-rocky mountains,
The sea summons us to great deeds!

I attentively hear it out, then slide back the attendant’s door regardless.
“Whadya want?” he snaps, looking up from his table.
Their compartment, if not warm, is at least fuggy. The table’s heaped with the remnants of a banquet. The
walls are insulated with blankets, the window’s blocked with one.
“Where’s the train commander?” I ask, through lips glued together by frost.
“I’m train commander,” says the little sailor brightly, entering the compartment. “What’s your problem?”
“No problem.”
I go back to my compartment, climb on to my upper berth—which at least has less cold window by it—muffle
myself in my blanket, which has no warmth to it, and freeze. Luxuriant scenes of the south float past. Those who
say that freezing is quite a pleasant form of death are right. And only one troublesome and, as it turns out, salutary
thought prevents my sinking into that blissful state.
I’ve left the dining car without paying!
For bread which I’d smeared with mustard! Those very kopecks are maybe playing some part in the
investigation. Who can tell? Of course, the question arises whether there is any need for honesty towards sharks,
but I, purely selfishly, still think there is.
Creaking like a snowman, I climb down from my bunk, and again make my way from coach to coach over the
clashing, blizzard-bound crossovers. In the vestibule I encounter an inspector of inspectors of inspectors, as can
be seen from his three armbands.
I enter the dining car. They’re all sitting at tables singing: inspectors as trebles, inspectors of inspectors as
baritones, and inspectors of inspectors of inspectors as basses, all fairly harmoniously. And here, timidly joining
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in, sit the waiters in chains and the head waiter, there having so far been no stop.
“Whadya want?” asks an inspector of inspectors of inspectors quickly, intimating the pause between lines of
the song to be a brief one, and the desirability of conforming to the fact.
“Here.”
I pull out ten kopecks.
“I had bread and mustard. I want to pay.”
“People like him,” says the head waiter with feeling, clearly trying to ingratiate himself, “should have monuments raised to them in their lifetime.” He looks at the inspectors, clearly offering to engage in that noble task
here and now.
“Fine. I’m agreeable to a monument, so long as it’s not here, in the diner,” I mutter, and set off back.
At which point I notice that the train is braking. The coaches are shuddering, banging against each other.
Getting from one to another is becoming even more complicated.
In our vestibule, I encounter the attendant in grubby, tattered attire, with a sack on his back. He leaps from the
steps and disappears,clearly setting off in search of feed for his chickens. This no longer troubles me. I have done
my duty towards humanity. I can take my rest in my sarcophagus. I climb up and roll myself into a ball. The train
remains stationary for a very long time. Not a sound.
Liberated, my consciousness takes wing. Really, why should I attempt to bring order to the railway, which I
come into contact with once a year, when my own life is complete chaos, when I can’t even establish the least
vestige of order in my own house! Three years ago I suddenly realized that on the other side of my wall there was
a vast empty area, and boldly tried to get permission to make it my own, to create a sitting room there, a study.
Then I worked out how much it would cost me, and tried to get my application turned down. Anyone observing
me would have been entitled to cry:
“What an idiot!”
I put in any number of formal letters saying: “Beg that my request be rejected …” I scrippled a heap of
anonymous letters to myself. What if they were to take away what I had!
I subside into slumber. Suddenly I see myself in some courtyard, with dark figures all round, closing in. Any
minute they’ll be thumping me.
“Let them try!” flashes the triumphant thought. “They don’t know, the fools, that it’s all just a dream.”
The courtyard vanishes. I’m in the dining car. For some reason it’s full of flowers. Floating past the windows is
the torrid south. My friend the head waiter appears in a dazzlingly white tail coat.
“Your food,” he announces in triumph, “is not served!”
A minute later he emerges in an orange tail coat.
“Your food,” he announces, “is again not served!”
“Maybe there’s something I could have,” I beg.
“Two janitor coffees!” he commands, flinging open the door to the gleaming kitchen.
Suddenly I have the sensation of flying in a state of complete bliss, stretched at full length on my berth, having
thrown off the heavy blanket with my feet. Warm? I’ll say!
So the attendant, when we stopped, was going not for chicken feed, but for coal. Wonderful. Better, in that
case, not to wake. Now for pleasant dreams.
In my next dream I’m in a beautiful toyshop, and in the shape of a young frog, being inflated by way of a tube,
harder and harder.
All is plain. Irresistibly so. Got to get up. The attendant is sitting in the vestibule on an upturned bucket, eyes
blissfully screwed up in contemplation of the orange flame in the furnace. At my approach, he turns, barely able
to focus after staring into the flame.
“All well?”
“Wonderful,” I cry. “OK to pop into the toilet?”
“Go right ahead,” he says, softening in the warmth. “Only don’t upset the chickens.”
He proffers the key.
“Why should I do that?” I exclaimed in all sincerity. I burst into the toilet. The chickens, taking fright at first,
calm down, and resume their resting places, regarding me out of beady little eyes in cocked heads.
“Who,” I wonder, “do I seem to be, to these representatives of what is, in essence, a different civilization? Do I
worthily represent humanity? Will they,” I wonder, “be upset by what I’m going to do here?”
No, they’re not.
Completely happy, I return to my berth, stretch out. What will my next dream be? The sun is rising over the
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sea. I draw nearer, flying on a chicken. Close to, it turns out to be an enormous stove. Beside it sits the attendant.
“Shows a lack of respect for the galaxy, bad heating,” he says severely, plying his poker.
38.29 1. Words 2. Medea: Two Stories\fn{by Lyudmila Petrushevskaya (1939-

)}

Moscow, Russia (F) 6

1
The first thing I heard out of him was: look, there’s a girl sitting alone, wouldn’t mind nuzzling up to her.
There were two of them, him and a young guy who sat down across from me. I could see from the young guy’s
face that he was counting on me paying attention specifically to him. He was acting embarrassed, haughty,
expectant all at once, behaving as though everyone was staring at him: his looks, his haircut, his shirt. Maybe
there was something he was good at—playing the accordion, or designing boxes at the souvenir plant. Or maybe
it was something else, something he was keeping to himself for the time being so that he could amaze everyone
later on.
The other, older one probably knew something about some of the qualities his junior was hiding for the
moment and would let out when the time was right, little by little. It was clear he’d seen it all before, he was
visibly bored by the whole thing. No doubt the younger one had been unable to hold in his talents indefinitely, and
had already boasted about them to his friends, who had grown blase about hearing them. And now the older man
was waiting for the younger one to begin his routine of revealing himself to me little by little. He was a bit jealous
of the young guy because of all this, so he asked me for starters himself:
“Hey miss, have a guess—which one of us two is the youngest?”
I said I wasn’t going to answer that one. My friend is always telling me off, she says I answer drunks back and
let them draw me into long conversations. But I can’t do anything about it. It’s not because I think that all people
are equally interesting, or that drunks are any more sincere than anyone else. It’s not because I don’t get enough
human contact, or get hooked on the slightest sign of attention. Everything happens without my knowing it. They
ask me, and I respond automatically. It embarrasses me that I’d rather not answer, that I’d prefer to stand there as
though I hadn’t heard the question or seen the person look me in the face. But in fact, even before it occurs to me
that I’d rather not get caught up in some long conversation, I’m already responding to the first stupid word.
They don’t usually expect they’ll get answered straight away, it fazes them, so they stand there helplessly
themselves, wondering whether to go on talking or not. But they only hesitate for a moment; almost at once
everything suddenly begins to seem all right, just as it should be, and then they really start to fancy themselves.
They start to explain at length that they weren’t thinking anything bad about a girl like me. They fall all over
themselves trying to explain, to grasp the meaning of things which seemed so clear only a moment ago, when they
knew that you’re not supposed to hassle young women … but why?
Suddenly this question rises up before them in all its enormity. They wrestle with it, since they’ve now lost
hold of common-sense values, of rule number one: that you mustn’t talk to strangers without good reason, which
in their case they didn’t have, they started talking to me just out of being social, and now they’re trying to wriggle
out of it as best they can. They feel terribly guilty for having begun the conversation; but now they’ve got a
response and have to make excuses, apologize, explain what purpose the whole thing serves.
These two, the young guy and the older one, were slightly tipsy. But in fact neither of them, especially not the
older one, had any need to explain why he had started talking to me; it was the sort of relaxed brief encounter you
get on a train. While the young guy stared out the coach window, bracing himself on the seat of the bench with
both arms, his head sunk into his shoulders, the older one chatted with me cheerfully. I liked him right away—not
in the sense young girls mean when they say “I like him as a person,” but in a very relaxed, cheerful, and carefree
way.
It was clear he was paying absolutely no attention to the kind of person I was, he was just wholly involved in
our conversation. I don’t mean he didn’t notice what I had on, how my hair was done, how I talked, of course. But
it didn’t matter to him, just as it’s never mattered to me how I look myself. The whole thing was following its own
path, I wasn’t having to think about it every second. And I’m certain he wasn’t thinking about it either, perhaps
because both of us understood so clearly that we were just having a brief, relaxed conversation. Nothing more. We
were too different. He told me right away that he was a carpenter and joiner, a master plumber and electrician,
he’d made everything in his apartment—everything, from the kitchen appliances to the shelving and even the
floor lamp.
He told me his wife had died in childbirth, of a heart attack. I didn’t question him further about anything
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myself, but not because I was afraid he wouldn’t want to tell me. After all, it does sometimes happen that people
don’t respond to questions because when someone asks them a question they suddenly realize that their secrets,
till then no use to anyone, have indeed suddenly become just that, secrets, and now need to be guarded.
No, I wasn’t afraid he wouldn’t answer my questions. Everything was so simple and open with him that I
didn’t need to ask questions. Instead, I told him about my daughter, and he told me about the child he’d been
going to have, but who had got cut up when they did the Caesarean section. I told him that my daughter lives in a
dacha right out in the country—four hours on two different stopping trains and then eight miles on foot if you
can’t get a lift.
I told him that last summer I only went to work once a week, so I could spend the summer with my daughter.
But now that I’ve transferred to a different institute, I have to be at work two days a week, and now my daughter
lives in the country with someone else’s grandmother, in my husband’s brother’s family, four years old, and all
alone already.
He told me he’d been alone since then, and that his wife had died in his arms—he’d been in the operating room
during the delivery …
And I told him about how every time I leave my daughter to catch the three o’clock bus, when I’m crossing the
field alone, I’m walking away for another four days, about going the long way round to avoid the ravine, which
I’m afraid to cross, about how I always very vividly imagine that war will break out when I get back to town, and
my daughter will be stuck in the country …
It made no difference that he was lying to me, or that I was telling him the truth. I like it when a person tells
lies about himself. I welcome lies, I’m glad to go along with them, to take them as the absolute truth, because they
might, after all, turn out to be exactly that. It doesn’t change in the least the way I think about him. It’s much finer
and easier to accept someone as he wants to present himself. I don’t try to construct anything out of the fragments
of truth that sometimes leak out, or force their way out, in spite of all his efforts. Leave well enough alone.
He told me that 20-year-old girls are all over him, but it’s not what you might think—his two-room apartment
plays a big role. And he never feels the way he did with his wife with any of those girls …
Every so often the young guy would get up, then take his seat again, and I began to get the impression that they
were traveling with someone else, that there was a whole crowd of them in the coach. So when yet another person took the free seat next to me, across from the young guy, and immediately started talking to me, I answered
him as well. But I wasn’t so carried away I didn’t notice that he began the conversation completely differently
than the first man. Unlike him, this man wasn’t open, direct, unobtrusive. The first man, the older man, hadn’t
tried to force anything out of me, he wasn’t interested in me in such a crude, obvious way. This new one, as soon
as he sat down, picked up something I said, and kept on repeating it and shaking his head:
“Well I’ll be …” Then he asked:
“You mean to say a girl like you doesn’t have anyone to go home to?”
Then he started sniggering, the numbskull.
I should have cut him off right then, not talked to him at all. But he kept on talking. The other two lapsed into
silence, then suddenly lit up cigarettes, both from the older man’s match, and began smoking right there in the
coach.
And then something terrible happened. Everyone traveling in the coach began yelling at them. The other men
especially. And it was obvious that they had been wanting to yell for a long time, that the smoking was only an
excuse, a pretext. Then I said to the two men:
“Maybe they're right, you really shouldn’t smoke?”
Then they both got up and left, and I didn’t see them again, and that numbskull went on tormenting me the
whole way back.
Maybe they went to smoke between the coaches, and then stayed there the whole way, or maybe they changed
coaches, or got off the train altogether at some station.
But I was left feeling as though I had broken some kind of law, done something that no one should do.
2
It’s a terrible story to tell, but it all started with me getting a taxi. I started chatting with the driver—you know
how it is. I was complaining that a taxi ordered this morning hadn’t shown up, they didn’t even call. So grandmother, who’s 73, missed her train. We all got in an awful state, and by the time grandmother did get through on
the train, no one was there to meet her, so she went off to the dacha on her own (in another taxi, mark you), but by
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then the kids had gone off into Moscow. It was a real mess: the whole day gone and fifty roubles down the drain.
“Well, write and complain, then,” said the driver.
“They didn’t even call.”
“Once,” the driver said, “I got stranded in a new part of town. I drove into a pot-hole, there isn’t a public
telephone in sight, so I’m running around like mad. It’s five minutes before I have to be there, and there’s no way
I’m going to make it. I stopped another driver and asked him to call. Don’t know if he did, even now.”
“The most awful thing was that grandmother got in such a state.”
“That’s not such an awful thing,” the driver answered.
“You never know what it could lead to, at her age.”
“And once I ended up at Troparevo when the fare was in Izmailovo. That time, I floored the engine and made
it.”
The taxi driver was about 40, a real weakling, in a checked shirt with frayed cuffs. A half-cock worker, as a
gay film director used to say—a brilliant guy, by the way, he died not long ago. A half-cock worker, or a junior
half-cock worker—the kind that makes you lick your chops: he won’t put up a fight. Small, half-closed eyes,
glazed and weak-looking. (You need the portrait for what follows.) Sunken cheeks, but there’s no smell of sweat
in the taxi. Half-cock workers usually only wash on Saturdays. They only have sex on Saturdays too, after they’ve
been to the bath-house. So this one did wash. That’s not the point.
The conversation flowed on. The driver kept urging me, in a kind of nagging undercurrent, not to complain
about the other driver. Anything can happen, he said.
“Are you working tomorrow?”
“Yes,” he answered, his guard going up straight away.
“From when?”
“From one.”
“You see, I’ve ordered a taxi to take us to the airport at six tomorrow morning, and I’m afraid it won’t come.
That really will be a mess! I’ll never pick one up on the street at that hour.”
He didn’t take the hint. Instead, he said again that, judging by what I’d told him, our disaster was exactly
nothing compared with what can go wrong.
“So it’s nothing, is it,” I said sourly. ‘Sure, everyone has a story to tell. Of course mine isn’t the worst.”
“It isn’t the worst,” he echoed. “The things that happen!”
“Don’t tell me! This woman I know told me one of her classmates took her two children to Siberia, to stay at
her mother-in-law’s. It was winter, freezing cold, the youngest—a little boy a year old—came down with
pneumonia, and there’s no hospital for miles around. She took the children to the station and got a train. The little
boy died on the way. At the other end, out she gets, with the little girl, five years old, and the dead baby. The
husband was waiting at the station, and when he saw what had happened, he hit his wife and broke her jaw. They
sent him to prison for four years. His wife was left with the girl, and no job. She began to make a bit of money
writing all kinds of nonsense for some newspaper. She earned next to nothing, forty or fifty roubles a month,
something like that. One day, she went to the editorial office just before closing time to collect her money, taking
her daughter along. The daughter was being a real nuisance. The woman had to drag her along bodily, then right
there, outside the office, she gave the girl a slap in the face and hit her on the nose. The caretaker saw, and she
called the police. They put the girl in care and prohibited access. That was that. The court found the mother
psychologically abnormal, unfit. End of story.”
He looked at me in a kind of strange, suggestive way. A flasher once looked at me like that, in an empty coach
on a local train at night. I got in and sat down near him in a dream, turned around, and there he is sitting and
looking at me wearily but with meaning, and holding all God gave him in both hands. Horrible.
By now we were nearing my house, though. I’d grabbed the taxi on the Kalanchovka,\fn{ A note reads: The old
name, still in popular use, of Komsomol Square, where three of Moscow’s most important rail termini (of the kazan, the Yaroslavl, and the
Peteresburg lines) are located.} there’s usually a crowd there, with the three main-line stations all together, masses of

people at the taxi stand, enough to drive you crazy, tons of bundles and suitcases, yelling parents with their kids.
The taxi drivers edge down the far side of the square, picking out fares. When he heard I wasn’t going far, he
agreed. A quiet half-cock worker, not too young. He didn’t try to talk me out of complaining. In any case, I wasn’t
going to take it further, but he wasn’t making a big show of standing up for his mates, not going for the jugular.
He was so apathetic it rent my heart. I can see him sitting there now, weak, quiet, and remote. His rough hands
with their big tough fingernails lay feebly on the wheel.
“I could use some sleep,” I say. “Last night I packed for the kids, and tonight I have to pack again.”
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“That’s nothing. Nothing,” he answered. “I haven’t slept in a month.”
“The best medicine is valerian,” I said to him. Idiot—I don’t know a thing about it. “A woman I know went
round trying everything there is, and settled on valerian.”
“It doesn’t help,” he responded, still defending drivers’ honor in his own peculiar way. “I still can’t sleep.”
“The main thing is,” I said—going on attacking drivers’ honor—“is that grandmother finds it all so frightening.
She’s 73, after all!”
“It’s nothing, really it’s nothing.”
“You never know.”
He said, “Well, I’m rotten with guilt. And I’ve reason to be.”
I sat there like a dummy, digesting this announcement. Then he said this:
“My 14-year-old daughter died.”
So that was it.
“Not long ago—June fifth.”
That’s why he can't sleep then. Poor driver. He looked at me with his poor suffering eyes. For some reason I
said:
“The worst is the first year. The first year is the worst.”
He answered:
“A month’s gone by already. I’m to blame.”
I had totally lost my bearings-where, what, and when. We drove on.
“Perhaps it just seems like that.”
“No. I messed around a lot. I paved the way for it.”
“I … what can I say …” I answered:
“I know a man whose 12-year-old son hanged himself. He called his buddies: come on over, I’m hanging
myself, but they didn’t come. So he did it. His mother got home later, she couldn’t even cry. And his father
couldn’t.”
“I’m already cried out, my eyes are dry. Dry.”
He looked at me with his dry eyes, half-closed from fatigue.
“I’m to blame.”
I couldn’t ask any of the usual questions, the ones people ask out of curiosity, how it happened, why, and so
on. I went on the offensive.
“You know, they waited three years, then they had another son. He’s 10 now.”
“Yes, but when you’re 44 years old …”
“How old’s your wife?”
“She’s 42.”
“My friend gave birth at 44. Her daughter’s seven now. Sweet little thing.”
“My wife is in there, you know.”
“In the nut-house, you mean?”
“There. The doctors say she’s had it.”
“In a serious condition?”
“You bet.”
“That means it’s still treatable. Extreme cases are the ones they can cure.”
His defence of drivers’ honor had taken us a long way. What on earth had happened to him and his daughter?
Fourteen years old—a terrible age. Didn’t see it coming. He’s to blame.
“You know,” I say, “there’s this fairy-tale by Hans Andersen.\fn{ Hans Christian Andersen (1805-1875), Danish author.}
They don’t put it in the kids’ editions. A mother has a child, the child dies. So the mother goes to God and says:
give me back my child. And God answers: let’s go and see my garden. So off they go. There’s a flower-bed with
tulips growing in it. God says, ‘Look, these are the future lives of all the children who ever were born. One of
them is your child’s. Look at them: is that the kind of life you want for your baby?’ She looked, and was
overcome by horror; she said, ‘You’re right, Lord.’”
“I don’t believe my daughter’s in heaven. Have you ever lost consciousness?”
“Yes.”
“You don’t feel anything at all. I was brought back from the dead. I don’t remember a thing. There isn’t
anything there.”
“You’ll meet up with her sometime,” I said.
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“I had a friend who was a Buddhist. I don’t believe it.”
“Someone will come and see you. Don’t chase them away. It’ll be her. One winter I was walking along late at
night, and I saw this cat sitting down, pressing himself to the ground. An hour later I was coming past again, and
he’s still sitting in the same spot, all covered in snow. During the day they’d been selling meat pies and he was
eating the scraps. That stuff’s bad for cats. For people it’s one thing, but cats can die from it. I took him home,
Gave him a wash. Dried him by the gas stove.”
“I know some people do take in cats and dogs. I can’t.”
“Then after a month and a half he disappeared. I was coming home oneevening, and he bolted up the stairs
after me. He used to hang out there in the evenings, on the stairs. I chased him away. I never saw him again. But I
realized later who it was who had come to see me.
“I’m to blame,” said the driver.
“Everyone’s to blame.” I can’t remember exactly what I said next, what arguments I used. I tried to persuade
him to wait the year out, then tried to persuade him to take a vacation.
“It’s easier when I’m working. And I’ve had my vacation already. I re-roofed the shed at our dacha and put a
window in. At our dacha. Everything was all right then. My daughter came, my wife too, and we all went back
together. That was five days before she died. Later they did some sewing together, my daughter made some
leggings, my wife made a dress. We talked things over, everything was all right. I’m to blame,” he said again.
We were still stuck in the same groove.
“I can’t look at children—it makes me cry. No, I don’t even cry now. I just look away. I can’t.”
“Leave it a year. A year more,” I repeated.
“Once I was driving some people with their dog. It was all they had left of their daughter. The dog was 12, it
was already having trouble breathing. They had it dosed, nursed it, fussed over it. Ten years she had been dead,
the daughter. They still felt it.”
“Yeah, like one man I used to know kept shouting: ‘I don’t want another boy!’ His I8-year-old son was
murdered.”
“Sure. I used to look at strangers’ children and be jealous, now they’re all strangers’ children. I know I don’t
need them. I need her. She wasn’t just a daughter to me, she was a friend. I’d be going out to do some shopping,
say, and she’d be sitting there doing her homework. She’d say, ‘Dad! Where are you going?’ ‘Shopping.’ ‘What
about me?’ she’d say. And she’d go with me, except if she had a lot of homework—then she stayed.”
And he played his record again—I’m to blame, I’m to blame, everything I’ve done has led up to this.
So here we were, stopped by my house. I just couldn’t get out, he kept on talking. Anyway, I didn’t want to get
out, though they were waiting for me at home. I was very late, we had still to pack. Somehow, I had to find
something to say to him.
“My daughter was murdered, you know. Brutally murdered.”
I answered that I did know, I’d guessed. God! What kind of guilt was this? Did he blame himself for not
protecting her?
“Five days before her death, she came with her mother to visit me at the dacha. As soon as I saw her, I got so
frightened. Why? I got so frightened, seeing her.”
He had had a premonition. Though usually people get frightened when people are after them. If he really did
“mess around with” other women, as he put it, then it would have been worse for the daughter than for the wife. It
always is. But in any case, people are frightened of people when they feel guilty about them. You don’t love
someone who makes you feel guilty, you want to stay well clear.
“The look she had on her face! Then later we all went home together, I took them back.”
“You don’t have anyone to love now?”
“No one.”
“There’s only one salvation. Find someone to love. Learn to pity your wife. Do you visit her?”
“They don’t let anyone in to see her. I’ve thought about things, and I don’t want to start a new family. I love
my brother, but that’s different.”
“Don’t abandon her.”
He gave me another strange look.
“They were both sitting there peacefully sewing five days before her death. I’m to blame. I didn’t do what I
should have done. Somehow I thought that things would be all right. You know …”
Silence.
“You know,” he said, “it was my wife who killed my daughter. She’s in prison, in Butyrki. There’s a section
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there for crazies.”
Silence.
“She went to the police herself, she took them a knife and axe covered in blood, and said, my daughter’s been
murdered.”
“Did they arrest her right away?”
“On the spot. Four years ago a woman in our building was murdered, someone stabbed her in her apartment.
Now they’re trying to pin that business on my wife too.”
“What about her lawyer?”
“By law she’s not entitled to a lawyer yet. They’ll allow her one when charges are brought. They do the
psychiatric reports then too.”
“Suppose she didn’t do it? She’s in shock, she’s lost her memory. You need some kind of hypnotist. A hypnotist can find out everything once she’s under hypnosis. Maybe your daughter died some other way, and she’s in
shock.”
“Oh, there was a long time before when she was somehow … I noticed things.”
“Like what?”
“Like she’s sitting by the television and repeating every item from the nine o’clock news. Then giving me a
commentary on it. I could hardly stand it.”
“Sure, I can see how that would get to you. But that’s not the kind of thing I meant at all! Was she ever
aggressive?”
“One time she really went for me, with her bare fists.”
“Once?”
“Once.”
“Are you kidding? You know what family life is! One time? Are you crazy?”
“I’m no angel either, when you come to it. I was being very distant with her this last year. I didn’t love her at
all any more, only my daughter. There was no real contact.”
“Now that sounds like something.”
“Our daughter was closer to me, really. And my wife had been out of work for a long time. She was fired, to
cut a long story short. She got into an argument with someone. She and I were in college together, then I started
the taxi-driving. But she was fired from the scientific research institute, then she couldn’t find a job, with the cutbacks. She was depressed.”
“You betll've\fn{Imperfect scan.} been through all that too.”
“She was depressed, and she couldn’t find a job anywhere.”
“There you are again.”
“I’m to blame. I did pay for this psychiatrist woman to come over; she said I should send for an ambulance and
have her put in hospital. But somehow, I just … you know … didn’t do it.”
“Did you feel sorry for her?”
“Oh no. Just somehow …”
So she sits alone in her madness in prison, waiting for her execution.
28.220 Springtime In Broad Daylight\fn{by Larissa Miller (1940-

)}

Moscow?, Russia (F) 3

Spring is a strange season. There is increasingly more sky and sunlight, making more glaring the imperfections
of the world and our own inadequacies. Spring casts light on everything, catching us unawares, and not in our best
guise. Look at this world—aggressive, loud, all littered and sick. Look at them, I mean ourselves, who made it
that way and then demanded an answer from the Almighty for all the misfortunes. But the Almighty is “dutybound” insofar as he created us, while we, having fancied ourselves to be his co-authors, keep creating only all
sorts of messes.
It’s warm outside, fluffy clouds float lazily over concrete apartment blocks, while around them, from under
melting snow protrude all manner of leavings from daily life, lavishly lit up by the sun—empty milk cartons, jars,
cans, herring tails, chicken bones, dirty bandages.
Come on, sun, splash brighter,
Bake us all up with your golden beams!
Hey, comrade, ripen up more life,
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Don’t hold back, step to it!

They used to sing this song a few decades ago when we all believed that man was born for happiness, “like a
bird for flight.” Who wouldn’t wish to stand guard at night in the magic garden to track down the Firebird that
comes for golden apples every night, and catch it by the wing? If gardens have gotten scarce, Firebirds still come
down to earth from time to time. Everybody knows that, especially in childhood. To this day I keep a little book,
written and drawn especially for me by my best friends Uncle Alex and Aunt Liza, which they gave me in Spring
1947 for my seventh birthday.
The Firebird now tells the tale,
Listen, lovely maiden fair,
Listen to my little song,
Just like me, you’ll sing along!
Here’s a feath’ry gift for your good name,
Its not just a feather, its fire, flame!

To the left of the verses the Firebird flaunted its beauty, with a crown on its head and a long multi-colored tail;
to the right, a burning feather, spitting sparks. The Firebird promised to me in my childhood would indeed come,
bringing wonderful presents. Once it appeared in winter and, lighting up everything around, gave HIM to me. It
seemed heaven had descended to earth. It seemed … well, there was much that just seemed to me at the time. But
Spring came, his inimitable velvety voice suddenly shriveled and started to sound wheezy and disaffected.
“It’s nothing,” I consoled myself. “Spring is a hard time for asthmatics. Look how many irritants there are:
down, pollen, sunlight.”
But the exacting, merciless sunbeam dispelled my delusion, leaving me no hope.
“Look,” it demanded, “don’t turn away.”
I looked and saw—the cosy kitchen of my best friend. At the table, HE, she and I. I had shown up without
phoning first, surprising them both. I was worried after a telephone conversation the night before, a conversation
consisting mostly of pauses and his strained coughing.
“He’s sick,” I had said to myself over and over again … a recurrent attack of asthma.”
And that day, listening to HIS voice rich in velvety modulations, and seeing his happy smile, I was convinced
that he really was sick, “wondrously sick,” but—not over me.
For me it was all over. That kitchen drowning in sunlight, decorated with a pretty lampshade and a funny wall
painting, became the site of my execution, which was carried out by my best friend with the assistance of her
black, green-eyed cat called Mao. Having strolled around the kitchen and rubbed against our legs, Mao jumped up
onto HIS knees. Wary of undesired consequences (the fluffy cat could provoke the asthma), my friend leaned over
and with a careful, solicitous, intimate movement took the cat off HIS knees.
This gesture of hers proved fatal for me: my head rolled off its shoulders. On this head there still played the
likeness of a smile; the lips twitched, pronouncing some words or other, but the sentence had been carried out.
The dazzling-white bale of these days,
In the future, a blossoming lime tree.
Light and downpour.
Isn’t it a wonder
That the future is still alive on earth?
With every step they got sicker
The miracle-thickets of blooming cherries,
The birds twittered louder, louder,
And to walk on was scarier, scarier.
Unearthly love remained indeed
Beyond the limits of this paradise.

Spring is the time of catastrophes.
It was in spring that I first witnessed the agony of death. Grandmother was dying. She cried out horribly and
fell on her back, twitching and bending as if a current was running through her, then abruptly she stretched out
and quieted down. I held her still-warm hand, familiar down to the last tiny crack on the fingers, and caught her
breathing, dying away. On the night table lay a little red pin cushion, a spool of thread and my jacket, she was
going to tighten up the buttons on it.
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I took the shocked children out for a walk and vacantly followed after them along a golden field of dandelions,
along the slope, multi-colored with lungwort, of a ravine, across a rickety little bridge over a brook. The nightingales were singing, the cuckoo cried; everything that is supposed to be happening in Spring was happening. When
we got back home, the bed was empty; so as not to distress the children, they had taken Grandmother away to the
morgue. She died in May, the same month in which 65 years before, she had given birth to my mother.
Three years after Grandmother’s death, my mother died. That also happened in Spring, in March—the same
month in which, some time before, she had brought me into the world. For my birthday I would get mimosa, and
mother, lilacs.
Lilacs, a name-day, celebration, phone calls,
Diseases, exhaustion, partings, wreaths,
Bouquets at the beginning, bouquets at the end,
We live, our faces gradually changing,
Changing almost beyond recognition—
Oh, eternal saying: “Don’t waste time,”
That very time, that doesn’t exist—
That most weightless time of lost years.

Mother’s last day was not sunny, but light streamed from everywhere—from leftover snow, puddles, rivulets,
trees. The light was greedily snatched up by the windows on the buildings. One of these windows in a hospital
was to be her last one. Through it she saw a large old tree and birds flying by. She loved to look at them while
there was still hope. But on that day her ashen face expressed nothing besides exhaustion and deathly torment.
Walking into her room and finding she was not breathing, my stepfather started slapping her cheeks, apparently
remembering that this is what they do when someone loses consciousness. They led him away and made him take
a sedative.
Spring is where beginnings and endings meet, the time of their fraternization. My younger son, marked with an
abundance of golden freckles, was born in early Spring. And four days before his appearance on earth,
grandfather died, not quite having lived to his ninety-second year. In springtime something happens to the thread
of life. It becomes almost visible in the spring light, gets tangled, quivers, stretches tight, grows thin, breaks.
Another—also fragile, but flexible and hardy—appears to replace it.
In Spring stereotypes break and people fallout of ruts. Even if it does not happen in springtime, but later,
Spring conceives such changes. I remember how in childhood I would feel butterflies in my stomach in anticipation of a change in fortune: the end of the school year, the last homework quiz, the inevitable exams, promising
triumph or defeat.
In Spring suitcases with the label “Summer” would be produced from that godforsaken attic, and an inventory
of my summer things would be conducted. Watching grandmother thread a small needle, make a little knot,
sewing on the usual label on my pants and T-shirts, I fell into anguish and shed “tears unknown and unseen.”
Because all this heralded an impending departure to a summer camp and life in a healthy collective: reveille,
retreat, the hated dead hour in broad daylight, when you close your eyes and pretend to be asleep listening to the
voices that carry from freedom, and you dream of growing up and living to that time, when … further on your
thoughts get mixed up and sleep comes.
Spring is a time of secret ambitions, of dizzying and hazy schemes. Your former life begins to get on your
nerves, like a tiresome chore, urging you to kick, tear yourself away, fly off to the pampas, or at least a pond
outside Moscow to watch a frog wedding.
Spring provokes vacillations and outbursts, playing a game with you like the one in Chekhov’s The Little Joke:
“This way, this way!” you hear above your ear, and you turn—no one there. It was just a branch that snapped, ice
that cracked, a sunbeam sliding along your cheek. A total con job. It’s time you got used to it and didn’t swallow
the bait. But if you did not swallow it, would life be worth living?
It is particularly in early Spring, and not at all on the eve of the calendar New Year, that your life heels over
somewhat, gets dislodged, its rhythm breaks, and you are compelled to review the very foundations of existence.
Everything will shift a little more—
A sunbeam more to the right, a bird farther south,
And the listing will grow more distinct,
And the book will slide off my knees.
My gaze will shift, the lines change position,
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Everything will move from its habitual spot,
And I find myself at an angle
To that which is my path and home.

Paradoxically, it is precisely in times of high water that you find yourself aground, on starvation rations, that
you come to nought, your reserves of vitality growing scarce and vitamin deficiency sets in, the deficiency of that
matter upon which depends the next move, the round circuit in the spiral of your life. And no help is forthcoming
from any quarter. Seek the missing elements yourself, like a dog seeks out a healing herb. But even to start
looking you need energy, and where will it come from in your state of vitamin deficiency? Problems, problems—
in fact there’s only one problem, really. Its name is I. That same I that compels the artist to sign his canvas, and a
poet to sign a sheet of paper with his verse, as if calling out: “Here I am, Lord, all of me, like an open palm. I have
no secrets from You and no strength to create anonymously, like the medieval masters. It may be arrogance on my
part, or else the need for Your judgement, for Your defense, is too overpowering.”
I is a strange creature, endlessly demanding something for itself and endlessly striving for freedom from itself,
to lighten its soul, to speak out, cast off part of its burden, be left free and easy, grow transparent, like a spring day
through which clouds swim and birds fly. The world is needlessly weighted down with wars, epidemics, natural
disasters, even without them life is an ordeal, and any human individual, if only his or her soul isn’t asleep, is a
point of pain and a centre of tension: insult stings, pity torments, conscience tears to pieces, passion bums,
tenderness chokes. From birth each of us is sentenced to the highest measure of all things terrestrial, each of us is
fated to conduct his or her life tangled in the myriad multi-hued fabrics with which the Lord has draped THAT
WHICH HAS NO NAME.
In spring this fabric, this MAYA, becomes almost translucent, but only a celestial ultramarine shines through.
And nothing else.
Save me, MAYA. Support me like the salt water in the Dead Sea keeps everything afloat. Let me get across
this crisis zone without sinking to the bottom.
Spring is the time of passions consummated through the final expiration and subsequent resurrection. It gives
us a chance to glimpse the Promised Land from which we are banned. This is for the better, for if we settle there it
will disappear. Any settled life takes away freedom. You will hardly come to rest, and petty worries will latch on,
like mosquitoes at a camp site. You can’t come, you can only keep going. Fanning yourself with a small green
branch, like the one that once, long ago, stood on my desk in a glass jar.
It was Spring. A Rachmaninoff\fn{ Sergey Vasilyevich Rachmaninoff (1873-1943), Russian composer .} piano concerto
played on the radio. The windows were wide open. There were organs necessary for the pronouncing of sounds.
But phonetics lived its own life, and I my own. And mine was filled with Spring smells and daydreams,
Rachmaninoff overfloated and pealed, and poplar-down floated in through the window.
28.40 March 1953\fn{by Ludmilla Evgenyevna Ulitskaya (19437

)}

Davlekanovo, Bashkortostan Republic, Russia (F)

It was an utterly dreadful winter, with the frost raw and suffocating, the clouds an especially dirty quilt which
had slipped down on the hunched shoulders of a sunken sky. Great-grandfather had been bed-ridden since last
autumn and was slowly dying on the j narrow carpet-covered couch, looking round affectionately with sunken
gray-yellow eyes and never unstrapping the phylactery with its scriptural texts from his left hand. With his right
he held to his stomach a flat electric bed-warmer enveloped in worn gray serge, the acme of technological
progress at the turn of the century, which his son Alexander had brought from Vienna just before the Great
War,\fn{World War I.} when he came back home as a young professor of medicine after eight years of studying
abroad.
The bed-warmer really ought not to have been allowed, but the mild mechanical heat alleviated his pain and
his oncologist son finally yielded to the old man’s request and acquiesced. He had no illusions regarding the size
of the tumour, the extent of the metastatic spreading, or the inoperability of the condition, and deferred to the
quiet courage of a father who in all his ninety years had never been known to feel sorry for himself.
Little Lily, his great-granddaughter, his favorite, with her shining brown eyes and her matt black hair, would
come home in her brown school tunic, covered in chalk and violet ink stains, pink and loving, and would edge
over on to the couch, on his sore side. All elbows and plump knees, she would pull the tartan rug over on to
herself, and whisper into his scrawny, hairy ear:
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“Go on, grandad … tell me a story.”
And Aaron would tell her of Daniel, or Gideon, of legendary heroes of the past and fair virgins, of wise men
and tsars with obscure names, all of them long dead members of their tribe, until Lily was firmly persuaded that
her great-grandfather, himself so ancient, must have known and personally remembered some of them at least.
It was a dreadful winter for Lily too. She too felt the special heaviness of the sky, the demoralization at home,
the whiff of hostility in the streets. She was eleven years old. Her armpits ached and her nipples were revoltingly
itchy. From time to time a wave of disgust would break over her at all the little changes taking place in her body,
the swellings and the coarse dark hairs, the pustules on her forehead; her very soul protested blindly at all these
disagreeable, impure things. Absolutely everything seemed revolting and reminded her of the greasy, carrotyyellow film on the top of mushroom soup: dispiriting Gedike, whom she murdered daily on the cold piano; the
scratchy woollen leggings she pulled on every morning; and the morbid violet covers of her exercise books. Only
by snuggling up to her great-grandfather, who smelled of camphor and old paper, could she be delivered from the
malaise which tormented her.
Lily’s grandmother Bela Zinovievna was a skin specialist, and she too was a professor. She and Alexander
were a sturdy pair who between them pulled no small load. He was a tall, bony man with large ears, given to
cracking rather witless jokes, but with all his wits about him when performing in the operating theatre. He liked to
say that all his life he had been devoted to two ladies, Bela and medicine. Bela was plump and short, with
penciled eyebrows and lips painted red; her hair was dazzlingly white, and she didn’t give a fig for the
competition’s chances.
Both of them were curiously moved when they would come home from work to find the old man and the
young girl lost in a world all their own. They would exchange a glance, and Bela would brush a tear from the
corner of her eye, smudging the eye-liner. Her husband would drum his fingers on the table in warning and Bela
would raise an open hand, as if they communicated in deaf and dumb language. They had any number of such
gestures, secret communications which left them with little need of words, divining everything as they did from
the shared currents of their hearts.
Their aged father was taking his leave of life, as this sprightly couple recognized, and tarrying on the threshold
of death he was passing on some rather questionable wisdom to his posterity, a young girl on the threshold of
puberty. The highly educated professors regarded these aeons-old legends of an ancient people as a homespun
garment which human thought had outgrown, unlike their own thinking, of course, disciplined and honed by the
school of European Positivism in Vienna and Zurich, and trained to a scholarly athleticism. Worshipping only the
cardboard god of nimble-footed scientific fact, they manfully lived their lives in comfortless but honest atheism.
For all that, both of them felt that here on the threadbare couch, in the very presence of condescending Death who
was biding his time, a unique oasis was in bloom. Here there was no Jewish doctors’ plot to poison the
Politburo,\fn{In January, 1953, Joseph Stalin ordered the arrest of a group of Kremlin doctors, on the charge of plotting to murder
various high-level Soviet officals; but his death in March prevented a renewal of mass-purges .} and here the superstitious hysteria
at the wickedness of the poisoners, which had possessed millions of people, had no dominion. Only here did the
real poison, the fear, servility and devil-worship, retreat. Demoralized, living every day in the expectation of
arrest, exile or worse, the learned professors were retuctant to leave that dining room, a room shared by all in the,
house, where the old man lay ill, to pursue their scholarly routine. Instead they sat themselves in the armchairs
beside that greatest, at the time, of all rarities, a television set (which was not, however, switched on), and listened
entranced to the old man’s cooing sing-song. He was telling the tale of Mordecai and Haman.
They smiled to each other in an anguish of the spirit; and made no mention of the lunacy into which they
plunged each day on leaving home.
They had lived through a great war, had lost brothers, nephews, and numerous relatives, but they had not lost
each other, their little family, or the full measure of their trust, friendship and tenderness for each other. They had
achieved a solidly-based and unshowy success and should, it had seemed, have been able to count on a good ten
years more, while health, strength and worldly wisdom were in a happy equilibrium, to live as they had always
wanted to, working through an all-too-busy week, going away at the weekends to their newly-completed dacha to
play Schubert duets on the rather indifferent piano they had there, to bathe after lunch among the water lilies in
the dark river, drink tea from the samovar on the wooden veranda in the slanting rays of the setting sun, and in the
evening read Dickens or Merime and fall into sleep together in an embrace which in forty years and more had
become so habitual that you couldn’t tell whether its evident comfortableness came from an interlocking of their
convexities and concavities however they lay, or whether over the years their nocturnal embrace had reshaped
their bodies to the present unity.
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They would already have had more than a fair share of distress in their lives from the longstanding conflict
with their son, who had chosen of his own free will to work in an area into which no normal human being would
have been lured at any price. He occupied an exalted but vague position, living in the frozen north-east beyond the
Arctic Circle together with his bear-like wife Shura and their young son Alexander. The gods seemed to be
mocking them in the fact that the two members of the family furthest from each other should bear the same name.
In 1943 their son had brought his older child, Lily, to the military hospital in Viatka where his parents were
working twelve hours a day at the operating table. The little girl was five months old, weighed seven pounds and
looked like a shriveled doll. From that day right through to the end of the war they worked different hours,
Alexander Aaronovich usually taking the night shift. Lily, restored to health and proper plumpness by Bela
Zinovievna, stayed on with her grand-mother and grandfather, reborn to the happy destiny of being the
granddaughter of two professors at once. Knowing how ready her natural mother was to take offence, and Shura
did on occasion come to see her, Lily’s foster parents had her call them Bela and Alex. Great-grandfather she
called grandad.
Bela and Alex were sitting now in the old soft armchairs with their no-nonsense loose covers, half-turned away
from the couch, pretending they were not listening to what the old man and his great-grand-daughter were
whispering about.
“Oh, grandad,” Lily exclaimed in horror, “you mean to say they hanged absolutely all the enemies from a
gallows?”
“I’m not saying one thing was good and another bad. I’m just telling you what happened,” great-grandfather
answered, with a suggestion of regret in his voice.
“Other people will come to get even, and kill Mordecai,” the little girl said anxiously.
“Yes, of course,” he said, cheering up for some reason. “Quite right. That’s just what did happen. Other people
came and killed those people, and then all over again. Let me tell you this, though. Israel lives not through
victories: Israel lives because of …” He put his left hand with the phylactery to his forehead and extended the
fingers upwards.
“Do you understand?”
“Because of God?” the girl asked.
“There now, I said you were a clever girl,” grandfather Aaron smiled his toothless, baby smile.
“Did you hear what he’s filling the child’s head with?” Bela asked her husband in vexation when they were
alone in their bedroom, lying on what Alex laughingly called their double writing-desk.
“Bela, my sweet, he’s a simple shoemaker, my father, but it’s not for me to lecture him. To tell the truth, I
sometimes think I would have been better off a shoemaker myself,” Alex said darkly.
“What way is that to talk! You don’t get to regress!” dear, clever Bela responded testily.
“Then don’t you go upsetting yourself on Lily’s behalf,” he smiled wickedly.
“Oh, you!” Bela dismissed him. She was a practical person, not given to ethereal speculation. “That doesn’t
worry me in the slightest. What does worry me, though, is that she will blurt something out at school!”\fn{ Where,
of course, the teachers and administrators were required to report such deviancies from official atheism to agents of the secret police; or
where such things would be reported by the children to their own parents, some of whom would be connected in some way with the secret
police.}

Alex shrugged. “My own dear Bela! That really doesn’t matter any longer in the slightest.”
*
Bela Zinovievna’s fears were groundless. Lily had no chance to blurt anything out at school. Since last autumn
nobody in her class would talk to her. Nobody except Ninka Kniazeva, who the authorities kept meaning to send
away to a school for mental defectives, only they could never get all the paperwork together. Large and bonny,
Ninka had developed earlier than most girls from the north. She was the one girl in the class who, because she
was feeble-minded, was prepared not only to say hello to Lily, but actually to be her partner when they were
marching in a loud, shrieking crocodile to some museum which, invariably, had been awarded the Order of the
Red Banner.
The times had generated their own rigid conventions: Tatars made friends with other Tatars, dunces befriended
others similarly afflicted, the children of doctors played with the children of other doctors, and this was especially
true of the children of Jewish doctors. Never in ancient India had the caste system been so risible and petty. Lily
had been friendless since her neighbour and class-mate Tania Kogan had been packed off by her parents to
relatives in Riga before the New Year, with the result that the last two months had been insufferable.
Lily assumed every outburst of laughter or unwonted liveliness, every whisper, was directed against her.
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Everywhere she went she heard them sneering and spitting out “Jew-girl” at her, and most hurtful of all was the
fact that she began to associate this gluey, resinous word with their surname, with grandfather Aaron and his
pungent leather books, the honeyed, cinnamon smell of the Orient and the viscous golden light which always
surrounded him and filled the whole of the left hand side of the room where he lay.
To make matters worse, in some incomprehensible way, the two things enfolded each other arid would do so
for all time, the golden light which illuminated her home, and that gluey, sneering spit-word in the street.
Barely had the hoarse bell of freedom rattled out its long-awaited message before Lily had whisked her
exemplary note books into her briefcase and was rushing on clumsy legs to the cloakroom in order to burst out
into the fresh air as soon as could be, without time even to do up the buttons on her coat and the wretched hook at
the neck. Then it was away over the lumpy, snow-gray, icy slush, through the puddles with their broken ice, her
flipping and flopping galoshes splashing her stockings and the hem of her coat, one more courtyard to go, and into
the stairwell of her block of flats with its reassuring smell of damp limewash, then up the stairs to the first floor
which didn’t have a landing but only a smooth sweep of the stairs to the tall black door on which the welcoming
brass plate with their awful, ridiculous, shaming surname, Jizhmorskii, was affixed.
Recently she had had a furtlter trial to contend with. As she came out of the playground Victor Bodrov would
be swinging on the great, rusty gate, waiting for her. Everybody was afraid of him, and he was known in the
courtyards as Bodrik. He had blue, tinplate eyes and a face without features. The game was simple enough. There
was only one way out of the playground: through Bodrik’s gate. As Lily approached it, trying to burrow her way
as deeply as possible into the crowd, her class-mates, aware of what was to come, would either draw back a little
or run on ahead. When she entered the danger zone Bodrik would let her go forward a little before launching the
gate with his foot. It would give a loathesome creak before crashing into her back. It did not hurt much, but it was
humiliating. Each day the game acquired some new twist. One time lily turned round to face the gate rather than
be thumped in the back by it. She grabbed its iron rails and hung on.
Another time she stopped and waited a short way from the gate for a long time, pretending that going home
was the last thing on her mind, but Bodrik was not short either of patience or spare time, and having kept her at
bay for half an hour he watched with satisfaction as she tried to squeeze through the railings of the school fence
and failed. Even a skinny girl would have found it a tight fit, and Lily was further encumbered by her thick coat.
She scored a point on just one occasion by managing to skip through immediately in front of one of the
teachers, elderly Antonina Vladimirovna, whose East Siberian face registered utter amazement at such bad
manners.
The sport improved daily and attracted an ever-increasing crowd of spectators with time on their hands. Only
yesterday they had been rewarded with the truly remarkable spectacle of Lily’s desperate and almost successful
attempt to climb over the flat, spear-like tops of the school’s cast-iron railings. She first wedged her briefcase
between two of the railings, then placed her foot in a place she had spotted earlier where some of the bars were
bent. She had climbed right to the top, thrown one foot over then the other, only to realize her mistake in not
having turned to face the fence. Rigid with fear, she manoeuvred herself round and slithered slowly down,
pressing her face against the rusty iron.
The hem of her coat caught on one of the spears. When she finally realized what was holding her back she
gave it a good tug. The sturdy material of what had been a professor’s overcoat before being born again to madeover life covering her plump young body, stretched its uttermost, resisting with all its well-twilled fibres.
The observers hooted ecstatically. Lily flapped again like a great fat bird and, with a low ripping sound, the
coat released her. When she reached the ground Bodrik was waiting, her muddied briefcase in his hands and a
genial smile on his face:
“Good for you, Lily-girl. What a gymnast! Want to do it again?”
And with the practiced hand of a huntsman tossing a decoy he threw her briefcase up in the air, seemingly
without effort, but in fact he flicked his wrist with the precision of an aborigine throwing a boomerang. The
briefcase sailed upwards, its sides bulging, turned over in mid-air, and fell back to the ground on the far side of
the fence again. Everybody laughed.
Lily picked up her woolly hat with its two idiotic bobbles and, without a backward glance, using all her
strength not to run, went off home.
Nobody chased after her. Half an hour later her friend Nina brought her the briefcase, which she had wiped
with a handkerchief, and pushed it through the door to her.
In the morning Lily tried hard to be ill, complaining of a sore throat. Bela Zinovievna took a quick look in her
mouth, popped a thermometer under her armpit, glanced at the elusive column of mercury, and darkly pronounced
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sentence:
“Up you get, young lady. You’ve got work to do. We all have.”
That was her religion, and she would not countenance the sacrilege of idleness. Lily crept unwillingly to
school and sat out three lessons, oppressed by the prospect of her ineluctable passage through the gates of Hell. In
the fourth lesson, however, something happened.
The date was as yet only March the second, and the wheel of the unsinkable ship of the Soviet state had not yet
slipped from the grasp of its Great Helmsman.\fn{ One of Joseph Stalin’s—later, Mao Tse-tung’s—titles .} Alexander
Aaronovich and Bela Zinovievna, had they heard from their secretive granddaughter of this incredible act of
courage, would have been very heartened.
Towards the end of Lily’s fourth class Antonina Vladimirovna, with a glint from the most animate part of her
face, her steel teeth, locked in perpetual metallic dialogue with a silver brooch like a figure-of-eight doggy-do
which she wore at her collar, took the polished one and a half yard pointer in her hands and made purposefully for
a dusty, color-printed poster hanging to one side of the classroom. Holding the pointer like a rapier, she thrust its
end into the unyielding word “International.”
“Look over here, children,” she said.
“Children” was how she referred to her charges, demurring both from the old school’s “girls” and the faceless
modernity of “kids.”
“We have here pictures of representatives of all the peoples of our great multi-national motherland. Look, here
are Russians and Ukrainians and Georgians and”—Lily sat back, half looking away in mute horror. Was she really
going to say it, making the whole class turn to stare at her?—“and Tatars,” the teacher continued— Everybody
turned to stare instead at Raia Akhmetova, whose face flushed with dark blood. But Antonina Vladimirovna
continued her headlong progress down the same dangerous path—“and Armenians and Azerbizhanis”—(she
actually said that, rather than “Azerbaidzhanis”). She’s not going to, she’s not going to, ohmigod!”—and the
Jews!!”
Lily froze. The entire class turned to stare at her.
Antonina Vladimirovna was a holy fool, a thoroughbred plebeian descended from a sacristan grandfather and a
mother who took in washing. She was a spinster with a note on her medical file, Virgina intacta, and had adopted
an orphan, squint-eyed, ill-natured Zoika, during the war. She was an admirer of Chernyshevsky\fn{ Nikolay
Gavrilovich Chernyshevsky (1828-1889), Russian author, who championed political and economic reform in Russia following the Crimean
War, and whose best-known work, What Is To Be Done? (1863) described in exhaustive detail how the politically and socially correct
revolutionary should behave.} with all his nineteenth century didacticism, and worshipped, a feminist before her time,

at the shrine of the women of social democracy, Klara Zetkin, Rosa Luxemburg, and Nadezhda
Krupskaia.\fn{Rosa Luxemburg (1871-1919) was a German revolutionary; Nadezzhda Krupskaia was Lenin’s wife .} She believed
in “the primacy of matter” as fervently as her grandfather the sacristan had believed in the Immaculate
Conception, was as transparently honest as a pane of glass, and knew for a fact that while enemies no doubt were
enemies, Jews were nevertheless simply Jews.
Lily failed to register the magnanimity of her gesture, conscious only of being stuck to the gloss-painted
schoolbench by the strip of bare leg between her too short stockings and the tight elastic of her hated blue panties
of itchy Chinese flannel.
“And all our peoples are equal,” Antonina Vladimirovna continued her sacred pedagogic duty. “There is no
such thing as a bad people. Every people has its heroes and its criminals, and even enemies of the people …”
She rambled on and got off the point, but Lily was no longer listening. She could feel a little vein throbbing
beside her nose and touched the place, trying to decide whether Svetka Bagaturiia who sat across the aisle from
her would be able to see it pulsing.
As she neared the school gate Lily discoyered she was in luck: Bodrik wasn’t there. She went skipping home
with a sense of complete liberation, never stopping to think that he might be back .tomorrow. The door to their
flat, usually held tightly closed by a strong spring, was today slightly ajar, but Lily dismissed the fact. She threw it
open and, stepping from light into darkness, was able to make out only the dark silhouette of a man standing by
the inner door.
It was Bodrik. He had been holding the door slightly open with his foot so as to see her as she came in.
There were two yards of pitch darkness separating them, but she could see that for some reason he was
standing with his back pressed against the inner door, his arms spread out in a cross, and his head with its thick
blond hair inclined to one side.
He was an actor, was Bodrik, and now he was playing a great and terrible role, which he thought was Christ
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when in fact it was that of a sad, brazen little thug. Opposite him stood a girl with a dolorous semitic face, a
delicate, high-bridged nose, eyes which slanted down at the comers, a caring, full-lipped mouth, the incarnation of
Joseph’s Mary.
“What did you Jews want to go crucifying our Christ for, then?” he asked sarcastically.
From his tone you would have thought Jesus had been crucified by the Jews specifically so that he, Bodrik,
should have a God-given right to wallop Lily’s backside with a rusty iron gate.
She froze in anticipation, as if forgetting that she could yet run back out into the courtyard and take to her
heels. The main entrance door was just behind her, but for some reason she stood transfixed.
Bodrik lunged forward, put his arms tightly round her and slid his hands down. He pulled up her coat, which
was unbuttoned, and pawed that same strip of bare leg between her stocking and where the elastic of her panties
was pulled up right into her groin.
She wriggled free, rushed over to one comer and rammed her briefcase into a soft part of Bodrik. He gasped.
In the total darkness she unerringly found the door handle and ran outside. A vivid pink flame flared in her head,
the air burst into flames around her, and such crimson rage suffused everything about that she shook violently,
barely able to contain the immensity of an emotion which she could not name but which knew no bounds.
The door slowly opened and, shoulder first, slightly off-balance, Bodrik emerged. She hurled herself at him,
seized him by the shoulders, and with a shriek smashed him back against the door as hard as she could. The
surprise of the attack completely bewildered him. The feelings he had long felt towards her, a mixture of
attraction, spite, and an unacknowledged envy of her clean, well-fed life were no match for the strength and inner
conviction of unadulteated rage seething in her soul.
He tried to break away and shake her off, but couldn’t. He couldn’t even take a proper swing to land a punch
on her. He only succeeded in manoeuvring himself round the comer from the entrance door into an alcove in the
wall where at least they were not in full view of people walking through the courtyard. Even this was not to his
advantage. She shook him by the shoulders and now beat his head against rough, gray stone. His teeth began
chattering and he succeeded only in freeing one band and drawing it twice down her sweating red face, not even
like a man with the fist clenched, but open, leaving four shameful dirty scratch marks.
She did not even feel it. She kept hurling him back against the wall, until suddenly the rage broke free from her
like an inflated red balloon and drifted away. Then she let him go, turned an undefended back, and without
crediting him with the initiative to attack her from behind, returned to the entrance to the flats without further
hindrance.
*
How she had fancied him last summer.
She had stood behind grandmother's net curtains watching him for hours as he waved his long pole with the
cloth flapping on the end of it, his doves rising lazily, circling above the dove-cote like a disorderly crowd before
forming up, making great, smooth circles which grew wider and wider, and then flying away into the clean,
washed summer sky. She would slow down deliberately as she walked past the place where the Bodrovs lived, a
shack with only two windows, and with the dove-cote, a shed for the rabbits and a chicken coop tacked on to it.
She would eye the fascinating intimate details of somebody else’s private life, the iron kegs, the workbench at
which the elder Bodrov busied himself, having recently emerged to a no doubt short-lived spell of freedom from
his more traditional state of incarceration, the rusty water heater left lying outside …
At the end of the summer Bela Zinovievna, who relentlessly observed anachronistic obligations of the rich
towards the poor which only she remembered about, sent Lily to the yardkeeper’s house with a starchily ironed
and neatly folded pile of the clothes which Lily kept precipitously outgrowing that year. The Bodrov girls, Nina
and Niusha, divided up Lily’s goodies with much shrieking and whooping. Tonia the yardkeeper thanked Lily and
pressed a small green cucumber into her hand, but Bodrik, who had seen her coming in the distance, took himself
off to his doves and rabbits and chickens. The whole time she was in their little territory fenced off from the rest
of the courtyard he never showed himself. Lily kept looking over to see whether perhaps he was going to come
out.
Only now, as she stood in the entrance to their smart flat, did she realize that that had been the most
humiliating thing for him.
*
Old Nastia, who had lived with them some twenty years, was not home. Lily had been going to climb into bed
with her great grandfather, but he was sound asleep, snoring occasionally, and manifestly indifferent to her plight.
She ran through to grandmother’s room, to the “divan of woe” as Bela Zinovievna called the chaise longue, the
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only item not duplicated in her realm of doubles where everything came in twos, as if the room were divided by
an invisible mirror. There were two proud beds ornamented with bronze, two bedside tables, and two marginally
different pictures in identical frames. On this divan of woe Lily would sleep if she was in, when grandmother
would take her into her own room, and she would come to cry on it when something happened in her young life to
upset her.
Now she was feverish. She had an ache somewhere below her stomach, and she rolled up on the divan,
drawing over her head the heavy check dressing gown with its twined and fraying purple cord.
She just wanted to sleep, and sleep she did, instantly, still remembering, even in sleep, how much she wanted
to sleep …
She slept for a long time, but through it all there ran a nagging sense of pain and utter revulsion. Revulsion at
the coarseness of the divan’s pillow, revulsion at the soapy smell of Red Moscow, grandmother’s favourite
perfume, with its indecent suggestion of underwear. Overlaying it all was a boundless longing to escape into a
warm, round hiding place she had always known was there, where she could sink into a deeper sleep, and where
there would be neither perfume nor pain nor this unsettling sense of shame which she could not understand, a
place where there would be nothing, just nothing.
She did not hear the muffled activity around her grandfather through the wall, Nastia’s sobs, the quiet clatter of
a hypodermic needle. Great-grandfather Aaron was in a bad way.
Very late, at eight o’clock in the evening, she was wakened by her grandmother and she must have succeeded
in escaping far, far away, because when she awoke she could not at once tell where she was, so distant was the
place from which she had to return to the paired symmetry and orderly world of grandmother’s room. She was
startled by the bright face above her, which seemed unrecognisable and back to front, as if the recesses of sleep
where she had dwelt were so singular as to exclude any possibility of pairing or symmetry.
Bela Zinovievna, for her part, was examining with undisguised amazement four fresh scratch marks which ran
right from Lily’s forehead, across her cheeks and down to her chin.
“Good Lord, Lily. What has happened to your face?” she asked.
Lily had to think for a moment, so completely had she forgotten the events of the day. Then, all at once,
everything came back to her, what had happened today, and the week before, and last summer, but it was wholly
altered, unrecognisable and—completely unimportant. It was all just silly nonsense which had taken place a long
time ago and which was already half forgotten.
“Oh, it’s nothing. I—had a bit of a fight with Bodrik,” Lily answered nonchalantly, a smile on her sleepy face.
“What do you mean, a bit of a fight?” Bela Zinovievna demanded.
“Some drivel about why we crucified Christ,” Lily said with a smile.
“What?” Bela Zinovievna exclaimed, knitting her black brows, and without waiting fora reply she told Lily to
get dressed straight away.
An afterglow of the anger which had swept over Lily by the entrance door now suffused her grandmother.
“How low. What rank ingratitude!” Bela Zinovievna raged, dragging the reluctant L:ily to the Bodrovs’ shack.
It wasn’t just the neat thirty-rouble notes which Bela Zinovievna punctually gave each holiday to this unfortunate
drink-sodden mother who had fallen so low, nor the piles of Lily’s still perfectly presentable hand-me-downs.
What offended against her symmetrical ideas of fairness was the very idea of Tonia’s son raising his hand against
her pure, unclouded, little girl, profaning her with his dirty touch, inflicting these horrible scratches on her little
dusky pink face. (She would have to remember to bathe them with permanganate.)
Bela Zinovievna knocked and flung the rickety door open without more ado. It was impossible to tell
immediately what and who was where in the room, with its large stove and lines laden with damp washing. The
stench of the poverty was dreadful, a blend of urine, mould, fungus and seaweed. Worse even than Red Moscow.
“Tonia!” Bela Zinovievna called imperiously, and something rustled behind the stove.
Lily looked round to either side. What most struck her was the floor. It was earthen, .with an intermittent
covering of uneven boards. In a corner, on a broad iron bed with rusty bars exactly like those of the school
railings, Bodrik was lying on a colored blanket. At his feet sat Nina and Niusha, winding broad crumpled ribbons
on to the bedstead, painstakingly spitting on them before each wind. On the floor beside the bed stood a dented
basin which had once been round.
Stocky little Tonia emerged rather unsteadily from behind the stove, straightening her skirt as she came.
“Here I am, Belzinovna!” she smiled, and on each cheek of her broad, flat face there appeared large dimples,
as round as a belly button.
“Just you look what your Victor has done to my little girl!” Bela Zinovievna said severely, while Tonia strained
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her whitish eyes and still could not make out what that was. In the dim light the scratches which had so incensed
Bela Zinovievna really were barely visible.
Lily retreated towards the door, abashed. Bodrik rolled his head, leaned over from the bed and quietly puked
into the basin.
“Oh, you shit!” Tonia shouted, turning on her son. “Get up will you? What are you sprawling about there for!”
Neither of them spoke as they crossed the courtyard. Lily again trailed behind, and again felt as bad as she had
earlier before falling asleep. When she got back hpme she went to the toilet, locked the door, and. sat on the
lavatory clutching her aching belly. Never before had she felt so ill. She looked down at her pants and saw a tulipshaped bloodstain on their sky-blue material.
“I am dying,” she guessed. “What a dreadful, shameful way to go.”
At that moment she forgot everything her grandmother had warned her would happen. She pulled her soiled
pants off in disgust and shoved them under the upturned bucket for washing the floors. She hid her scratched face
in her cold hands and waited for death as her heart turned to glass.
*
Goaded by her expectation, Death came to the house at last. On his carpet-covered divan old Aaron the
shoemaker was drawing his last infrequent breaths. He was unconscious. His eyelids, which had long since lost
their eyelashes, were not completely shut, but his eyes were not visible, only a cloudy, whitish film. His withered
hands lay above the quilt and the worn-out leather straps were still wound round his left hand from which, against
his custom, he had not removed them for a month. His children, the professors, burdened with much useless
medical knowledge, stood by his bedside.
In the yardsweeper’s house, on his iron bed, lay Bodrik, suffering from mild concussion.
On his narrow couch in a house in the countryside near Moscow, half covered by an old army blanket, another
man lay dead.
But it was still only March the second, and several vast days would pass before Lily’s father, the son of decent
parents, would step out on to wooden boards, his face puffy, his heart black with grief, his epaulettes an innocent
light blue, to announce to a gray rectangle of many thousands of men, one part of a great people which had been
lost in a distant place, not registered by the botched color printing on the garish poster on the wall of Lily’s
classroom, that Comrade Stalin was dead.
That night, however, everybody forgot about a little girl who had locked herself in the toilet.
31.125 Mum’s Got A Part\fn{by Nina Sorotokina (c.1945?- )} “a small town in the Urals,” Sverdlovsk Oblast,
Russia (F) 5
“Rakitin’s coming here tomorrow,” I told my husband and could see by his face that he was quite amazed.
The events of the past week had put me on a kind of pedestal in my own home, but obviously it was not high
enough for my husband to regard this announcement as completely natural. I hastened to add:
“Rakitin rang this morning. He wants to go through the script with me. You know he lives out of town.”
“Know? Of course, I know. He’s got palatial furniture in his study, a Chippendale, or whatever you call it, in
the drawing room and oak-paneling all over the place.”
“There’s no Chippendale,” I remarked in passing and continued. “He’s a considerate person. He knows it
would be difficult for me to go to him. He’s coming to Moscow tomorrow and he’ll drop in.”
“Well, I never,” said my husband. “I doubt if we’ll have time to decorate the flat and buy new furniture by
tomorrow afternoon.”
Gently, my lord, sleek o’er your rugged looks;
be bright and jovial ’mongst your guests tonight,

I replied. “Fanfare. Exeunt.”
*
Rakitin is director number one, with a capital D. I do not know whose shaking hand pulled my dusty dossier
out of the actors’ filing cabinet, but the fact remains—a miracle happened. I was offered a part.
Long ago, when I was studying at the Institute, I was also offered a part in a film. All the next year there was a
lot of talk about the film, and then it was forgotten completely.
After the institute I got married and began to act in a theatre.
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An actress … the blaze of the footlights, standing ovations, baskets of flowers, fans at the stage-door begging
for your autograph. That’s what you think, eh? Well, there was nothing of the sort!
There was a very homely atmosphere in our theatre. The actresses sat in the dressingroom, if they were not
actively rehearsing on stage, and knitted, darned and sewed. They brought mushroom soup and coffee in a
thermos from home, and there was even a stove you could bake cakes in.
“You’re hens, not actresses!” the producer Simakov used to say, when he put his head round the door.
It was a children’s theatre. I was sent there after I graduated probably in contrast to all the other graduates in
my year. I have a classically regular peasant face, and a big build. I can play the part of a mother with a travesty or
anything you like, a head and shoulders above everyone else, quite literally.
And I did in fact begin my career by playing mothers. Just popped on an apron, smoothed down my hair and I
was ready. But then I began to get interesting parts. My girl friends said:
“How can you get on with Simakov? It’s impossible to work with him. He stuffs himself with heart drops at
daybreak and off he goes. We’re on our last legs, and he’s still full of beans. You must have a knack of getting on
with people.”
*
Then suddenly my husband said:
“It’s time we had a child. I understand all about the theatre being a temple of art, but you can’t have a family
without children. It’s time we had a child.”
So I had a baby, and I breast-fed it, and lost weight, and found a nanny and two years later I went back to the
theatre.
“You’re even taller than before,” said the head producer. “And a real beauty!”
I played Young Pioneers’ mothers for another year and then-wait for it, was promised the part of Ophelia.
Ophelia went to someone else.
“Let’s have another child,” said my husband. “Perhaps it’ll be a girl. I understand. You’ll still have time to act
Shakespeare. I love you.”
Simakov was not surprised. He only gave a deep sigh. And I had my second son.
When I returned to the theatre, I was thirty. The other actresses reassured me:
“Your time will still come. Simakov says you have real talent. Only it’s not quite matured yet.”
I went on not quite maturing.
“Simakov says your face is too maternal,” I was told. “It smells of mother’s milk.”
At that moment I was secretly learning the part of Lady Macbeth. Our theatre will never put on Macbeth, but I
had to show that I was capable of doing a serious role. At the same time I learnt all the male parts and used to act
them at home in front of the mirror. The children helped me.
I have lived long enough: my way of life
Is fallen into the sear, the yellow leaf,
And that which should accompany old age,
As honor, love, obedience, troops of friends,
I must not look to have,

my eldest son would shout ecstatically.
“What, my good lord?”

the younger one lisped capering about.
“How about something to eat, Lady Macbeth?” my husband would ask, when he came home from work.
I didn’t ever get the courage to show the head producer this part.
*
I agreed at once to a third child.
“I’m sure it will be a girl this time,” said my husband. “The theory of probability is on our side. After all, there
are so many girls!!”
“They say the carpenter Joseph and his wife Mary wanted a girl too,” I replied, “and you know what came of
that. Alright, we’ll have another one. I’ve got nothing to lose.”
And so our youngest son appeared. After that I did not return to the theatre again. Simakov came to see me and
tried to persuade me, but I knew that was the end.
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*
The letter came when my youngest son had just started nursery school, and I was looking for work. It was just
an ordinary envelope but the word on it was like a forgotten festival.

MOS-FILM
I burst into tears, just couldn’t help it. Everything that followed was like a fairy tale. Only don’t lose your
slipper, forty-year-old Cinderella.
*
Rakitin had a pale, slightly flabby face, a nervy mouth, thick greying hair and eyes that were not spoilt by
swollen lids or wrinkled temples. His black eyelashes made his eyes look very young, and they followed me,
these eyes, laughing at me for being nervous and seeing more in me than I know about myself;
“I recently saw an old film that you acted in. It was a bad one. But why didn’t you act in the cinema anymore?
And why did you leave the theatre? You have talent! Your mimicry is marvelous. A slight, but very expressive
gesture! And you are beautiful.”
Was beautiful. I wiped my sweating palms,and smiled. It was very nice to hear that, especially from someone
like Rakitin.
He twirled a pencil in his fingers. His hand was small with swollen joints. How attentively he examined me …
“My next film is very important to me. I’m afraid it will be my last. I’m tired. I’ve had two coronaries.”
My heart sank.
“Why are you tired? What coronaries? You’re so handsome!”
I thought to myself and felt ashamed. Particularly of the silly “handsome.”
“I need a heroine. I think you would do. I hope you will.”
“So do I,” I whispered to myself.
“I’m going away to my dacha for a week or two, for a bit of a rest. Then we’ll start work,” he smiled. “Sweet
servitude. Come and see me. We’ll have a talk. Try to find a day.”
I found a day. I'd have found a year if necessary. And tomorrow he was coming to my place to read the script.
No, I wouldn’t have time to decorate. We’d take Rakitin into the big room. How long I’ve been telling myself
that I must get some new curtains. There’s never time, never time for anything. Never mind. I’d wash the curtains
instead. The wallpaper had come away from the skirting boards and round the door. I’d stick it down. It was a pity
that our youngest had scribbled all over the doors with felt tips. The furniture was bits and pieces, old armchairs
and scratched tables.
“Have a word with Valya,” my husband joked. “She’ll let you borrow her flat for the day. It’s all carpets and
cut-glass.”
Valya is our neighbo’r. She works as a painter and decorator. Her husband is a bricklayer. Whenever you drop
in to Valya’s, for salt or matches, she’s forever cleaning and washing the flat.
But nothing in my flat will obey me. Things creep away wherever they like, as if they were alive, disappearing
into the most inaccessible places, while I rush about trying to find them, like hunting for mushrooms in a strange
forest. I would tidy up in the evening, putting everything in its place, and by the next morning there was a plastic
tank under the piano, a piece of darning with a needle stuck into it (do sit down!) in the armchair, and a cup with
caked sugar in the bottom under the television.
How did Rakitin manage to tame his house? It was as clean as a museum, nothing dropped or forgotten
anywhere. Everything was so obedient. In his house things did not wander around getting in the way. They were
kept on a chain.
But never mind, about all that. We had a marvelous, talk, and I went away thrilled to pieces. I was excited,
confused and delighted. In the suburban train I tried to relive it, to play back the whole day, but my thoughts got
confused and, like a miser hurriedly concealing unexpected wealth so as to gloat over it later in isolation, I tucked
away deep in my memory, to be brought out later when I had calmed down, a certain gesture by Rakitin, a word,
an event vividly and wittily described.
When I got home my husband was drinking tea in the kitchen. He took one look at my flushed cheeks and
round, shining eyes and asked:
“Well, how many samovars has Rakitin got?”
I had to laugh. Five years ago I went to look round Yasnaya Polyana with my grandmother, a peasant from
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Belarus. On the threshold of Tolstoy’s\fn{ Leo Nikolayevich Tolstoy (1828-1910), Russian author.}house my grandmother
clutched my arm, but she gradually gained possession of herself and latched on to one of the guided groups. An
hour later I found her on a bench by a white verandah. She exclaimed excitedly:
“What a man, eh? And he lived like a prince! Just think, he had three samovars!”
Grandmother had discovered for herself what being a genius meant. So how many samovars did Rakitin have?
“Don’t be afraid of him,” my husband added. “I don’t know much about the cinema, but neither does your
Rakitin as far as I can see. I don’t remember him making one decent film. Still that’s not surprising. In the whole
history of mankind there haven’t been many good books or many good paintings.”
I’ve heard that so many times.
“If you were a real actress, no family chores could destroy your talent.”
“Fancy envying her! How could your theatre possibly put on Shakespeare? And what sort of an Ophelia would
you make. The most you can understand is children. Love and passion aren’t for you. Don’t be angry. I love you.”
When my husband came home from work, I was cleaning the bath.
“What are you doing that for?” he asked in surprise. “Surely Rakitin won’t want to have a bath?”
I straightened up and blew a stray lock of hair off my forehead.
“Give me your favor—
My dull brain was wrought
With things forgotten.

act one, scene three.”
“Vivat your dull brain! How spick and span it is! More like a palace than a house. In our institute they paint the
fence and asphalt the pavements when we’re expecting a visit from foreigners. If only Rakitin were to come here
once a month, the place would always be spotless. What a pity it’s November, or you could have cleaned the
windows. Now don’t be angry. Cest la vie. Kolka Ivanov told me he had seen with his own eyes a line of soldiers
sweeping the grass under the watchful eye of a strict lieutenant before the arrival of some bigwig.”
I had to laugh. The boys clustered round their father, also inspecting the flat with idiotic delight.
“Did they give you the part, Mum?” they shouted in chorus. “Are you going to play it?”
Why “going to?”I was already playing it. The part of an overripe ingenue, which translated into Russian means
silly fool.
Next morning the family went about their business—school, work, and nursery school. I stared critically at
myself in the mirror. Forty’s quite an age! As you slop around the kitchen in the morning, you suddenly catch
sight of yourself in the mirror and wonder who it is. “It’s you, my dear, you!” Puffy-faced after sleep, hair a mess,
all “gone to pieces.” Then you slowly and carefully put yourself together, and your resultant attraction is
measured in terms of time lost and enormous effort.
With a trembling hand I took out my rollers, painted round my eyes and began to wait.
“Mum, all our life is waiting, isn’t it?” my oldest son said recently.
“Yes,” I agreed. “How strange that you’ve already realized that.”
“But that’s awful!” he said.
“Yes,” I agreed. “But when there’s nothing to wait for, death comes.”
“I’m not worried about death,” he said.
Our eldest had left school and was about to enter the Applied Art Faculty of a Textile Institute. He was being
coached in drawing by a somewhat morose, bearded young man with an avant-garde frame of mind.
“Drawing is the basis of painting!” he would announce and reinforce this aphorism with: “That’s what they say
at our institute.”
The bearded avant-garde young man had himself graduated from the institute three years ago and was now
working half-time designing footwear. He maintained:
“In order to get into the Textile Institute you must be able to draw well, and not only well, but the 'way they
want you to. For the entrance exams to any institute you have to draw in the accepted way for that particular
institute. We’ll spend another month on skulls, then we’ll move on to the portrait.”
I don’t know why the traditions of the Textile Institute insist on skulls, but I didn’t contradict him.
I have a rather complicated relationship with my elder son. He is at the age when one is confronted with
Hamlet-type questions. His voice has broken, he has grown a moustache, and he is always hungry. I sometimes
feel like a stoker as I shovel all the food in the house into his stomach and that is still not enough! His constant
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hunger engenders new questions, mistakes and a sense of being offended. And he vents this “sense of injury” on
me, asking for advice and then not taking it, using bad language and accusing me of ridiculous things. The
predominant shade in his watercolors these days is ultramarine, his sketches in oils are full of the most surrealistic
subjects, and his drawings abound with grinning skulls—full face, profile and half-turn.
There was a phone call from my husband.
“Has your ‘foreigner’ turned up yet?”
“No.”
“He’ll come alright. Why shouldn’t he? To such a beautiful woman as you. By the way, I forgot to tell you. I
saw a cobweb in the lefthand corner in the corridor. How did you miss that, sweetheart?”
“What have you had to eat?” I asked grimly, trying to ignore his teasing tone.
“Some steamed gut-rot. Don’t worry about that. Carry on sweeping the grass.”
My husband has been ill for so long that I have forgotten what he was like before. Actually I remember he was
something of a gourmet. Then he started suffering from gastritis and an ulcer.
“Don’t worry, darling,” he said. “The main thing is to have a proper diet. Just put up with it. I am. It’s a good
thing my illness can’t be treated. It doesn’t have a subject.”
But then a subject appeared in the form of the first cardiac spasm. It was followed by insomnia.
Sleep no more!
Glamis hath murdered sleep,
And therefore Cawdor shall sleep no more—
Macbeth shall sleep no more!”

I expect I was the one who ruined his stomach. Even from the best ingredients I somehow manage to cook
something that bears little relation to the complex culinary art. I’m not proud of it. However emancipated you are,
you should be able to feed your family properly.
“Put up with it, darling. I am …”
What sort of woman gazes into Rakitin's eyes in the morning when he wakes up? Who puts his scarf straight
before he goes out and changes his handkerchiefs? Who feeds him? Not me, thank goodness. I would have ruined
his stomach ages ago.
My middle son came home from school.
“I’m going out to play, Mum. Where’s my ice-hockey stick?”
Usually I would have said: “No, have your dinner first and do your homework. Then you can go out to play!”
This verbal duel has been going on between us ever since he started school. He’s a cheerful, kind-hearted boy, but
he’s not doing well at school and cares about nothing but ice-hockey. That’s probably not enough for a boy of
twelve.
“I’m going out to play, Mum!” Today I said:
“Alright, only have a bite to eat first.”
*
All our life is spent waiting for something. At six o’clock I realized that Rakitin wasn’t coming.
“Why have you put my easel away, Mum?” my eldest complained. “Because of your Rakitin it’s impossible to
find anything. My skull’s gone too. Where’s my skull?”
“Your skull’s a bit broken, the lower jaw is coming off,” I tried to speak calmly. “I had to hide it.”
“Who from? Rakitin? Hasn’t he ever seen a broken skull?”
My husband came home from work.
“Don’t be upset. He’ll still come and everything will be alright. He’ll put you on a tractor and you’ll take hold
of the steering wheel and overfulfil your work quota. And to add a modern, controversial touch, he’ll make your
husband leave you. Your husband’s not a bad fellow, but he’ll fall in love with another woman. And the other
woman will be bad. Now then, don’t cry. Give me something to eat instead.”
“Why talk like that?” I sobbed. “You haven’t even read the script. My heroine doesn’t have a tractor. Or a
husband. She’s a strong woman. She devotes herself entirely to working for the public good.”
“Rubbish!” my husband persisted. “I don’t believe that Rakitin of yours.”
“You don’t know him. He’s a marvelous person, so clever and talented. I thank my lucky stars that I’ve met
him. But that’s not the point. Why do you think I’ve had it? I’m an actress …”
My youngest scrambled onto my lap and patted me on the cheek.
1071

“Where do African elephants live, Mum? Zhenka Trubochkin says they live in the zoo, but he doesn’t even
know how many funnels the Aurora cruiser’s got. Where do African elephants live?”
My youngest is the light of my life. He still gives me nothing but delight.
“Well, they used to live in Africa,” I whispered into his ear. “But I don’t know where they live now. Everything
has changed these days.”
It was evening outside and would soon be night-time. I just had to be alone. I had to go out and walk down the
street, so I could think for a bit, take stock of things. How could I leave the house for even an hour? We’d run out
of sunflower oil, but it was too late. The shops were shut.
Oh, well … if necessary I would say that Anya had rung up in the morning and asked me to drop round.
I quickly undressed my youngest, who was half asleep already, tucked in the blanket and tiptoed into the
corridor. It was empty. Everyone was busy. But where was my middle son? How could I have forgotten him?
I flung on my coat and pulled the door to behind me. The boys were still chasing the ice-hockey puck over the
icy pavement. My son, the most active and efficient, as usual, was lying on his stomach clutching someone by the
legs. It was a tough game, because apart from the boys the drunken lift-man, who also looked after the yard, Ivan
Akhanbekov, was playing too. Eventually he slipped and fell down. The boys lowered their sticks and listened
frowning to his mumbled curses as he looked for his hat.
I chased my second eldest home, ticking him off for not having done his homework, and went back outside.
It was a dry, frosty evening with a few snowflakes drifting down. A half-empty trolleybus went past. A girl’s
face with a flattened nose pressed against the window passed by almost next to me. She did not see me.
No one sees anyone else in the street in the daytime or at night. You are alone. So what did you want? Dig out
your colored splinters of recollections from the granaries of memory, hold the bits of broken glass up to the street
lamps and you will see rose- and blue-colored pictures.
The garden gate opened noiselessly, and a ginger spaniel rushed at my legs, yelping with delight, as if he had
been waiting for me. I took a deep breath and looked at the strange house set back in a garden.
Aspens and oak trees. The earth was freezing, the icy puddles were powdered with frost and the bushes of
“snow-berries” blossomed with white, weightless fruit. It was clean and tidy, the leaves swept into heaps. Fir
branches carefully protected the rose bushes. From the garden gate a path of white paving stones led up to the
house. I began to walk along it.
“It will soon be winter,” I thought as I went. “That low cloud will bring snow, the pattern of the branches will
change, the light in the garden will be different too, and it will get dark early. A yellow square of light will
swallow up part of the garden, and the bare lilac will become part of his study. I can only sense his window in this
house and can’t imagine his wife, children or friends. When he leaves here, it will be the emptiest house on earth.”
Rakitin meets me at the doorway.
“So you’ve come! That’s excellent. Did you find it alright?”
But how could I go on living with his “You can do it. You’ve got what it takes. You’re an actress by the grace
of God down to your fingertips.” Merciless words from which there was no hiding.
Had he his hurts before?
Ay, on the front.

If he did not come to my place to read the script, these words would acquire their true meaning:
“You could have done it. You had all that it takes. And you lost it. I don’t know who’s to blame. You yourself,
or the circumstances, or your bad luck. In the final analysis it doesn’t matter, because the result is what counts.”
In my hurry I had forgotten my gloves and a scarf, and now walked quickly trying to get warm. My roundshouldered shadow, writhing with the cold, kept squatting like a clown who was running along beside me, then
suddenly racing ahead, stretching up to the walls of the houses and bending to turn the corner before me.
On the corner was an ice-cream kiosk. Inside this little haven cut off by the dark stood an ice-cream woman
with a cataract in one eye, talking to herself. She kept shaking her fist, banging the counter, whispering
something, then standing silently, her head on one side, as if listening to an invisible companion. Her red cap had
slipped down onto one ear. She straightened it angrily and again began bawling silently at someone. She was there
for all to see, and this public pantomime upset me. I must stop her! Perhaps someone else was standing in the
darkness, reading my thoughts as well.
If only I had some money. My purse had been left on the fridge. I thrust my hand into my pocket and found a
coin—twenty kopecks.
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“Can I have a wafer, please?” The woman stopped short, stared into the darkness, then opened the glass
partition and thrust a sweet, freezing cold wafer into my frozen fingers.
“You’re working late, aren’t you? There aren’t any customers around.”
I felt I just couldn’t go away without some expression of sympathy for her. The woman looked attentively at
me, and we seemed to change places. She saw my tense expression and woeful smile, heard my bitter monologue
so similar to her own, and pitied me as I had pitied her a few minutes ago.
“What do you mean, no customers?” she said. “There’s you, isn’t there?”
And the abrupt, slightly hoarse, but sympathetic voice shook me up and brought me back to reality.
My husband greeted me somewhat morosely.
“Where on earth have you been? Thanks to you I’ve had a most ridiculous conversation. A man with a deep
bass voice rang up.” he began grumbling. Seeing the frozen expression on my face, he hurried to take off my coat.
“What do you look like! The snow on you isn’t even melting. And your feet … you’ll have a sore throat
tomorrow. What in heaven’s name is that?” he exclaimed in amazement, shaking the ice-cream out of my sleeve.
“What conversation?” I asked in a flat voice.
“Some fellow rang us, very casual he was, with apologies from Rakitin.”
“Apologies …” I echoed.
“Yes, apologies for not coming. So stop sniffiing! I think they’re going to give you the part. The bass voice
said that he and the chief, Rakitin, that is, had decided to alter the script a bit. Your heroine is going to have three
children. I strongly advised him to make them all girls.”
143.38 1. Kanda Mafa And The Bones 2.The Seagull 3. Crow and Otter 4. Biatu And Belye 5. The Ice Mountain
6. Yegdyga And The Seal 7. Gounya 8. The Monkeys 9. Palam Padu—The unter’s Bag 10. Six Brothers And The
Squirrels 11. Toad wife 12. Seven Girls 13. Belye And Naundyaka 14. Gamuli: Fourteen Folktales\fn{by Valentina
Tunnyanovna Kyalundzyuga (c.1945- )} Gvasyugi, Khar River, Russian Far East (F) 13
1
A girl lived with her brother. The brother was always hunting and bringing back fish and meat. She prepared
skins and made clothes, boots, and food. One morning the sister woke up, took her drum, and began to sing. She
must have had some sort of dream. She said to her brother,
“You will go out. On the way you’ll find a dead owl. Take it with you. Farther along you’ll find a dead rabbit.
Take that too. And go on. You’ll hear some people. Hide and listen to find out who is going by. Then you’ll see
how to act.”
And so she played her drum and told her brother Yegdyga\fn{ The hero of Udegei tales. } what she had seen. He got
ready and set out. Before he left she gave him half of her comb and half of her sharpening stone, and he put them
in his hunting bag.
True, on the way he found a dead owl. He took it in his bag and went on. And then he found the dead rabbit,
put it in his bag and went on. It was quiet in the taiga.\fn{The vast, swampy, coniferous forest region of Siberia, beginning
where the tundra ends.}
Suddenly he heard someone driving, making this sound: chok chok chok chok! He got up into a tree that was
bending down and looked to see who would appear. He saw Kanda Mafa\fn{ An old man, evil figure in Udegei tales. }
with his old woman sitting on a sleigh pulled by wild boars. They were driving along, chok chok chok chok chok.
They went by and didn’t notice Yegdyga.
Then he waited and heard someone else coming. It was Emenda,\fn{ Foolish and awkward woman in Udegei folklore;
often appears as a frog.} the older sister. Female wild boars were pulling her. She went by. He thought he could come
down now but then …
He could barely see her, she was all bent over. She could just barely pull the sleigh, she had no dogs or
anything. He sat and looked. It was Belye,\fn{ The Heroine of Udegei tales.} the younger daughter pulling the sleigh.
She went by without looking. She was just pulling the sleigh, all tired and bent over. She looked up and thought,
“What is that, an owl or a rabbit?” But she went on.
He looked at the sleigh—it was full of bones. Why bones? He jumped down from the tree, took his stick and
hooked onto the end of the sleigh so that it stopped. She pulled and pulled and couldn’t move it. He was holding
on to the sleigh. She turned around, saying,
“What’s going on here? What is it caught on? Why can’t I move this sleigh?”
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She looked back and saw Yegdyga there holding on to his stick, holding the sleigh. He threw the bones out.
“What are these bones for?” he asked.
“My parents eat human meat,” she said. “If they don’t find anyone, they make soup from the bones.”
“I want to come with you,” he said.
“You can’t,” she said, "”They'll kill you.”
“We’ll see about that,” he said.
So they went on. They stopped for the night. They made a hut of fir branches and got a fire going. Belye didn’t
come close to the others but made her camp far away.
Then Emenda came running—per, per, per, per went her little feet. She was all ragged and uncombed. She saw
Yegdyga and her face changed; she turned red, she turned white! She ran home and called to her parents,
“Mother, father, Yegdyga is there with Belye and he’s so good looking! He’s big and healthy. Now we’ll have a
feast!”
They were glad there would be something to eat.
“I’ll wait,” said Kanda Mafa. “Let him lie down to sleep.” Then Emenda came and said
“Let’s boil up some of those bones.”
She put on the pot and boiled water, then put in the bones to make broth. Belye and Yegdyga sat by the fire and
he asked her,
“How do they kill?”
“Like this. When we lie down to sleep he’ll ask me where you are and then kill you with a spear.”
Then Emenda came and took away the pot with the bones, and they lay down. Belye lay down and put the
dead owl next to her and Yegdyga lay at her feet. Late that night Kanda Mafa came and called out
“Chikhya, Chikhya, where is Yegdyga?” Belye replied,
“Next to me, next to me.”
He struck with his spear, heard the crunching of bones, and saw blood. Yegdyga moaned as if he were dying. Of
course the old man had hit the owl, but he didn’t know that. He went away well satisfied.
In the morning Emenda came running, looking for meat, getting ready for breakfast. She saw Yegdyga sitting
there smoking his pipe. She turned red, she turned white! She didn’t say anything but ran back to her parents and
said,
“Father, father, he is alive, sitting there by the fire smoking his pipe!”
“Never mind, tonight we will kill him.” Night came and again Yegdyga asked,
“How will they kill?”
“This time he will come with a heated spear.” He lay next to her and they put the dead rabbit at her feet. In the
night Kanda Mafa came and asked
“Where is Yegdyga?”
“He’s at my feet.”
So he stuck the spear in and there was a smell of cooking meat. He heard the sound of bones breaking.
Yegdyga lay there under the blanket moaning in a dying voice. Kanda Mafa went away well satisfied and in the
morning Emenda came looking for breakfast. Again there was Yegdyga, sitting by the fire smoking his pipe.
Again she ran back to her parents.
“He’s still alive!” she wailed.
“How can that be?” said Kanda Mafa. “I heard the bones break, I smelled the meat cooking. He must be a great
shaman. But today I will kill him before my own eyes. Kanda Mafa is also a great shaman.”
“What will they do today?” Yegdyga asked Belye.
“Today they will invite you to eat and they’ll serve you poisoned food.”
They made salome, a dish made of berries mixed with dried fish—and they added poison. Emenda came and
invited him. He took a hollow reed and put it down his shirt. Kanda Mafa said,
“Sit close to me. We’ll celebrate!” And he gave Yegdyga food.
Yegdyga pretended to eat but really he put all the food down the reed under his shirt. Meanwhile Emenda was
hungry and sneaked some of his food. She fell down, unconscious.
“What is the matter with her?” asked Yegdyga.
“She’s just embarrassed,” said her parents, and they took her away. He took the reed out and threw the poisoned food into the fire. They waited for him to die, but he didn’t die.
“All right,” said Kanda Mafa. “Tonight we will show our shamanic power. Then he won’t get away or fool us.
We’ll kill him for sure.” Evening came and he said,
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“Yegdyga, let’s compete as shamans. Show me what you can do. We’ll meet by the fire.”
Yegdyga agreed. He made the seven wooden figures called sevéns, and put them around the fire. Then they
started to compete. Kanda Mafa went first, and then Yegdyga next. That’s the way it should be, with Yegdyga last
so then they would kill him. Kanda Mafa jumped and danced around the fire and then suddenly sat down.
“Now, it’s your turn. You show us what kind of shaman you are.”
They started the fire again and Yegdyga began to dance. He’d made the sevéns so that when the firelight shone
on them it looked as if first one and then the other was laughing. They all had strange mouths and eyes. Probably
Yegdyga was jumping around too. The old people started to laugh. They laughed until they fell down.
And while they were laughing, Yegdyga and Belye ran away. They ran and ran and ran, and by the time the old
people came to, Yegdyga and Belye were far away.
Kanda Mafa and his wife started to chase after them. They ran and ran. Yegdyga and Belye looked back—the
old man was ahead and the old woman was coming along behind with her hair flying. As they ran along, Yegdyga
threw out the comb his sister had given him.
“Grow up into thick bushes,” he said and threw it out. Behind them grew thick bushes. They looked back and
saw the old people coming along, all ragged and torn. Soon they would catch up. They were all getting tired.
“What to do now? Now they’ll catch up with us for sure.” Then he threw out the half sharpening stone and
said,
“Become big rocky mountains!”
The stone turned into rocky mountains and the old people couldn’t get past them. Yegdyga and Belye got back
to his home and there they got married.
Kanda Mafa and his wife stayed behind the mountains.
2
Somewhere in the taiga on the bank of a river lived Yegdyga. He lived and went hunting. One day he thought,
“I’ll go and find myself a bride.”
He made an omorochka\fn{Boat.} and started down the river. Suddenly a wide water appeared before him. It
was the sea. He got out on the shore and thought,
“How will I get across?” You can’t get there in an omorochka. Suddenly from the other side seven girls began
to sing, inviting him.
“Kilae, kilae,” they sang, “How will you come across? An ordinary person can’t do it. A hail of rocks will fall.
If the salty ocean burns, how will you come across?”
“I will come across. I’ll put seven cooking pots on my head. The rocks will bounce off.”
“How will you come if the sea is burning?”
“I’ll put on ice boots.”
And he went across. The rocks rumbled—guangutata, guangutata—they bounced off his head. The boots
melted and sputtered—chaulili, chaulili. He leapt onto the shore and ran to the place where the seven girls lived.
Someone was looking out at him. It was a servant woman. There were seven beds inside. And behind the house
seven jiagda—places for praying to the ancestors. He asked,
“Who lives here?” and the servant woman answered,
“I live here alone.”
“If that is so, why do you have seven beds?”
“One I use for sleeping,” she replied, “one for sewing …” And she counted them all off. “I live alone.”
“Why are there seven spirit-figures?”
“Those I don’t need. You can break them.”
He started to break them. And then the seagulls came flying and sang a song.
“Why are you breaking those figures? You are destroying our souls.”
“She told me to. She said nobody needed them. But don’t be angry. You invited me and I came. I want to take
you back as my wives.”
“We won’t go until you put the spirit-figures back together,” they said. “Those are the spirits of our ancestors.”
So he did. He put them together and the girls agreed to come across the sea with him. They got ready and
started off. They flew a long time and the oldest one started to cry out.
“I am dying. I am going to the place where my ancestors are.”
“Don’t die,” says Yegdyga, “keep flying!”
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But she fell into the sea. Yegdyga’s tears fell into the water like lead. One by one they all fell into the sea until
only the youngest sister was left. Already he could see his own shore.
“Don’t die,” he said. He grabbed her and threw her out on the shore. The bird fell on the sand. He rushed to
start a fire and burned the sacred ledum plant.\fn{The (so-called) Labrador tea plant, the marsh tea of cold regions. }
The girl came to life. They went back to his native river and they stayed there. And he admired the beauty of
the girl from the other side of the sea.
3
There lived a crow. Every day she went hunting by the sea, turning over rocks, finding things to eat. When she
found them she gobbled them up. She spent whole days going back and forth on the shore looking for food. One
time an otter came out of the water.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“Oh, I’m just looking for food, catching little fish.”
“Come visit me,” said the otter.
“All right,” said crow and she followed the otter under the ground. The otter got a pot, filled it with water and
put it on the fire. And then he dove right into the water in the pot and disappeared! The crow was waiting. The
otter came back bringing lots of fish. They ate and then the crow said,
“Anda,\fn{My friend.} next time you come and visit me.”
A long time later the otter came to visit. So the crow thought,
“How can I feed the otter? I’ll just do what the otter did.” So she thought a long time, walking back and forth.
“Can I really dive into that hot water? Otter dove in just as it was coming to a boil. Ugh!” But at last she made
up her mind and dove in. Otter waited and waited, thinking,
“When is that crow going to come back?” Then he saw the crow getting cooked.
“What a shame, I’ve lost my friend!”
The otter decided that from that time on he would feed the crows. And so from that time on, otter leaves half of
what he catches on the shore for the crows to eat.
4
A girl lived with her brother as man and wife. One day while he was away, she called to the bear.
“You are my friend while my brother is away,” she said.
But then her brother tricks the bear: he sends Belye away and dresses in her clothing. The bear comes. The girl
gets mad and leaves her brother. Then he gets sick of living alone and goes looking for his sister. On the way he
meets two baby bears who come sniffing him saying,
“Uncle, uncle, smells of uncle.”
He follows them and finds his sister. She says,
“The bear will come and kill you.”
He says he won’t go away. She hides him. The bear comes in and says,
“It smells of a person here. Come out!”
The brother comes out and they all eat together. The bear challenges the man to go bear-hunting together. The
man teases the two little bears and kills his sister’s bear husband.
“Come back home with me,” he says to her, “I accidentally killed your husband.” She says,
“You did it on purpose. I won’t go with you. Take the children and go away.”
She stays where she is and turns into a bear herself. He lives with the children. When fall comes the children
go to find a den. He follows and settles them down. He leaves an embroidered robe with them. But in spring he
comes back and sees blood everywhere. Seven brothers have come. He finds them and says,
“Why have you killed my nephews?”
“We didn’t know.”
“How could you not know? There was a robe hanging there.”
“Don’t be angry,” they say.
He calls them to fight one by one. But instead they give him their sister and a wife and he goes home.
5
A girl lived alone. She went hunting and fishing and she was also a great artist, sewing and embroidering all
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kinds of designs. One time she heard news that there was a mountain and on that mountain lived Yegdyga Doye,
the Master of the Wind. The mountain was made all of ice and nobody could climb it. Anyone who tried would
just fall back, it was so slippery. And on the top lived Yegdyga with his mother. If any girl could climb the
mountain Yegdyga would marry her.
And so our Belye decided to go there. She put on her best fish-skin robe with beautiful embroidered designs
and over it she put a simple fish-skin robe with no designs. She took a stick with a sharp animal claw lashed to the
end, which could hook onto the mountain and hold her. And she went looking for the mountain.
She walked and walked and towards evening she came to a place where another girl lived. This girl said,
“What news?” Belye said,
“I’m going to try the ice mountain, maybe I’ll marry Yegdyga Doye.” The girl said,
“I’ll come too and try my luck.”
Next day they got up early, cooked some food, and had breakfast. The other girl put on her best dress of satin
but without designs, hoping that Yegdyga would choose her. The two of them walked and walked and towards
evening they came to a third girl.
“What news?” she asked. They said,
“We’ve heard there’s an ice mountain and that Yegdyga lives there and will marry whichever girl can climb to
the top.” And so the third girl decided to come too. The next day she dressed in her best Chinese silk and they set
out.
Before long they came to the ice mountain. The sun was shining so brightly that its reflection on the ice hurt
the eyes. They started to climb. Yegdyga’s mother was up on top and she noticed that three girls were coming, two
of them all dressed up and the third in simple fish-skin. She began to sing a song.
“My son Doye, let the wind go, let it knock that girl in the fish-skin off our mountain so she won’t get up
here.”
He let the wind go and it knocked the girl in the fancy dress off the mountain. But our Belye kept climbing
with her stick, afraid of nothing. And the other girl was there too. Again the mother began to sing.
“Doye, Doye, see those girls! Let the wind knock the one in the fish-skin off the mountain and the one in the
beautiful dress climb up.”
He let the wind go and it knocked that last girl off the mountain. Only Belye was left in the terrible wind. She
bent further over and kept on climbing. The mother was cursing,
“Why did you knock the wrong ones off? Look, that girl in the old fish-skin is still climbing!”
He made the wind stronger and stronger. He sent blizzard, snow, and darkness, but Belye bent further over and
climbed and climbed. At last she got to the top. And then she took her stick with the hook and grabbed the door of
their house, which was made of skin. She tore it off and threw it into the sea.
She went inside and sat down on Yegdyga’s bed. He threw a knife at her to kill her. The knife wounded her leg.
She took a piece of embroidered cloth from her leggings where she had been wounded, left the design on the
bed and went away.
She walked. The mother noticed the design and called her son.
“Look at this! What a fine artist she is, such a beautiful design. Go after her, son, catch her and marry her!”
Belye was going so fast that he couldn’t catch up with her. And so he threw his spear and said,
“Fly spear, and land in front of her so that she can’t go any further.”
The spear flew and fell before her. She wanted to step across it but he called out,
“Don’t cross that spear! It’s a sin for a woman to step across a spear. That spear saves me in difficult
moments.”
She stopped out of respect for the spear, he caught up with her and healed her wound using his own saliva. And
the wound healed, the blood stopped flowing. They went back and got married.
And that's how Belye defeated the Master of the Wind!
6
Yegdyga lived with his wife on the shore of the sea. He went fishing and one day he saw some seals. Yegdyga
made friends with a female seal who had come up on the rocks to sun herself.
His wife was at home. He came back and after that he was always finding fault with her—she was always
doing something wrong in his eyes.
She didn’t understand. Things had been fine before. So she followed him to find out what was happening. And
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she saw how he came to the shore and called the seal. She saw how the female seal came up and became like a
second wife to him.
When he came home and went to sleep, she cut him in half right down the middle and attached one half onto
herself. She took his spear and went out onto the shore. She called. The seal thought,
“That doesn’t sound like his voice. But who else can it be?”
So she came up. The wife speared her. The seal swam away, wounded.
The wife came home and put the halves of her husband back together. Next day he went out and called, but the
seal didn’t come. He got upset and dove into the water.
He found himself in another world. There was a path through the forest. He followed it and toward evening he
came to an old woman.
“Grandmother,” he said, “have you seen my seal friend?”
The woman was old and gray. She said,
“Yes, she came this way. I tended her wound and she went on. She was very ill.”
He spent the night there and in the morning he went on. He came to an even older grandmother. She said,
“Yegdyga, go on. You’ll come to an even older woman and she is the one who knows.”
He went on, following drops of blood. Sagdi-mama,\fn{ A female deity who brings and protects life of children. } the
oldest woman of all, said,
“She is dying. If you get there in time you can save her. I will tell you how. Not far from here you’ll find red
water. Take a bark container full of that red water and if you find her in time you can save her with the water.”
He took red water from the river. He ran, shouting as he went so all could hear him. When he got there she was
already on the way to the grave. Those carrying her were frightened by his shouting and they dropped her. He
poured the red water into the wound and she came to life. She woke up and said,
“Oh, it’s you. Who was it who tried to kill me?”
“My wife,” he replied.
They started back. They got to the oldest of the three old women. Yegdyga went hunting and brought back
meat. He dried it and left it for her. They went on to the second woman. They helped her with firewood and food.
And also the third. And at last they got back to the land.
He didn’t go back to his human wife. They moved to a different river to live. But people say that he was not
able to live on land any more. He had to live in the water like a seal. Water creatures take people to themselves.
7
If a small child was sick, Gounya would divine using her drum, addressing her spirits. She asks if there is a
soul in the child. If the soul is gone and the child is three or under, Sagdi-mama will have taken him. She is the
one who keeps the souls of children in her nest before their birth. These souls are in the form of the little birds we
see embroidered on the wedding dress. If there will be many children, there are many souls in the nest. When the
child is sick, she has taken him back. So the shaman asks if the soul is with Sagdi-mama. If it is, she says,
“I need to shamanize to bring the soul back.”
People prepare a pole with three branches. A nest is made in the top from dry hay and khatka, the kind of soft
swamp grass that is used in shoes to keep the feet warm and comfortable. Then they sew a special round amulet of
skin in the form of a fetus-like a crescent moon that almost meets. The sick child wears this amulet. The shaman
will breathe the child’s soul into the amulet. All these things must be prepared before the ceremony begins.
The ledum plant is burned and Gounya calls the spirits, walking around the house with special movements,
gathering everything that will be needed. She tells where she is going. She turns into a bird, a cuckoo, and sits on
a tree. She turns into a butterfly and flies. Sagdi-mama must not notice that she is approaching or what she is up
to. The shaman admires the nest, saying,
“Oh, you have so many children!”
Quickly she grabs the soul and puts it in her mouth to bring it back safely. Meanwhile the sick child and
mother are sitting next to the shaman. Sagdi-mama sees everything about the child and speaks to the mother
through the shaman, saying, for example, “I see a bruise,” naming its exact location. It may be something that
happened long ago and is healed now. Sagdi-mama asks how it happened, and the mother tells her. Sagdi-mama
says,
“If this child is not better cared for I will take him back altogether.”
The mother promises, and the shaman returns to this world, dancing away from the people. Now the mother
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must sing a special song, dokhonye, meaning,
“Come to me my child, I’ll make you toys.”
Things like that. Now the shaman breathes the soul onto the amulet and places it on the drum. It jumps around
as she plays and finally jumps into the hem of the mother’s dress. She catches it, and from there they put it in the
nest on the pole. After that the soul returns to the body, and after about a month they get rid of that pole, either
burning it or taking it away.
8
Kanda Mafa lived with his children, two girls and one older brother. Once the older sister said to the younger,
“Let’s fly to heaven.”
“Go by yourself,” said the younger, “I don’t want to.”
So the older sister took the shaman’s drum. She started to sing and then said,
“Brother, when you go hunting in the taiga tomorrow, you’re going to meet two people. Check out their
breasts, and then marry them.”
The next day, he woke up and set out to go hunting. He walked and walked and came to a hill, a mountain.
There were big rocks. He looked up, and then went on. Suddenly he saw two people sitting there. He approached
and at that time the ties on his skis broke.
He came up to those people and felt their breasts and they were women. And they took him along with them.
At home time went by. A day passed and another, and still he was gone. Many days went by. And then the
younger sister said,
“Sister, you made this happen. Now you bring him back. Those two monkeys in the mountain came and took
him away and now they are keeping him in the mountains, sucking his blood. He’s become just skin and bones.”
“All right,” said the older sister, and the two of them started to drum and sing their shaman’s songs. The older
sister flew but she didn’t have enough strength and couldn’t bring him back.
“Younger sister,” she said, “I can’t bring him back. You try, namude, namusa.”
“You called those bad spirits, but now you can’t bring him back. Our brother is dying. We’ve got to save him.”
“I can’t do it. I don’t have enough strength. You try.”
So the younger sister sang and drummed, flying to her spirits, but she couldn’t get there. She tried a second
time and still didn’t have the strength. The third time she gathered all her strength and flew to those rocks. She
took her brother and dragged him out of there. He flew, looking thin as a shirt. They got him back and healed him.
And that’s how the younger sister brought her brother back from those monkeys.
They lived.
Again one evening the older sister started to sing. She took the drum and sang shamanic songs. Then she said
to the younger sister,
“Two men are coming our way. Let’s marry them.” The younger sister said,
“Again you are going to call trouble on our house.”
The older one finished drumming and a little later two Yegdyga, two men, arrived. One sat down on the older
sister’s side and the other on the younger sister’s. The younger sister immediately lay down, covered herself up,
and didn’t get up. But the older went here and there doing everything. She gave the man food, looking after him.
Then he went away and she said,
“I’m going too, I’m going to marry him.”
They went away. But the younger sister refused to get married, she wouldn’t go with those monkeys.
And so those monkeys took away her sister and she died. When people went and looked for her they found she
had died. The younger sister said,
“What she was looking for, she found. It was impossible to save her.”
So that’s it about the monkeys. They lived in the rocks and when they rolled back and forth, they called,
“Tsyoo, tsyoo, papandasyoo!”
9
Palam Padu hung there on the wall for a long time, probably people forgot about it. The bag got sick of
hanging there and one day he took off
(Well after all, it’s a story!)
He took off down the river. Along came a bear.
“Palam Padu, where are you going?”
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“I’m looking for something to eat. I think I’ll eat you.”
“How can you eat me? You’re just a small bag!”
“I will!”
And the bag took the bear and swallowed him. On he went. Next he met a tiger.
“Where are you going, Palam Padu?”
“I’m looking for food. I think I’ll eat you.”
“How could you, a little hunter’s bag, eat me, a big tiger?”
“I will eat you!”
And Palam Padu took the tiger and swallowed him. He swallowed him whole and then walked and walked and
came out on the shore of the sea.
People were living on the other side. How could he get across? He didn’t need any boat. He just drank the sea
up! Everything, the fish and all. That’s what Palam Padu was like. He went across and arrived on the other side.
He saw that Kanda Mafa was living there with his wife and daughter.
“Kanda Mafa,” he said, “Give me your daughter to marry.”
“You moldy old bag, where have you been lying around? And now you want to marry my daughter! Who
needs you?”
“So you don’t want to agree? All right, I’m going to let my bear go on you.”
“A bear?!”
“I will. Let your daughter marry me.” And again Kanda Mafa complained.
“You bag, where haven’t you been? And now you want to marry my daughter.”
“So you don’t want to? I’ll let this bear go.”
And he opened his mouth and out came the bear with a roar. And he started chasing the old man and the old
woman. And the old man couldn’t run, he was crawling.
“Stop, stop,” he cried. “Call off your bear and I’ll let you marry my daughter.”
The old man was out of breath. Palam Padu called off the bear. The old man rested, then he said,
“After all, you’re just a bag, not a person. And you keep asking for my daughter. I didn’t bring her up to marry
a hunting bag, Palam Padu.”
“Are you going to give her to me or not?”
“No, I won’t.”
“All right, I’m going to send my tiger after you.”
So he opened his mouth and out flew the tiger. And he started to chase the old man who ran and ran and ran
and ran. He couldn’t run any more and fell down and crawled! He called out,
“Call off your tiger. I’ll let you marry my daughter.”
The bag took the tiger back. The man caught his breath, came to his senses and started to think.
“I will not give you my daughter. I need to find a man for her, who will feed us when we get old, who will be
rich so that later there will be plenty. A bag is just a bag. What will you give me? Nothing. No I won’t give her to
you. I did not bring this girl up just to give her away to a simple hunting bag.”
“So, you don’t want to? You’re deceiving me? All right I’m going to let the water go so that there will be a
terrible flood and all your things will wash away.”
And he opened up and let the water out. It flowed here and it flowed there. The old woman and everybody
climbed up a tree. They sat there one day, two days—they got hungry. The bag just stayed there waiting to see
what the old man would say.
“Enough, Palam Padu,” he said at last. “You will marry my daughter. Just take this water away. We’re hungry.”
“You won’t trick me?”
“No, no, I won’t trick you. Just take this water away.”
So Palam Padu swallowed the water and took that Belye away, their daughter. They went away to his own land
and the old people stayed where they were. And the bag hung himself back up on the pole.
Belye lived and lived there. She went hunting and did everything for herself. One night she got mad and took
that bag down and threw it aside.
“Am I really going to live my whole life alone? I could have married somebody and now I have nobody, just
this bag hanging there.”
She was mad. She just threw it away somewhere, and then lay down to sleep. She slept and slept and when she
woke up it was light. She thought,
“What’s happened, have I overslept? Maybe I got mad and overslept.”
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She got up and went outside and there the stars were still shining.
“What’s going on?”
She went back in and there was Yegdyga, so beautiful, lying next to that Palam Padu. Light was shining from
the beautiful young man. And it turned out that Palam Padu had turned into a handsome man. And so she took that
Palam Padu and hid it. And they were married!
10
Six brothers lived together with their sister Belye. The six went hunting and the sister cooked for them. She
sewed uti\fn{Traditional footwear.} and clothes.
Once the brothers arrived home and said that along the way they had seen an army of squirrels coming their
way. The brothers hid their sister in the ashes of the hearth. They put blood on top. Then they fed fat to the skin
beater, the door, and the smoke-hole. They forgot only a piece of an old boot. These were simple boots not for
hunting but just for going outdoors. Then the brothers flew away to heaven. The squirrels came and started to ask,
“Smoke-hole, where are your masters?”
“They fed me fat. I won’t tell anybody!”
“Door, where are your masters?”
“They fed me. I won’t tell.” The piece of old boot came along and said,
“They didn’t feed me any fat. I’ll tell! The six brothers flew to heaven and they buried their younger sister in
the ashes.”
The squirrels beat the smoke-hole and poked the ashes with a spear. One squirrel got blood on his spear. They
were sure they had killed Belye, and went away.
Belye came out, got the fire going and burned the piece of old boot. She got ready to leave, loaded up the
enclosed aiolu,\fn{A type of half-sled.} hitched up the dog, and tied a willow broom on behind.
“Broom, brush away our tracks so that they won’t find us,” she said.
The dog ran, and the brush swept the snow. Then the sled got stuck on a hummock in the swamp. From the
hump came Emenda with messy hair and her eyes sticking out.
“Who ran into my house? Ka ka ka,” she said, sounding like a frog.
Belye went into the house and saw two old frogs and some little ones beside them. \
“Emenda, what are these frogs?”
“They are my parents.”
“I can’t live with them,” says Belye. She took the frogs on the hem of her dress and threw them onto another
hummock.
Belye started to live with Emenda. Belye went hunting. She brought in a reed and put it beside the bed. She
washed her hair, took off her embroidered robe. Then the dog began to bark.
“Emenda, go and look.”
“There’s nobody there. The leaves are just rustling from the wind.”
Again the dog barked. Suddenly they heard two men’s voices talking outside. Belye didn’t even have time to
dress before they came in. She turned into the reed. The older brother sat on Emenda’s side and the younger on
the other. Next day they got ready to go. Emerida put on Belye’s embroidered dress and took off her own of fishskin.
When they were on the way, the younger brother said he had forgotten his small knife. Emenda said,
“Why go back? You’ll make a new one.”
But the younger brother didn't listen and went back. . He came in and heard a voice saying,
“Emenda took my dress and left her dirty one.”
Yegdyga came in unexpectedly. Belye tried to turn into that plant again but she stayed half plant and half
person. Yegdyga said,
“How will you live alone? Come with me.”
The two caught up with the older brother. Kanda Mafa and his wife were waiting—they kept going out and
looking at the road. At last the old woman saw them and said,
“Our children are coming. There are four of them. Lay silk from the threshold, make up the beds. We will greet
our daughters-in-law.”
Emenda came first along the silk and sat down on the bed. Belye came, took up the silk, turned back the
bedding and sat. The old people were pleased to see such a tidy woman. And so they lived. Then Kanda Mafa said
to Emenda,
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“My bones are old. I want to warm them by the fire. Get a good fire going.”
Emenda ran to the woods and brought lilac wood. She got a big fire going and said,
“Sit close.”
Old Kanda Mafa sat close to the fire. Flames shot up, sparks flew in all directions. The old man shouted, “Why
did you use lilac wood?” and he ran away.
“Old woman, put this fire out or we will burn up.”
And so they went on living. Then Kanda Mafa said,
“Bride of my elder son, in my old age I want kasha made of grain.”
Emenda ran outside, took a pot and ran to the shore. She took sand and put it on to boil. When it boiled, she
took it off and said to the old man,
“Come and eat. Put your spoon in deep!” Kanda Mafa took a big wooden spoon, reached in deep, took kasha
and put it in his mouth and began to shout,
“What kind of kasha is this, made of sand? Old woman, throw it out!”
And so they lived. Then Kanda Mafa says,
“Bride of my older son, I’m old and will soon die. I want to look at your parents and brothers.”
“I can invite them,” said Emenda, and ran out. Kanda Mafa said,
“Old woman, make the beds with silk. We will greet our guests.”
Emenda came running. She brought frogs on the hem of her dress. Big and small, she dumped them out on the
bed. They jumped around, making garunking sounds.
“Old woman, take them away!” shouted Kanda Mafa.
And so they lived. And then Kanda Mafa turned to the wife of his younger son.
“Bride of my younger son, get the fire going. My bones are old and I want to get warm.”
“Can I fulfill your request? I don’t know what kind of wood to prepare.”
“Too bad,” he said, “but you must.”
She went out and came to a dry tree. She sat down there and fell asleep. She woke up and the firewood was
ready. She picked it up and went back. She got the fire going and invited the old man.
“Come warm your bones,” she said. “But sit a little further away so you don’t get burnt.” Kanda Mafa warmed
his bones and was content.
And so they lived. And then one day Kanda Mafa said,
“Bride of my younger son, cook some kasha for me in my old age.”
“Where will I find it?”
She went out and along a path into the woods. She came to the dry tree and fell asleep. When she woke up she
saw a bag. She took it, went back, cooked the kasha and said,
“Eat carefully. Don’t burn yourself. Take a little from the top.”
Kanda Mafa took the wooden spoon and ate carefully. The kasha was tasty and the old man was happy. Then
he said,
“Bride of my younger son, invite your brothers and sisters. I want to see them before I die.”
“Ado, where will I find them? I had brothers at one time. I would like to fulfill your request but I don’t know
where they are.”
“Too bad. But invite them.”
Old man Kanda Mafa insisted. Belye went out along the path. She came to the dry tree and unnoticed fell
asleep. She woke up and saw her seven brothers. They said,
“You woke up. Now let’s go to Kanda Mafa.” Kanda Mafa heard their voices and said,
“Lay silk from the threshold to the bed. Guests are coming.”
They made a big holiday. As they were leaving the brothers said,
“We will not come to you any more. You live here with your husband and we will marry seven girls, the
Vagada.”\fn{The Pleiades; also known as the Seven Sisters.}
11
Kanda Mafa and his wife had a daughter. She was little, sitting in a cradle. He caught fish with a fish trap
called kha, made of willow. One morning he came to look and saw no fish but instead, utya—a toad. He said,
“You’ve driven away all my fish. I’m going to throw you out.” The toad spoke in a human voice and said,
“Don’t throw me out, old man.”
“Who will you be to me, a daughter or sister? Or do you want to be my wife?”
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“Yes,” said the toad, “I want to be your wife.”
So the old man took her home in the bottom of his coat—he didn’t say anything about it to his wife. He laid
the toad in his atoya,\fn{The box where Udegei men keep small tools and smoking materials. } and covered her up.
When they ate the old man asked for the tastiest pieces. His wife was surprised.
“Better give the best parts to the child,” she said.
He shouted at her and ate turned to the wall. The old woman was surprised and when he went away she started
to look through his bedding. She found the atoya, opened the cover, and saw the toad.
“Why is the old man keeping you? As a sister, a daughter, or as a second wife?”
“Yes, he is keeping me as a second wife,” said the toad.
The old woman was angry. She took utya\fn{Toad.} out and began to beat her with a stick. But it didn’t even
hurt the toad. Then the old woman threw her in the creek but she crawled out of the water. She threw her in the
fire but she jumped out unharmed. The old woman beat her again—then put her back in the case and closed the
cover.
The old man came back from fishing and began to ask for the tastiest pieces. He turned to the wall and
whispered. The toad didn’t eat anything. When the old woman went out the old man began to ask,
“Why don’t you eat?”
“Your wife beat me. She put me in the water and the fire!”
The old man was angry. He ran out, took a stick and began to beat his wife. She was angry and got ready to go
away. She said to the toad,
“If you want to dry your husband’s boots, hang them on his ear. If you want to feed the dog, then pour the hot
stuff right into his mouth.” So she spoke and went out of the house.
The old man stayed in the house with the little girl and his second wife. The old man took off his boots. The
toad took them and tried to hang them on his ear.
“What are you doing?” he said. The old man was angry and went out.
The dogs were hungry. She started to pour hot food right in their mouths. The dogs started to run away. The old
man caught them.
The hungry little girl started to cry and couldn’t be calmed. The old man was even angrier. He picked the child
up, put the toad outside, took a stick and started to beat her. But it didn’t hurt. He put her in the water and she
came out—he put her in the fire and she jumped out.
The old man took the child and went looking for his first wife. He was walking along and suddenly that toad
jumped right on his back. He was angry.
“I want to be your wife,” she called.
“I don’t need that kind of wife!”
He grabbed the toad and put a big rock on top of her. Then he found his first wife and they began to live
together again. And from that time on toads have hidden under rocks.
12
There lived seven girls. The oldest provided for the younger ones. She went hunting and collected berries. But
for some reason there got to be fewer and fewer animals in the taiga and she had to go further and further. She
was hungry.
She met an old woman and ate her. She liked it. She started coming back to her sisters after one day or two
bringing no food. Even seven days she would be gone. She didn’t talk or laugh with her sisters any more. She
turned away from them all and lay down to sleep.
One evening the younger sisters decided to make their elder sister laugh. They did everything—they jumped
over the fire, danced, and laughed. Still the elder sister didn’t laugh, didn’t talk. The younger sisters threw out
streamers of bird-cherrywood, they pushed each other, jumped through the fire—it was such fun!
When the elder sister opened her mouth her teeth showed and the younger ones saw a scary thing. The elder
sister had teeth that were black from human hair. They realized that from hunger she had become a cannibal.
The next day the younger sisters decided to make themselves skis and run away from the older one. They made
them any way they could. Instead of tying hers with rope, the youngest used a chain.
In the evening the older sister came home and lay down. She went away in the morning. As soon as she was
gone the younger ones put on their skis and began to run away. The youngest went first and the second sister came
last. They saw the oldest one coming after them saying,
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“Nakusaa,\fn{The ski-straps.} break!"
The straps broke for that second sister. The older sister ate her up. While she was eating the others ran away.
The older one came after them calling,
“Straps, break! Chygda, puchky.”
All the younger sisters’ straps broke and the older sister ate them all. Her belly began to grow. She could
hardly move.
Only the youngest was left. She came out on the shore and saw that on the other side sat Yegdyga. She called
to him,
“Yegdyga, bring me over. Our older sister is chasing me and she has eaten all my sisters.”
Yegdyga brought her over and hid her in the barn. He had just hidden her when out on the shore came the older
sister—big belly, hair loose and messy. She shouted,
“Yegdyga, bring me over. I fell behind my sisters.”
“Go up stream, there’s a boat there,” he answered. “You can get across.” She ran there to the crossing and
called,
“There’s nothing there!” Then he said,
“Go downstream. There’s a boat there.” She ran there with her messy hair streaming behind. Then she ran
back.
“There’s nothing there.”
“I forgot. The boat is here. I’ll bring you across.” He went to bring her over and in the middle of the river he
rocked the boat. The elder sister fell in the water and the current carried her away. That big belly got in her way;
she couldn’t get out of the water. She called out,
“May humps grow in the swamp from my head. From my bones, impassable bushes. And from my guts
twining plants.” She drowned.
After that the hummocks were formed, and the bushes so thick that it’s hard for hunters to walk through the
forest.
But the younger sister married Yegdyga!
13
A man and his wife lived by the shore of the sea with their daughter, Belye. She grew up and became beautiful.
She was a master of all hands—she could embroider beautiful designs and sewed robes for the old man and
woman. She sewed herself a wedding dress. Her father thought and then said,
“Daughter, I will not give you up. You are our only child. When we are old, who will look after us?”
“Then build me a house out over the sea so nobody can come to me.” So she spoke to the old people.
The old man built the house out over the sea for his daughter and she lived there. The wind blew, the house
rocked. Once a strong hurricane came up. The house couldn’t hold up and it fell into the sea. In the house was
Belye.
The house rode the sea. Once it passed seven brothers, Yegdygas. Belye asked for their help.
“Seven brothers, catch my house. I will sew clothes for you. I will cook food for you.” The brothers answered,
“We have a bride. We are getting ready to go there. She lives with old man Kanda Mafa and his old woman.”
Belye went further in her house. Then at last it got caught on a sandy shore. Somehow she got out. Walking on
the shore she saw a boy, Naundyaka. He was playing and caught fish with a harpoon and ate it immediately,
without cooking it. She came closer and asked,
“Naundyaka, whom do you live with?”
“I live alone. I have no one.”
Belye stayed there to live with Naundyaka. She went hunting and shot from the bow and got a good take. She
dressed in men’s clothes when she went hunting. When she came home she put on a woman’s dress. She dressed
Naundyaka in new clothes and took care of him. Once while Naundyaka was alone, seven brothers came and
began asking,
“Whom do you live with? Who sews for you?”
“I live with my brother,” answered the boy.
“What brother? You have nobody.”
The seven brothers didn’t believe him. They took his toy arrows and went away. Naundyaka was left alone and
he cried. In the evening Belye came home and saw his puffy eyes.
“Who hurt you? Who was here?”
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“There were seven brothers. They broke my bow.”
Belye was angry. She put on her skis and set off fast, over the tops of the bushes. Snow flew behind her as if
from a strong wind. She arrived at the seven brothers’ place. She took the door-skin with her stick and threw it
onto the shore. She said,
“Come out, seven brothers. We will compete in archery.”
“Who has come to us? Who raises his voice to the seven brothers?”
They came out of their straw hut. Belye took off her earrings and hung them on a tree.
“If one of you can shoot through the hole in my earring—I will say you are a brave Yegdyga.”
They started with the oldest and nobody could hit the center. All the arrows flew past. Then just the youngest
was left. The best shot.
“Show the braggart!” called the older brothers. The youngest let his arrow go but it too went past the earring.
Belye took the bow and let her arrow go. It went through the hole and flew out the other side. The seven
brothers were defeated. She took her earrings down from the tree, put them on, and went home. She and
Naundyaka got into a birch bark-boat and sailed to an island.
The seven brothers wanted to take revenge on Belye. The seven brothers got into a boat and rode to the island
to take revenge for their disgrace. They came to the hut and nobody was there. On the island they saw a bear skin,
which Belye had hung out. Belye saw them and said,
“Blow winds, more strongly.”
The wind came up strong, the sea got rough, the boat turned over, and the seven brothers drowned. The wind
and sea calmed down. Belye and the boy Naundyaka went back to their birch-bark hut and began to live
peacefully.
She probably married him. She brought up a husband for herself.
14
Yegdyga lives on an ice cliff or mountain. He is considered strong—if he says so, the wind blows. He lives on
that ice mountain. So, our Belye—she was such an artist—began to sew a robe for herself, all covered with
designs. Then she decided to try the ice mountain. She knew that if anybody could make it up there she would
marry him. This would be good for her. Everyone knew it.
Everyone knew that she was strong and that he would choose a bride only from among girls like her. She was
an artist and a strong woman. She decided to test her strength and find a husband for herself.
She got ready to go, put on her robe—it was so beautiful. She had also sewed leggings and boots with embroidered designs, and on top she put a coat of fish-skin. It wouldn’t let the wind through. And on top of her beautiful
boots she put boots of fish-skin.
She got dressed, put on her skis and set off. Toward evening she came to another girl who asked her,
“What news have you brought me?”
“There is an ice mountain, and on the ice mountain is a hut where Yegdyga lives with his mother. If a girl can
make it up there, he will take her as his wife.”
“Let me go with you.”
“Let’s go then.” And the second girl got dressed but her dress was poorer, with fewer designs. She didn’t put
on a fish-skin coat.. They went the next day at dawn.
They came to a third Belye. In the evening they told her everything and she decided to come too. Her dress
was a patchwork of strips and pieces of cloth, with no embroidery. This was a sure sign of poverty. She got
dressed up as well as she could and the three continued on their way. .
And around noon they got to the ice mountain. When the sun shone on the ice, it reflected so brightly that it
hurt to look. They bent down so the sun wouldn’t be in their eyes and kept going. Our Belye had a stick—on one
end a little shovel and on the other end a sharp hook. She hooked on and climbed. The mother sang
“Doye, Doye! Three girls are coming up to you. Choose the best artist. Test their strength—let the winds go!”
Doye called
“Wind, wind, rise, fill out.”
And the wind came up. It got dark as dark. The last girl, who was poorly dressed, slipped and fell down.
Two girls were left.
The sun came out and they began to go up together. Then the mother said,
“Two girls are left. Raise the wind—test them!”
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Again the wind came up—a big storm. It was dark. They kept coming up. Our Belye had her fish-skin coat, so
it didn’t blow through. She kept coming up and the other one got cold but she too kept coming. The wind got
stronger and the second Belye slipped down the ice mountain.
Again the wind went down, the sun came out. Only Belye Gamuli was left. She hooked on and made steps, and
came up and up. From up top the mother sang,
“Only one is left. She is not dressed beautifully. She is no artist. Blow hard so that she will fall. What do you
want with that kind of bride?”
“But she is brave,” he said, “she keeps coming higher.”
Again the wind came up stronger, whistling. It grew so dark. Our Belye kept coming up. The wind was
blowing. At last she came out on top, grabbed the door of their house with her stick and threw it away. The wind
took it and carried it to the sea. He was angry.
“Who dares to do this?”
She entered and sat down. From where he lay, he took up a knife, threw it, and wounded her leg. She cut off a
piece of her embroidery and put it under his bedding. Then she got up angrily and went on her way, wounded. She
started to go down the mountain, angry with him.
“She’s no artist,” he said, “and she wanted to marry me! Now she’s angry and gone away.” Then the mother
found the embroidery and said,
“She is an artist. Look what beautiful designs she made! Go catch up with her.”
He was ashamed. It turned out she was such an artist and had just put on the fish-skin so the wind wouldn’t
blow through her.
She was on her way down. He took his spear and threw it. This was the spear he used for hunting bear and wild
boar. He threw it so it fell across her path. She was just about to step over. But because it was sacred and a woman
was forbidden to step over it, she hesitated. It is considered sondo, a sin. He called,
“Don’t step over.” Then he started to apologize.
“I didn’t realize you were an artist. You are strong and have beaten all the rest. I want to marry you. I’ll heal
your wound. Just don’t step over my spear!”
Well, her goal was to get married so she stopped. He caught up and healed her. With his first finger he took
saliva and went three times around the wound, and it got well.
And that’s how she won and they got married! .
30.56 1. The Situation 2. The Reservoir 3. The Drummer and His Wife: Three Short Tales\fn{by Evgeny Popov
(1946- )} Krasnoyarsk Kray, Russia (M) 9
1
“It’s gonna be really nice back home now! Katya will be stirring the borsch with her ladle. And the borsch will
be as red as a banner. And what’s the little darling going to prepare for the second course? If it’s a bit of chicken
… or mutton she’s stewed … with fresh cabbage … a few potatoes in it, and tomatoes—that’ll be great! But even
if she’s only fried up some eggs and salami, that’ll be nice too. Jesus! How come a simple man like me can have
such happiness? Little Vitya will grab me round the knees, shouting:
“‘Dad! Dad! Let’s get the building bricks and make a moon buggy to go to the moon!’
“He’s growing up, the clever little devil, but he won’t get spoilt for all that he’s got. When we were his age we
didn’t live like him at all, no way. Never enough grub … just a bit of bread and salt to eat … Jesus! How come
I’ve got all this happiness? All this just for me, just for a simple man like me!”
Such, roughly speaking, were the thoughts of one Pyotr Matveevich Palchikov, an honest man, a good, middleranking specialist, thirty-seven years old and, as you see, a family man, as he wended his way home after a
stressful day at work.
And his home, like those of dozens of other manual and blue-collar workers, was situated deep in the foothills
of the Sayansky mountains, on the right bank of the river E, a fair way from the centre of town and, as it turned
out, from Pyotr Matveevich’s place of work, whence he now betook himself by tram and bus.
The only inconvenience was the means of transport. Apart from this, in accordance with all the demands of
present-day town planning and construction, there was to be found in their district absolutely everything that the
modern man required to lead a full-blooded and interesting life, replete in every respect.
Judge for yourself: in addition to the bathtubs in the houses, a large, splendid public baths was always
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steaming in the winter frost, complete with laundry and a dry-cleaning collection point; and don’t even mention
the knitware, baker’s, grocer’s and fishmonger’s shops—there they were, right under your nose. And not far away
was the smart collective farm market with its reasonable prices, and for get-togethers and entertainment there was
the club run by the rubber technical products factory, and there was even a pub in the district, while at the service
of those who were keen on such things there was a real music school. Yes, you could live a thousand years in a
district like this and never want to die!
Well, naturally enough, Pyotr Matveevich did not go to the pub. It was dirty and smokey in there, and people
were shouting. Drunks would pester you for twenty kopecks. And anyway, Pyotr Matveevich was not a great one
for beer, though he had heard more than enough about its magical properties. They said it did this, and it did that,
bucked you up, got you going. Yet beer always made him want to doze off, when, in fact, Pyotr Matveevich
always wanted to live, not sleep.
So he’d picked up a quarter-litre of vodka in the shop. He walked through the darkening streets, the ice
crunching underfoot, and yellow lights were already lit in the houses, and the blue mountains were already
darkening and merging with the sky above.
He was taking his usual path, but it had been badly churned up by people’s feet, and the mud, despite the ice,
was still slippery in places.
Pyotr Matveevich stepped in it once, then a second time, then he swore and decided to encroach on the
territory of the music school. An asphalt path ran right from the palings there to the palings on the other side. All
he had to do was hop over the fence, and then he’d be home—there was his house within spitting distance.
Pyotr Matveevich himself did not in general encourage such trespassing on the school’s territory. He enjoined
his son Vitya in this respect and warned off Vitya’s pals.
“It’s not nice, chaps,” he urged them. “After all, you’re grown-ups now, aren’t you? The caretaker has put a lot
of work in there. Go and play somewhere else, learn to respect other people’s work, lads …”
He did not encourage it. But at the moment he was most anxious not to get his new brown half-length boots all
covered in mud.
“Over the boards and over the bricks,” whispered Pyotr Matveevich. “You’ll get home somehow,” he hummed.
And though he was utterly absorbed in his cares about preserving his personal cleanliness, as well as in
thoughts concerning his imminent family happiness, he suddenly saw that the school windows were illuminated in
a way that was rather unnatural for that time of the evening: every single one of them was lit up, and brightly too.
Usually at that time, well, there might be a light on here, or a couple there, where someone was scraping away on
a fiddle, or thumping the piano, or opening their mouth wide, though you couldn’t hear through the glass what
sort of a song was pouring out of it.
In his curiosity Pyotr Matveevich pulled on his spectacles and discovered by the door the following handwritten text on a piece of white paper:
The electronic accordion
played by Kudzhepov.
Works of the classics
and by Soviet composers.
Tickets on sale.
“Tickets on sale!” said Pyotr Matveevich slowly. And he spat angrily.
“What a God-awful thing to think up—an electronic accordion! They’ve gone completely nuts!”
He condemned it, but he did not budge from the spot. Because he had seen a lot of accordions in his life, and
he had known an extraordinary number of concertinas, but an electronic accordion, now that was something that
he just could not picture, no matter how he tried. And his swearing only inflamed his curiosity, so he decided to
go in, so that, should the need for it arise, he would have an opinion on this subject too. As they say, it’s better to
see something once than to hear about it a hundred times. And in addition to that, he could describe this
interesting phenomenon to his family afrerwards, and discourse to his workmates on the practical use of it or its
harmful effects. So Pyotr Matveevich decided to go in anyway, and sparing no expense, he made ready with a
rouble note.
However, on entering the foyer, in the first place he saw that there were no tickets on sale at all, indeed no box
office at all. And in the second place he heard the sounds of organized human speech emanating from behind a
white door.
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Pyotr Matveevich put his cap in his pocket, cautiously opened the door a crack, and then found himself in the
back row of a small auditorium.
People looked at him absent-mindedly. No one asked to see his ticket, they just whispered “Quiet” when he
scraped his chair. Everyone was listening to the man standing on the stage.
“Thus, dear friends, the electronic accordion is a very interesting innovation in music. And we all hope that
soon our industry will start mass production of these remarkable instruments, which at present we are purchasing
from abroad, and unfortunately, comrades, only for hard currency.”
The speaker shook his mane.
“So, comrades, the day is not so far off when a huge number of our listeners, our lovers of music, will delight
in the deep sounds of this instrument, which, as I have already said, is, in its richness of tone, close to the organ
and the clavichord, yet combines all this with compactness and requires no special performance skills.”
This was, apparently, Kudzhepov himself.
From a distance Pyotr Matveevich could not make out his face in detail. However, he could see that he was
evidently a man not in the first flush of youth, had a receding hairline, his mane notwithstanding, and was wearing
a black suit, rather dapper in appearance—well, that’s how people like that are supposed to look.
And the accordion didn’t look anything special. You couldn’t see anything electronic about. it either. Were
there really wires running off into the wall? It was just an accordion like anyy other.
“Common trickster,” grunted Pyotr Matveevich. “What a God-awful thing to think up!"
But while he was grumbling he missed what was being said. Because Kudzhepov said something else and then
deftly extended the accordion’s bellows.
Suddenly it got him! Took hold of him, sent him spinning, carried him away; his heart was in his mouth, he
was caught, shivers ran down his spine, it warmed him up—sweet weariness, giddiness. The tune, and the sweet
pain, and youth and old age, all together!
“What’s this?” whispered Pyotr Matveevich. “Whaat is this?”
“Something you need to know, young man,” said his neighbor with dignity, a shrivelled old woman, wearing
glasses tied up with a thread.
“I’m not talking about that, what’s happening to me?” whispered, Pyotr Matveevich.
“Stop bothering me while I’m listening!” said the old woman,” losing her temper.
“I didn’t mean anything,” said Pyotr Matveevich in confusion.
And suddenly the tears started to stream silently down his cheeks, and he was ashamed of them, but still wept,
in utter silence, while continuing to look straight in front. The little auditorium, the black-clad musician and his
magical musical instrument all swam before his eyes. And the music swam and swam too.
Pyotr Matveevich felt for his handkerchief and suddenly found the quarter-bottle of vodka. Such a sudden
anger seized him that, to the profound amazement of his neighbour, he leapt up from his seat, stamped his feet,
waved his hand absurdly, shouted out something, and shot out on to the street like a bullet.
There was the same night outside, a streetlamp creaking in the wind, a steady light burning in the windows of
the houses, everything around exuding night, quiet and tranquillity.
In his agitated state Pyotr Matveevich was on the point of smashing his bottle on the asphalt, but then he
changed his mind, his face grew darker, he pulled his cap determinedly over his eyes, and set off home, without
picking and choosing his route.
“Jesus! Look at the state you’re in, just like a pig! Your trousers all covered in mud,” gasped his wife. “Where
the hell have you been?”
Pyotr Matveevich took off his things without a word, but seething with rage.
“Have you been drinking with someone, or something?” said his wife, examining him.
At which point Pyotr Matveevich cracked.
“Drinking! Drinking!” he yelled. “I’ll give you ‘drink’! All you can think of is drinking and stuffing yourself!
You haven’t got a thought in your head! You live like a carp under the ice! Are you going to drag me into the
grave with you? Don’t you know how other people live? What is there on the television for you today? Stierlitz?
Or who?”
“It’s The Thibaut Family.\fn{Jacques Anatole François Thibault (1844-1924), French author, best known by his pseudonym,
Anatole France.} France,” said his wife, her voice trailing away. “We can eat now and watch it all afterwards.”
“You fool!” shouted Pyotr Matveevich, filled his lungs with air and then repeated: “You fool! You fool!”
His wife gasped, while Vitya abandoned his moon buggy construction kit and retreated into a comer, sobbing:
“Daddy! Daddy! What are you doing? Why are you telling mummy off?”
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“Clear off!” said father, stamping his foot at him. By now the son was crying fit to burst. Then Pyotr
Matveevich more or less came to his senses, more or less returned to his old self. He looked slowly around. The
house was still a house. The flat still a flat. The furniture still furniture. The people were still people.
“Well, actually … I … it was …”
He rubbed his temple with his finger.
“Katya, don’t be angry with me. You get all wound up at that bloody job of mine, pulled every which way. We
had it again today: they’ve allocated us funds for sheet aluminium, and when I get over to the stores, they tell me
there isn’t any. Real struggle to get it … they’ve been on at me all day, and you get yourself all worked up. And
then I was going along past the music school—do you know what a God-awful thing they’ve thought up? A real
circus turn this one—an electronic accordion, can you imagine that?!”
“Oh, you gave me such a fright, such a fright, you really are a perfonner yourself,” said his wife, laughing with
relief. “I thought to myself: ‘He’s drunk or something. Or he’s gone round the twist,\fn{ Round the bend; gone crazy.}
just like that Misha who worked as an assistant in our factory.’”
Pyotr Matveevich laughed as well. They both laughed and slapped each other on their fleshy backs.
And only their little son Vitya looked on like a wolf cub. The tears on his cheeks had dried, but his lips were
pressed tightly together.
2
And yet to start with Bublik seemed to us to be a respectable man. He outbid others and paid a good price for a
small two-storeyed house and some tilled land which he bought from the grass widow\fn{ A divorced woman, a woman
who bore an illegitimate child or a woman temporarily separated from her husband .} of Vasil Vasilek, who was in prison for
embezzling the nation’s wealth, selling on the side iron roofing, Metlakh tiles and central heating radiators.
Whenever he offered us something “out of neighborliness” though, we just listened politely to him but did not get
involved, preferring to take the path of honesty. Because we were all original inhabitants of Siberia. As if I
couldn’t get hold of some rubbish from Metlakh in my home town off my own bat!\fn{ By my own efforts.} That
would be a joke, and anyway it would, to a certain extent, run counter to the policy of improving our life and the
principles of mastering the outlying regions of our huge homeland. We’re not some kind of kulaks,\fn{Wealthy
peasants who hired other peasants to work for them at (it was alleged) less-than-fair wages and who used them cruelly for their own profit.
Prominent in most villages of Czarist Russia, they were identified as class enemies by Stalin and other Communists and subjected to
arbitrary liquidation during the 1930’s.} but these days everyone lives like this, and a sight better than those halfwit

kulaks of fonner days, who overdid things when the time wasn’t right and pushed themselves up front without
taking anybody else with them. For which they were most severely, but justly, punished.\fn{ Millions of them were
transported to Siberia; millions of them died.}
But—Jesus! Jesus! God Almighty! What for? There was just so much work to do! On Saturdays the gas
cylinders had to be delivered. Kozorezov was a smart operator here. He took care of things, thanks very much,
detailed a lorry, and a man … And if you wanted raspberries, there they were by the bushful, and if you wanted
strawberries, there were beds of them … Fine beautiful sight like that went straight to the head, softened the eye
and soothed the soul. Fine beautiful sight like that went straight to the head …
And the main thing was the reservoir. Jesus! The reservoir! This reservoir was constantly being replenished
with crystal-clear underground waters, and it was a sheer delight for us on those muggy summer nights. A jolly
flock of wayward lads frolicked in its loving waters. And their girl friends and fiancees like Youth itself, the little
kittens, lay on the crisp quartz sand. Preparing for exams or merely succumbing to the usual maidenly dreaming—
their future working life, the family, marriage, bringing up the children, the proper relationship between the sexes.
And all around were we, the parents. The women knitting something out of mohair, or talking about who was
on holiday and where in the south, or who had bought something—some new acquisition for the family. Colonel
Zhestakanov and Professor Burvich playing draughts in the rose willow bushes. Mitya the termite arguing with
Lysukhin the physicist about the correlation between the number of degrees of Czech beer and its alcohol content.
Someone solving a crossword, another questions of production.
And me … I look back at it all, and on my word of honor, my heart is overjoyed and bursting. The hungry
years of the war come to mind when I was recruited for defence duties, and afterwards—standing, No. 261, in a
queue for flour, with my wife, on a stormy black morning in an archway by the Red Front cinema. My foot turned
hard as bast, I just couldn’t feel it inside my thin felt boot: we massaged it afterwards, smeared it with goose fat.
As I remember all this, so, on my word of honor, I would personally strangle with my own hands all those chatterboxes and whingers, stuffing themselves on kebabs and guzzling pepsi-cola! I’d have all those skunks standing in
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my place in that queue in 1947! Then I’d see what sort of tune they’d be singing, the snotty noses!
And as for that pair of young people, the ones that looked like actors, well to start with we even liked them as
well, I won’t conceal our gullibility, I won’t try and justify us.
Bublik the director brought them, together with his pretty-looking singer wife. The only good thing about this
nasty piece of work was that as a director, when he came, he made our day by arranging for various celebrities to
visit Stuffen Nonsense (that was the name of our housing estate). One minute you’d look and see the singer M
walking by with a towel over his arm and roaring, “Glory be, glory be” and the next it would be the conjuror T
delighting everyone by making Zhestakanov’s pocket watch disappear and turn up in Mitya the termite’s shoe, or
else there would be our famous portrait artist Spozhnikov sitting up on high and drawing a picture of the reservoir
against a background of its surroundings. It was strange that these clever people were unable to detect Bublik’s
rotten inside before we did, really strange!
Yet at first sight this pair were the most straightforward of long-haired lads. But then again, it’s not for nothing
that common folk say a certain kind of straightforwardness is worse than theft, even though modesty makes man
beautiful. One of them was on the tall side, a sporty type with blue eyes. The other one was more puny, a bit
swarthy, and more lively. Our girls, our fiancees, almost turned somersaults when they saw all the skill those
young men displayed at table tennis. And they weren’t the type of lads to pass some tasteless remark or make a
tasteless gesture to them, challenging them to a game. No! Look, they just carried on hitting the little white ball,
modestly and with dignity, the rats.
Until it happened.
And when it did happen, then everyone immediately started shouting that we had realized right from the word
go. But precisely what we had realized we had no idea, until there ensued a good old-fashioned dust-up\fn{ “Dustup” is British slang for street-fight; but here is meant—as we see from the rest of the story—a much wider sort of social dislocation .} of
the worst sort, the consequences of. which are indelible, irreversIble, sorrowful and shaming. Now the wmdows
and doors of the dachas are being boarded up, small-time purchasers are swarming all over the place, autumn
leaves are rustling, fruit trees are being dug up and removed, and there’s no cheer on anyone’s face, nothing but
weary gloominess, disappointment and fear.
Though if you had a bit of nous, you could have guessed right away. After all, they went around arm in arm,
not to mention the fact that they patently, patently showed no interest in our girls.
And the latter, the delinquents, were happy to snigger. They gave the little one plaits, just like an Uzbek girl.
They made him up with brightly colored lipstick, and then—oh, that seventeen-year-old Nastya Alestakanov!—
then, using a bit of force, they went and put on his chest, which was rather plump and out of proportion to the rest
of his build, a loose-fitting bra they had to spare.
What a laugh that was! And at the time we all thought, mistakenly, that it was fun, and we were laughing away,
reckoning the somewhat tasteless prank to be a relatively successful joke. We were just having fun and laughing
away, until it happened.
Jesus! I’ll never forget it as long as I live.
So, the distribution of forces was as follows. There was the reservoir. The pair of them were on a raft near the
bank, the girls were nearby, we were sitting in the bushes, but the director Bublik with his pretty-looking singer
wife was actually nowhere around.
No sooner had the girls fastened their innocent female adornment on to the younger one’s chest, than the elder
one jumped up, turned pale, his blue eyes darkened, and he gave Nastya a sharp boxer’s jab straight in the solar
plexus, which caused the child to fall silently on to the sand, without even a yelp.
We all froze, our mouths wide open.
Without a second’s delay, he shoved off sharply from the bank, and in the twinkling of an eye the couple were
out in the middle of the reservoir, where they set about indulging in some foul, filthy language. The tall one ranted
and raged, while the small one only sniveled in answer, but also used swearwords. He even stuck his tongue out at
the tall one, at which the latter twitched strangely and howled, “Oh, you tart!” and gave the little one a slap. The
latter then fell on his knees and started to kiss his comrade’s bare dirty feet, which were half covered by the
lapping waves.
Jesus! Jesus! God Almighty! The latter kicked him as hard as he could, and the first young man gave a piercing
scream and found himself in the water. However, this upset the equilibrium of the raft, which lurched and threw
the second young man in the water too. Without even gurgling, they began to vanish into the deep. Then they
came to the surface again, apparently not knowing how to swim, after which, once again without even gurgling,
they went right to the bottom.
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And a terrible silence descended. We all stood there thunderstruck. Like a pack of frightened animals our girls
all crowded round Nastya, who was now recovering, women and cleaning women woke up, babes in arms started
crying and dogs started barking.
Colonel Zhestakanov was the first to come to his senses. With a cry of “I’ll rescue those poofters so they’ll
answer to a court of law!” the excellent swimmer, who had won various championships more than once in his
youth, threw himself into the water and disappeared for a long time. When he came up, he lay on his back resting
for a long time, and then, wasting no words, dived down again.
However, neither this second, nor the subsequent dives by Colonel Zhestakanov beneath the surface of the
reservoir, produced any positive results. The colonel mumbled, “How could it happen?” but the fact was they had
disappeared.
We hit on the idea of rushing off to see Bublik, the party responsible, so to speak, for the “festivities.” But he
had vanished together with his pretty-looking singer wife. A pine-scented wind wandered around their empty
dacha, ruffling the lace curtains, an upturned cup of coffee lay on the carpet, its contents spilt over a copy of a
glossy magazine, clearly not one published in our country, bright orange, orphaned flowers wilted in beautiful
ceramic vases, but Bublik and his pretty-looking singer wife were nowhere to be seen.
When we sent a delegation of our people to him to the musical comedy theatre a few days later, the
management told us, looking at the floor, that Bublik had resigned from there completely, and cleared off; his
whereabouts were unknown. And it was only later that we understood the reason for the embarrassed demeanor of
these honest’ people, when it was finally ascertained that the whereabouts of the director Bublik were the United
States of America, whither he had brazenly emigrated together with his pretty-looking singer wife practically in
full view of everyone. Which fact isn’t after all so surprising, since in the USA it would apparently be easier for
them to pursue that debauchery which in our country has such a strict embargo placed on it. It’s not surprising.
But there was something else that was surprising.
It was surprising that when the police and the frogmen arrived at the reservoir they could not find anyone at all
either. We pleaded with the frogmen, and they tried very hard to cover every centimeter of the bottom, but all in
vain. The couple had disappeared.
You know, we talked about it afterwards: damn it, if we had had enough money—they’d had to go to some real
expense anyway—we ought to have drained the lake to figure out what had happened and get to the bottom of
things, so that the business would not smack of devilry and religious superstition, and leave us with this sense of
weary despondency, disappointment and fear. But the opportunity was missed, and now we are paying severely
for our misguided credulity and giddy carelessness.
Because literally the day after everything allegedly settled down again, the housing estate was ringing with the
terrible howls of a man being murdered, a man who turned out to be that lover of night-time bathing, Comrade
Zhestakanov. The poor man was close to suffocation, his eyes popping out of his head, and all he could do was
point to a trace of moonlight on the water and keep repeating:
“It’s them! It’s them! There! There!”
Fortified with a glass of vodka, he came to his senses, but kept insisting that at twelve o’clock, all by itself, the
raft had floated out to the middle of the water and suddenly two sorrowful skeletons embracing each other had
appeared on it, softly singing a song:
Don't be sad,
you have all your life
ahead of you.

So there you are!
Although Zhestakanov was soon being treated by the psychiatrist Tsarkov-Kolomensky, this was no help to
anyone. Prof. Burvich, Comrade Kozorezov, Mitya the termite and his mother-in-law, Eprev the metal worker and
his colleague Shenopin, Angelina Stepanovna, Eduard Ivanovich, Yury Alexandrovich, Emma Nikolaevna,
Fetisov, myself, and even the physicist Lysukhin, who, as a man of science was so shaken by the spectacle that he
took to drink dangerously, we all saw and heard skeletons.
We tried to scare them away, shouted at them, and fired double- barrelled shotguns at them—but nothing
worked. True, the skeletons were not always visible, but the raft really did float around by itself, and howls,
singing, laments, hoarsely whispered vows, smacking kisses and entreaties rang out at night constantly!
I’m no Zhestakanov, I wasn’t even at the front, nor am I a physicist like Lysukhin, I haven’t got a higher
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education, I’m just an ordinary man, I don’t even drink an inordinate amount of vodka, and I personally swear to
you that I heard all this with my own ears! “My darling! My darling!”—and then a rattling noise enough to make
your hair stand on end.
When we had tried everything—guns, stones, and even insecticide—then the end came: the end for us, the end
for the estate, the end for the reservoir. So the windows and doors of the dachas are being boarded up, small-time
purchasers are swarming all over the place, autumn leaves are rustling, the fruit trees are being dug up and
removed, and there’s no cheer on anyone's face, nothing but weary gloominess, disappointment and fear.
Well, what would you expect of us? We’re not mystics or priests, but we’re not fools either, to go on living in a
place putrescent with debauchery, with skeletal lust gleaming in the moonlight beckoning, drawing, frightening
and leading people straight into psychiatric hospitals, depriving women of their courage, men of their reason, and
children of a happy childhood and a clear vision of life’s and labor’s prospects for the good of our huge homeland.
Jesus! Jesus! God Almighty …
3
Once upon a time there lived in the wide world a quiet woman who was disabled, and there also lived in the
wide world together with her a lively drummer in a funeral orchestra. At one time this woman had lived with her
husband in the city of Karaganda in the Kazakh SSR\fn{ The Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic (from 1936 to late December,
1991, when independence was achieved as Kazakhstan.} and once she was traveling on a long-distance bus to work.
Suddenly the engine in the bus conked out on a level crossing, and a train was too close. The train hit the bus
and produced a real mess and a lot of scrap iron. And the drummer’s wife went flying out of the bus. During the
flight an iron-capped boot smashed her head open, and the bones stuck out, after which she started forever
mumbling something, mumbling and mumbling, and also reading the same book over and over again. To be
precise, it was Rasul Gamzatov’s The Mountain Woman, in which he describes the new relationships between
people in the Republic of Daghestan and their struggle for women’s equality.\fn{ One of the 21 constituent “republics” of
the Russian Federation, a region of nearly 20,000 square miles located in northeastern Caucasia, southern Russia, and a part of Russia since
1814. The author is being sarcastic, for the ethnic diversity of the region guarantees that there will be constant “new relationships”: the population (60% of which is classified as “rural”) of only some 2,000,000 people is divided into 30 different nationalities speaking 27 different
languages (of which only six have written forms—and even these are divided into 40 dialects) Islam is the largest religion of practice; and
the geography of the region has led to several armed uprisings by the local people against Russian authority .} She had brought this

book in the hospital kiosk immediately after she had sustained her injuries. And she had never parted with it since.
After her accident a good many people turned their backs on the woman, and the first to do so was her own
husband.
But the drummer played the drum all his life. He beat the drum in the war at the front, and after the war too he
beat the drum. He drank heavily. He drank and drank and drank, until he started playing in a funeral orchestra,
making music as they followed the coffins.
And then a good many people turned their backs on him too.
And then he and the woman met, and they started to live together in Zasukhina Street in temporarily built
quarters. Their home was draughty in winter, but the stove burnt brightly. And in the summer the bird cherry trees
blossomed in their little garden, and they could get by all right. True, the drummer still drank and drank, and the
woman still mumbled.
And the woman was beautiful—black haired and slender. And the drummer, apart from playing the drum,
studied issues involving the durability of the things around him. He grieved deeply over the fact that there were
no durable things on earth. And that if there was a more or less durable object, then there was most certainly a
more durable object which could destroy it.
“You know, if it wasn’t like that, then your head wouldn’t have been smashed by a metal-capped boot,” he
used to tell his wife.
And she would agree with him.
Always mindful of his unsuccessful search for the meaning of durability, the drummer drank more and more.
Then one day, in utter despair, he turned on the holiest of holies: he climbed on to his drum and started to jump up
and down on it. Testing it.
The woman was sitting on the bed.She was sitting quietly on the bed and reading her favorite book. The wall
clock was ticking quietly. The wooden walls of the temporary building were nicely whitewashed. There was a
washbasin and a rubbish bin in the comer. There was a mat on the floor.
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And the drummer kept jumping up and down, though he was small and plumpish. He kept jumping and
jumping and eventually burst the drum, his bread and butter, his drink.
Then he got really upset, and began behaving badly. He started accusing his woman of ruining his life.
“If it wasn’t for you, you fool, I’d be playing in the Bolshoi Theater now. I could give you a good hiding.”
The quiet woman was very frightened. Because they had lived together for a long time and he had never
spoken to her like that before. She took her book and ran out into the street.
But it was night-time, and the streetlamps weren’t very bright so you would run off only if you were in really
desperate straits.
The drummer understood this, and he started to feel very ashamed. Then he went over to the standpipe. He was
hairy. He stripped off, doused himself in cold water, went back home and cut open the duvet. He rolled around in
the feathers, and then set off to look for his woman.
He found her by the mound of earth that ran along the walls of the house. She was trembling with fear and
peering in all directions into the darkness.
“Well, what are you afraid of, you fool!” said the befeathered drummer. “Don’t be afraid.”
The drummer’s woman said nothing.
“Don’t be afraid, love,” said the drummer, who was a lively individual. “I haven’t smeared myself with tar, or
with honey. I poured water over myself, and you’ll have no trouble washing me down. Do you want to?”
“Yes,” answered the woman. She climbed out from under the mound, and started mumbling:
“Yes, yes, yes.”
And they went back into the house. The drummer put his arms round his wife. She heated up some water in a
large clothes boiler. She poured the water into a butt and started to wash him.
And he sat in the butt and blew soap bubbles, to stop his wife from crying, and to make her laugh.
38.35 Journey To Kashgar\fn{by Bella Ulanovskaya aka Izabella Yurevna Ulanovskaya (1948Urals”, Russia (F) 15

)}

“brought up in the

After a fire, when the earth has been left so charred that you would think nothing could live there again, or not
for years afterwards, you can sometimes see strange toadstools sprouting, their long fragile stalks ending in small
sooty caps. Condemned, by an extraordinary stroke of fate, to live in places of extinction, under impossible
conditions, these blackened toadstools can only grow on scorched and burned soil; they cannot tolerate soft living.
A whole generation of carbon-loving plants grows up on the ashes of catastrophe, preparing the soil and renewing
it for the rush of life that will follow.
I have begun this sketch for a biography without knowing whether I shall manage to finish it, to draw events
to their concluding point—a wall in Kashgar\fn{ A note reads: An ancient city in Eastern (Chinese) Turkestan, on the Kashgar
River, near the Tian-Shan mountain range; the name Kashgar (or Kashgaria) is also given to the region where the city is located .} with
the dawn chill still on it. See, there I am, deliberately running ahead, saying the last words first—describing the
morning of Tatyana Levina’s execution in Turan.\fn{ A note reads: A region in South-Eastern Turkestan; also called the Turan
Basin.} But actually writing her life, making it into a whole, will be like growing tomatoes in the far north. You dig
over the beds and plant out the seedlings, and all summer you water them carefully. Some wither and die, but the
others grow into sturdy bushes and flower bravely. Every evening brings the chiming of buckets, and the whirling
of crowds of mosquitoes, and the calling of the comcrake in a meadow nearby; you can see the fruits start
forming, you even pick off the surplus flowers—you don’t like doing it, but the plant needs to save its strength,
one has to draw the line somewhere. Yet already you can see that this summer is going to be a disaster, just like all
the other summers—even if we get some wonderful weather now the plants will never make up for lost time, and
then there might be an early frost, you always have to reckon on those—and now the bushes are drooping under
their load of scrawny green berries, they’ve not grown for a month or more, you can see your neighbors picking
the wretched things before they rot completely, it’s high time you picked yours as well. Didn’t you know that this
summer would be another failure when you bought the seeds and prepared the soil? Of course you did, but you
hoped for the best—after all, the seed was the best you could get, the soil’s wonderful. It was only the weather
that let you down. Will you try it again next year? Of course you will.
So all the keen gardeners take their horde of two dozen or so knobbly green fruit; they stuff them into a thick
sock, and put them on top of the stove to ripen, to go scarlet and juicy—fat chance—and forget them. But then
suddenly, right at the end of September, someone does remember them, and out they come again, to be welcomed
like the first fruits of spring.
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After all, we were hardly to blame that the tomatoes turned out so pale and shriveled, were we? We could
hardly have put more hard work and effort into them.
I have the feeling that I may have wasted my chances with Tatyana Levina as well, that I may not be able to
make up for lost time in writing the tale of her heroic death, any more than one can with tomatoes. But at the same
time I have the feeling that I am destined to do something with her story. No, it’s not a question of destiny: I just
don’t want to give up at this stage, when I have already collected all the material that I can about her life, when I
know more about her than anyone else. More than that: I haven’t the right to give up. I procrastinated over writing
up what I had gathered, hoping that I would be able to hand it on to someone else and that they would use it to
better effect than I could, that they would make a novel or story out of her life. But it turned out that no one else
could do it, or would do it. Friends would stop listening the minute I started talking about Tatyana Levina. You
can’t still be fussing round with that, they would say, you must be sick to death of it by now, it’s so boring, and
isn’t there enough of that kind of thing around anyway?
Should I change her name? If I did that I could make up imaginary conversations, describe the journeys she
must have made, or the first time she fell in love—give me a free hand, and I could tell you just what was going
on inside her head.
The new cement path—Tyutyushkin done this concrete\fn{A note reads: The phrase signifies that the workman who laid
the path has scrawled his name in the wet concrete .}—has made a mark that will last for ever; a hand grips our heroine’s
chin gently. If you stare at an eye close up, it loses its colour, looks strange and sinister. She knows how important
all this is, but she can’t help thinking of an aquarium, those walls of glass, and behind them two fish mouths primly pursed, whilst their eyes goggle away, hugely magnified by the water. She drops her eyes in embarrassment,
she mustn’t spoil the delicacy of this moment, it’s supposed to last a lifetime—and now here she is, going home,
she’ll keep that expression on her face all night, delighted and astonished at the same time—and in the morning
she’ll pretend to be asleep. She’ll wait till everyone else has left, then she’ll go out and walk down to the sea—she
doesn’t swim very well, but she always strikes straight out anyway, going way out from the shore. See? Now she’s
just a speck on the horizon, but we can see her trying to kiss her own elbow—is that like her? Not very; but in any
case, it’s time to swim back now. She can feel what happened yesterday reflected on her face, so she turns over
and swims on her back to the shore, then staggers backwards out of the water, still staring at the sea.
Or imagine Tatyana Levina in the last days of the summer holidays, feeling the prickle of her school-uniform
dress on her bare legs (there’s nothing else quite like it), and feeling that happy sense of being ready for anything,
submissive to whatever fate may throw at you. Yes, I will work harder next year, yes, I will help other people, I’ll
learn to respect them.
Or imagine the fun of causing a scene at a dull and proper wedding. The bridegroom is skinny and weedy,
she’s never met him before, but she can feel him holding her tighter and tighter whilst they dance, they’re dancing
more and more slowly, and her own escort—he’s begun to bore her horribly—has no idea what to do. Eventually
he comes in and turns on the main light, and drags the bridegroom out into the hall. The guests are all crowded
round, the fat ugly bride is crying her eyes out on the landing. But the bridegroom takes Tatyana’ hand and leads
her back into the room, and puts his arms round her, and they begin kissing again. Serve them right. Serve them
right, serve them all right— what, she hardly knew herself.
Levina’s official biographies don’t include that story, of course, but it’s exactly the sort of thing that you’ll find
in any half-way respectable novel about her. Just recently, though, in fact exactly at the stage when I was
beginning to amass material about Tatyana Levina’s life, something odd happened. People stopped talking about
her; you read about her less and less often in the newspapers. Eventually she sank without trace.
We won’t change her name, then. The stuff that used to get trotted out about her, though! Her parents were the
first culprits, with those awful speeches of theirs, and those visits to Young Pioneer meetings, and the like. Do all
your homework, and then you’ll get good marks, like Tatyana Levina did! Be brave, like she was, then you might
grow up to be a heroine, like her! And when the children heard about the streets of Kashgar, they all burst out
crying; but they held their heads proudly, and flashed their eyes, feeling their sandy hair blow in the breeze,
feeling the rope noose tight round their necks. (A red-haired girl, leggy as a young goat, is led through town on
the end of a rope—and not one European face, not one Russian face, not one European face in sight.)
But I keep leaping ahead, rushing on to the end. We have a long way to travel with Tatyana before that, and I
know that we shall travel it in style. Yet I keep going back (if you can go back to what lies ahead), back to
Tatyana’s last hours. Not a face that she knew—did she think about that?
It’s odd, that instinct to surround ourselves with familiar faces. At weddings, birthdays, important meetings,
farewell parties, we gather them round us. Do we need people to chronicle our lives, is that it?
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Whom would she have wanted to witness her last hours? I’m not a blood relation of hers, but mine is the only
face left that she knows. Suppose I had been fated to show my face for a second in that hostile crowd, amongst all
those people with their bristly hair, like black wires? Perhaps Tatyana would have seen me, and turned away. It’s
pointless to think about that, though, that’s like imagining what, say, Dostoevsky would have wanted. Imagine if
he rose from the dead and visited the Dostoevsky museum,\fn{ A note reads: I.e., the museum in the writer’s former flat at 5
Kuznechnyi pereulok, just south of Nevsky; Ulanovskaya’s own workplace .} imagine what he'd do to the lot of us then, when he
saw us all goggling at the exhibits, why, he’d kick us all straight out for sure. And imagine how red our faces
would be if he went round and looked at the memorial flat we’d tricked out for him, every stick of it bogus—what
right did we have to do that? Imagine him reading what was written on the captions, let alone joining (heaven help
us!) one of the guided tours …
None of us did have the right, or does have, and if you read the nonsense Lyuba,\fn{ A note reads: I.e., Lyubov
Dostoevskaya, whose lurid memoirs of her father were published in 1920 .} or her daughters Zoya and Shura, say, come out
with, it just curls you up.
So what is a poor chronicler\fn{A note reads: The term khromkyor is in fact used for a journalist who compiles brief news items
to be used as filler or diary pieces. The less sexist nature of Western journalistic working practices means that the gender connotations of
the term are lost in translation; hence the substitution of “chronicler.” } to do? Come on, get a move on, do your best—there’s

a lot to get through. We need as accurate an account as possible of what happened. I won’t say as good an account
as possible, because that way we’d just end up with flowers that would never set fruit, so we’d have to nip them
all out in any case.
The Korean Atrocities
Forty-five black pinafores\fn{A note reads: The uniform of Russian schoolgirls has, since well before the Revolution, been a
woollen dress with detachable collar, worn with a pinafore whose variations indicate age and achievement .}—worsted, rayon, sateen
—were squeezed together shoulder to shoulder, in four rows. The sateen pinafores were the ones that couldn’t
read at all, the rayon pinafores (this was the largest group) were the ones that muddled through somehow, but the
worsted ones could rattle along at top speed, without pausing for breath.
When the photograph had been taken, the top row—who might have been picked out for their bad marks and
for not having any collars as well as for their height—jumped down off the bench (it had been brought in from the
music-room), and the bottom row got up off the sticky polished floor; the third row clambered out from behind
the chairs—their chins would be masked in the photograph by the heads of the final row. Last to get up was
Stalinka\fn{A note reads: The diminutive of Stalina, a first name derived from the Soviet leader’s surname that was quite commonly
given to girls in the 1930s and 1940s .} the general’s daughter, who’d been sitting at teacher’s right hand. She was
wearing a white band round her sleeve, with a red cross made out of a bit of old red felt hat stitched to it: her
mother had sewn it for her.
A lot of the girls dreamt of making friends with Stalinka; they kept telling you how pretty she was, and how
lovely her parents’ flat was, really big, all full of wonderful German things, and with this huge dog wandering
about all over the place, but the dog wasn’t fierce with children at all, and one day they’d tied it to Stalinka’s
toboggan, and it had dragged her all down Baskov Lane.\fn{ A note reads: A side-street just east of Liteiny Prospekt and north
of Nevsky, in the center of Leningrad/St. Petersburg .} Zhuraeva had seen it, the tall girl, she’d visited them several times
and met Stalinka’s father; he was a general in the MGB,\fn{ A note reads: I.e., in the Ministry of State Security, the Soviet
secret police force (predecessor of the KGB) .} you know—and although that sounded funny when Zhuraeva said it,
smacking her lips over the unfamiliar sounds, no one laughed.
“Would he give us a ride in his car, do you think, if we asked nicely?”
“I don’t know. He took me, though, a few times.”
When they were taking the photograph, Zhuraeva stood behind Stalinka’s chair; when they said to keep still,
you could hear her letting down her lower lip and blowing frantically at a disobedient hair that had escaped from
Stalinka’s plait.
Stalinka was health monitor, so she had the right to inspect your fingers and neck and ears and collar, to see if
they were clean. She liked going through other people’s cases, too, to check that everything was neatly wrapped in
tissue paper, like the school rules said, and to see that you didn’t have anything you weren’t supposed to. She’d
begun searching our cases after one girl, one with a rayon pinafore was caught with this whole room in her desk, a
model one, with a miniature double bed, and a wardrobe with mirrors on the doors, and partitions made of
postcards, all packed in a fancy chocolate box for an outside wall.
No one knew what had happened to the toy room after it was confiscated, but Stalinka lived in hope of finding
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another. However, the girls were scared to bring their treasures to school now—and perhaps they’d outgrown such
things as well.
The model room was taken to pieces, pulled apart, and left naked on teacher’s desk, then it was locked up
“until your parents choose to come and collect it.”
The girls formed up in a long line and then left the school hall in silence. They were to bring the money for the
photographs tomorrow; sepia mounted on board cost the most.
“I woke up and heard the dogs barking in alarm …”
You had to write the rest of the story yourself.
Miss Sirotkina, the teacher’s, copper-plate handwriting flowed neatly over the black board; the top classes had
dark brown boards, that made you think of something solid and respectable, like the sepia-tinted photographs—
not those vulgar colored snaps, heaven help us—that were appropriate to the status of our famous, highly respectable girls’ school. Before the Revolution it had been a girls’ gimnaziya; Lenin's “wife, friend and faithful
helper” \fn{A note reads: Nadezhda Krupskaya, pedagogue and party activist, who had studied at the Princess Obolenskaya gimnaziya
in the 1870s.} had studied here, and won a gold medal in her leaving exam. We all detested anything gaudy. All the
hair-ribbons wound round girls’ bed-ends at night were brown or black. The ends got creased if you were too lazy
to iron them, but it wasn’t half so bad to have creased ends as it was to wear a blue ribbon or worst of all, a scarlet
one. Any girl stupid enough to wear a scarlet ribbon might even find herself in for a thrashing from her schoolmates.
The sentence ended with full stops,\fn{ We would say “periods.”} three of them. The first full stop was an ordinary
one, nothing to it. So the dogs were barking? Well let them bark, turn over and go back to sleep. But then came
that dreadful second full stop, standing face to face with the first, just look at the two of them gossiping away,
leastways they would have been if it hadn’t been for the third full stop. The two of them were just about to cook
up something together, the vulgar baggages, they’d have started dancing, for instance, if they’d only been left to
themselves. But the third stop was shouting at them to come along, so they’d lined up and were following it, and
there they all were, running off into the distance, like a line of street-lights in a lane, you can still just see the third
one in the distance, but beyond are darkness and snow and wolves.
Of course, everyone was going to write a story about a wolf, about him coming running out of the forest and
creeping up to the dark byre where the sheep were sleeping, and scraping off the thatch, leaping down, and
snatching a warm soft lamb. Uncle takes his gun down from a nail on the wall, puts on his padded coat, and
rushes out to the porch. He sees the fields white in the moon, and the forest dark in the distance, and a speck of
black moving slowly towards the trees. In their pen, the sheep press closely together, and a dark track of blood
runs across the snow-sprinkled field (time those gaps in the fence were stopped up). He takes a crust sprinkled
with salt from his pocket—he left it there yesterday by mistake—then opens the lower door and goes in to the
sheep. Their little hooves clatter on the frozen floor as they start backwards. In the narrow window the glass
glimmers, white with hoar-frost. Dogs are still barking somewhere at the edge of the village.
Tatyana Levina looked round. Everyone was writing, listening hard to the barking of the dogs.
It was frightening waking at night on Baskov Lane, and Korolenko Street, and Artilleriiskaya, and Sapyorny
Lane,\fn{A note reads: All side-streets near Baskov Lane .} where Lyusya Kotova lives, the nicest, the best-brought-up, the
most cultivated girl in the class. She even has a special pinafore, a silk one. Her grandmother and grandfather
brought her up; she thinks they’re her mother and father,\fn{ A note to this last clause reds: An obvious indication, to a
Russian reader, that the girl’s parents have been among those who perished in the Stalinist purges of the late 1930s .} she doesn’t know
anything about her real parents. Nor does anyone else, but everyone knows you can’t ask Lyusya about them.
She’s sitting on the front bench in her gold-rimmed glasses and writing a story about sheep.
At night you could hear alsatians barking, and the wind howled in the empty streets.
“Papa, what are they barking at? I’m frightened.”
“Turn over and go back to sleep.”
“Are they going to come here?”
In the distance you could here the sound of men singing in harmony. That was our soldiers, marching from the
Nekrasov bathhouse,\fn{A note reads: The public baths on Nekrasov Street, a long thoroughfare running east-west to the south of
Baskov Lane.} guarding our sleep.
I’ll write something bold and heroic, Tatyana Levina decided. A sabattur\fn{A note reads: I.e., saboteur. What follows
is a spy-story of the kind that were very popular in the Soviet Union during the late 1940s and early 1950s .} has just landed. He
made a parachute jump in the night—see the silvery-white globe cascading down over his shoulders—and now he
starts running, running over the potato-field, away from boring old uncle with his gun. That was what uncle said
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in his letter. “I arrested a sabattur and took him to the pollis in the morning.” Boasting.
That was the end of lessons, but they had to stay for an hour of political education. Miss Sirotkina was telling
them about the American atrocities in Korea. The forty-four sateen, rayon, and worsted pinafores, and the one silk
pinafore, froze in delighted horror and indignation. The Americans had burnt villages, stuck needles under
people’s fingernails, chopped their tongues out, and plastered them with napalm. Then they had dropped an atom
bomb on Korea.
The leaving-bell had still to sound, but Form IB had already lined up and marched out of the classroom, and
now they were going down the main staircase. You were supposed to walk as quietly as you could, “like mice,” in
single file, as close to the wall as you could get without touching it, stopping at every landing as soon as you were
given the word.
At last the orderly line of young ladies reached the cloakroom, breaking up by the wire coat-racks. Immediately teacher was surrounded by a throng of parents. She talked to them for a while, looking over her shoulder every
now and again. Eventually the girls had all put their coats on and left, and all the parents except Stalina’s mother
had gone. Stalina’s mother was the head of the parents’ committee.
Tatyana Levina crept up behind the two and stood for a long time, not sure whether she should say anything.
Eventually she asked:
“Did the Americans really drop the atom bomb on Korea?”
But at the same moment the general's wife said: “I’d like you to show me Stalina’s marks.”
Fat little Stalinka already had her coat on, and was waiting for her mother in the dimly lit passage outside. Just
then the bell went; the noise from overhead grew louder and louder. Stalinka began pretending to be very
interested in the huge memorial board with its names in gold letters. Tatyana Levina was still standing about, not
sure what to do. At that moment some older girls, bold and fearless Amazons from the second form—or maybe
even the third, some of them—came down the stairs. When they saw Stalinka, they all shouted at the tops of their
voices: “There she is! There she is! Tell-tale!” and went straight for her. Stalinka shot a glance upwards—no sign
of her mother—and rushed outside. Run, Stalinka! They all went after Stalinka, the whole of Form 2A, not
stopping for their coats, they chased her up Baskov Lane, tripping her up with their cases. Past the school she
rushed, then straight across the road—the house where she lived was opposite. There was a bus just coming round
the corner into the street, and all the girls shouted at her to wait, but too late! She’d reached her home front
doorstep already.
The next morning Tatyana Levina went off to school, dragging her heavy briefcase behind her. She was late;
Baskov Lane was deserted. Black flags hung from the poles at first-floor level; it was the anniversary of Kirov's
murder.\fn{A note reads: I.e., the anniversary of the murder, at Stalin’s instigation, of Sergei Kirov, the Leningrad party leader, on 1
December 1934.}
Tatyana Levina walked the length of the brick barracks, thinking about Kirov, the boy from Urzhum, and
staring through all the windows. The gates where the sentry stood weren’t completely shut, and inside she could
see a narrow yard with a cannon standing inside it. The sentry stared after her and said:
“You got legs like a piano’s.”
She was astonished: how did he know that she was having music lessons?
She didn’t like her music lessons. It wasn’t just the lessons themselves, or the terror of playing at concerts, it
was the sense that she was missing out on life. She had the feeling that there were only two sorts of people in the
world, those who were forced to have music lessons, and those who were spared them. Most of the girls in her
class, in the district where she lived, and the books she’d read, seemed happier and freer than her. Feeling that real
life, in all its rough vitality, was passing her by, she became ever more obsessed with descriptions of life. She
never left home, never went anywhere, she never even went to Young Pioneer camp, though she was often asked
to. Instead, she became more and more addicted to reading.
“That’s right, you go and get some fresh air,” her parents would say, seeing her going off to her music lessons
—and she did, three gulps of it, between the door of the house where she lived and the door of the music school
five yards down the street.
“I’m finished,” Tatyana Levina would often think. “My goody-goody life is dragging along in the dust like a
music case.” She enjoyed tormenting herself with thoughts like this, trailing the hated case along the ground as
she walked.
One day at school, she said something so dreadful that everyone stopped speaking to her. For some reason she
couldn’t stop herself lying to the whole class, telling them that her father was Gaidar the writer.\fn{ A note reads: The
pen name of Arkady Golikov (1904-1941), a very popular children’s writer, who was also (significantly for this story), a military hero. He
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joined the Red Army at 14, and fought valorously in the Civil War; he was killed in battle during the first months of the Second World
War.} In fact Gaidar had been killed well before she was born—indeed, before anyone in Form IB was born. Not

that anyone did the sums; they simply walked away from her in silence.
It’s an oddly significant incident. By substituting an imaginary life for a real one, Tatyana had moved deep into
the territory of art; yet she had felt compelled to lean on a father’s strong arm to do it, not trusting in her own frail
fictions. Imagine saying that about your parents, though! You sometimes see something like that happen with a
hunting dog: it suddenly leaves its owners and goes off with a visitor, as though it had sensed a real hunter in this
total stranger.
There was almost no one around outside school, and lessons had started. A lame girl whom Tatyana Levina
didn’t know was rushing towards the doors as fast as she could. Her mother was with her, carrying her briefcase.
Tatyana Levina made to run too, but then she stopped, not wanting to barge in front of the lame girl; she stepped
back, staring fixedly at her from behind. The girl was in baggy trousers; they were tucked into felt boots that had
become pink, from the school polish. What on earth were they thinking of? The headmistress, Miss Surepka, had
said that the girls were to wear shoes, not boots, to school.
“Stop, they won’t let you in!” cried Tatyana Levina, rushing after them. “Not in those felt boots!”
No one in Form IB had ever seen Miss Surepka;\fn{ A note reads: Probably a nickname.} some people said that she
always wore a yellow dress, but that was all anyone knew. She was as hard to spot as a single stem of charlock\fn
{Wild mustard, often troublesome in grain-fields.} in a tidy, monotonous ploughed field.
But everyone knew, loved, feared, and respected Kseniya Alekseevna, the black-haired director of studies for
the lower school. She was so tall and thin, so neat in her severe black dress, cut in the pre-Revolutionary way; the
girls must have loved her just as much then too, and when she went up the maingimnaziya staircase they’d all
greeted her politely, inclining their heads just so—like that.
When Tatyana Levina came into the classroom, she stood and waited by the door, expecting she’d have to
apologize and make her excuses. But everyone ignored her, so she went and sat down.
Something strange was happening. Tall Zhuraeva had been standing at her desk and sounding off about
something. Suddenly she stopped speaking.
“Go on,” said Miss Sirotkina.
“Tatyana doesn't pull her weight, she doesn't make any contribution to the collective.”
“Don’t worry,” Tatyana’s neighbor whispered. “It’s not you they’re arresting, only your parents.”
It was her that Zhuraeva was talking about. She was calling her by her full name, Tatyana this, Tatyana that,
just as if she were some newspaper reporter. And suddenly she brought up Gaidar, and it was clear that had really
done it, there was no saving Tatyana now.
The door opened, and a grown-up pioneer no one knew came in and said loudly:
“I’m to take Tatyana Levina to see the headmistress.”
Tatyana got up, walked along the rows of desks and out into the corridor, then down the stairs, following the
pioneer girl, who walked in stony silence.
The huge mirrors of the former girls’ gimnaziya glimmered in the half-light. A strange cleaner was scrubbing
the steps. On the second floor, there was no mirror: a big picture in a frame hung there instead. The picture was of
Stalin, with a little Central Asian girl called Mamlakat in his arms: she was holding out a bouquet to him, and had
her other arm wrapped round his neck.
At that point Tatyana Levina’s nerves gave way and she burst out sobbing. In stern indifference, the pioneer
girl waited for her to stop crying, and then they walked on.
“There she is, that’s the one, the one who made those big bullies push Stalina under the bus.”
It was the general’s wife, sitting slumped on a sofa. Miss Surepka, in yellow, and Kseniya Alekseevna, in
black, were sitting at a desk.
“They’d actually grabbed hold of her, you know,” said Stalinka’s mother. “Fortunately she managed to struggle
free, but they tore a great lump of fur out of her coat first.”
She leaned against the oilcloth back of the headmistress’s sofa, and dropped her voice.
“My husband shot twenty hares last autumn, twenty, so that our little girl could have a proper winter coat. Now
they go and grab her by the coat. Here, I’ll show you.”
She began rooting in a shopping-bag that was standing by her on the sofa; the black and dun fox tippet round
her neck slid sideways, leering with its red glass eyes.
“What are her marks like?” asked Kseniya Alekseevna.
“Excellent, of course,” the general’s wife replied immediately, tearing herself from her shopping-bag. “But we
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don’t know about next term yet, do we?”
After lessons were over, Tatyana Levina wandered back through the streets; for some reason, the cellar
windows far below the pavement kept tugging at her consciousness. They’d call her parents into school and arrest
them there. Why had she gone back to the classroom after the interview? (Why hadn’t she gone straight home?
Galya Tsvetkova used to live in a cellar like that. Then she died. A lot of the girls went to the funeral, they said it
was really beautiful, her parents had bought her a real worsted pinafore, just like the one she’d always wanted
when she was alive. The girls who hadn’t gone to the funeral had asked what the point of buying her that was,
when she was dead, and that had offended the girls who had gone. Everything was new: Galya’s brown wool
dress, her black worsted pinafore, and the big puffy brown ribbon in her hair, and her dark-red shoes were new
too.)
There she is on the photograph, amongst the others in sateen pinafores, pale and blurred but still alive. An
underground child, from the corner of Korolenko and Nekrasov Streets, the meeting-place between the seeds
fallen on stony ground, and those who reap life’s rich rewards.\fn{ A note on the last two clauses reads: Korolenko Street, at
the western end of Nekrasov Street, is in the 'better' part of a socially mixed area that, roughly speaking, goes downhill as it goes east .}
So I find myself acting as a chronicler for Tatyana after all. It’s a thankless task, and I’d appreciate the chance
to say something about it. To date, all the chroniclers that ever existed—in Russia and everywhere else—have
been men. There isn’t a female equivalent of the role, and I think that’s a pity. Women chroniclers have some
advantages, if you like to put it that way. I seem to remember that Tolstoy got his wife to dress his heroines—that
is, to tell him about her own clothes, so he knew what to put them in. Conversely, we women chroniclers have no
trouble in dressing the bride all by ourselves, but we have to consult some retired officer we know about whether
a detachment’s position was really all that hopeless, and how it got into the mess in the first place. The officer I
consulted had served in the Far East; he could answer all my questions about Tatyana perfectly.
Whose advice carries more weight, then, Sofya Andreevna’s or my friend the retired pilot’s? I think both kinds
are equally important; I also think they relate to similar questions, that is, to questions of kit. There are times
when it’s more important how you kit yourself out at a ball than it is on a battlefield. Comparisons between the
two situations are by no means fortuitous: in both cases victory depends on well-designed and reliable equipment
just as much as it does on a well-thought-out strategy. A battleship’s effectiveness often hangs on the quality of its
rigging, I can tell you.
Try eavesdropping on two women talking to each other, having a private conversation about the astonishing
conquest that one of them has just made.
“What were you wearing?” the more impetuous sort of friend will ask. Her question may seem to interrupt the
narrative at a wholly inappropriate point, but in fact it’s meant to help her reconstruct circumstances for herself.
Or if, on the other hand, the friend in question is rather more reserved, she’ll say nothing, knowing that she’s
bound to get all the details in due time. Then the whole panorama of battle will be spread out before her.
Woman is a chronicler by nature. Name me one headmistress or schoolteacher who can resist telling her
husband every detail of the latest staff meeting the minute she gets home. More: I am absolutely convinced that
many Soviet families only stay together because the husbands indulge their wives, and let them chatter on about
work. If a wife is deprived of this, she’ll go straight off to wail to her friends about her miserable life. And what
joy when harmony is restored once more, when her husband is back home, and sober, and listening to her again,
and even asking every so often:
“And how’s that colleague of yours, what’s her name, Arsefeatures, or whatever you call her?”
What about women fetching water? And chats in the train? Remember your sisters-in-law? Your neighbors
telling you the story of their lives? Suppose you ring your sister at work. You can be certain everyone in her office
knows why you’re ringing better than you do; you can bet they know the whole history of your marriage better
than you do too.
In any case, you can say what you like: I’m not letting anyone else get hold of Tatyana Levina’s story.
So you’re wondering what women know about war? No one asked that when they were made to do military
subjects as part of their university courses, when all language graduates were forced to do “military interpreting”
as a subsidiary, and women were given military rankings—not to speak of being made to serve in the armed
forces, if you please. Tatyana Levina herself understood as much about war as anyone could be expected to, and
when she rushed into the reeds to save “everyone,” then that’s exactly what she thought she was doing, “saving
everyone.”
And that’s how I saw it too, though I did have quite a few arguments with my informant about things; he
insisted that she shouldn’t have done what she did at all, she shouldn’t have got stuck in those wretched thickets
1099

to start with. It was her commanding officer’s fault that she got stuck.
Well, we can all understand that much. If they were going to go chasing after the partisans into the forest, then
they should have had at least two motor launches equipped with machine-guns, and half-a-dozen grenade
throwers, and they should have been sure to keep in radio contact all the time. But the radio contact was the
strangest bit of the whole story, and neither I nor my informant understand much of what was going on there. In
time, though, more may be discovered, so that we have a clearer picture of that last tragic battle.
Well, if I live long enough myself, I’ll get hold of that bastard on the lake-shore post who called out “Keep
left.” She did what he said; after all, she was the messenger, and how was she to know that the post was in enemy
hands? And the bastard spoke to her in Russian, how did they get him to do that? He called out to her, “Over here,
it’s OK.” Did they use force? Well, they may have done, perhaps he even thought they’d shoot him, but in that
case, why did he have to shout out so cheerfully? Surely they can’t have made him do that, after all, why should
they have wanted to? What was so threatening in seeing some damn fool of a woman a few feet away, quite
obviously lost? Say what you like, but I’m sure he could have managed to drop her a hint. Actually, what I really
think is this. He did it on purpose. After all, he had some sort of a funny name, didn’t he? Bavyka, or Bavyakin,
something like that. Not a Russian name, anyway. A good man to leave as a guard, I don’t think! I’ve even heard
he went out to welcome the partisans himself; well, he’d had plenty of time waiting around to think of how he’d
give them the hospitality treatment! Anyway, I hope that when this essay is published someone who knew him
will come forward. They wouldn’t give me his case papers—there must have been classified information of some
kind in them. He had the radio, and when they asked him to pass a message on, he said it was broken. I’m sure he
was responsible for what happened to Tatyana Levina—and for the fact that the whole detachment was
surrounded, wiped out. No, it’s a clear case of treachery, and I’m astonished that the responsible authorities, as
they say, haven’t dealt with it yet.
If I ever get to him, the bastard, I’ll make sure everyone in the country knows who he is, and I’ll put a curse on
his whole family. Unto the seventh generation.
War isn’t the place for delicate young girls and high-minded chroniclers. Quite true. But if people like us
happen to get mixed up in it, what can we do? After all, we see what we see.
When the general mobilization was announced, we were all given three hours to reach base. We were given
bowls, mugs, toothbrushes and a day’s supply of food. Soon we were on our way east.
I don’t need to go into the details of what happened next, it’s all too well known. But in due course our unit
was disbanded, and we all ended up in different places. I was sent to the capital, and Tatyana Levina, the heroineto-be, ended up in a village in the provinces, way up in the mountains.
The district was notable for its associations with Shokan Valikhanov,\fn{ A note reads: Shokan VaIikhanov: Properly
Chekkan Velikhanov (1835-1866), explorer and ethnographer, who visited Kashgar in 1858. He died too young to complete a major study
of his voyage, but Studies of Dzhungaria and other essays survive.} the famous traveler.

Earlier, before the war started, Tatyana had done some research on the history of Russian travellers in Asia.
She’d taken a special interest in Eastern Turkestan, which Shokan Valikhanov, a junior officer in the Russian
army, had managed to visit in the middle of the last century, disguised as an Adzhani merchant. Valikhanov, a
Kazakh, was descended from the line of Genghis Khan; he was a great-grandson of the Khan of Kirgiz-Kaisatsk
Ablai—from whom, by the way, Andrei Bely derived the pedigree of his fictional hero, Apollon Apollonovich
Ableukhov, in Petersburg.
Few Europeans have visited Kashgar. Marco Polo and a priest called Benedict Goes passed through many
centuries ago. In 1857 Adolf Schlagintweit,\fn{ A note reads: A famous German explorer, born in Munich in 1829, who
accompanied two of his brothers on an expedition to the Indian subcontinent; returning via Kashgar, he was murdered there in 1857, just
as Ulanovskaya describes.} the famous German Indiologist, arrived here from Kashmir. Shortly after his arrival, he

vanished without trace, and all academic Europe waited with bated breath for news.
A year later, Valikhanov’s caravan appeared on the streets of Kashgar, to find them lined with lopped-off heads
stuck in wicker cages on long poles. Valikhanov realized that he was witnessing the aftermath of a rebellion by the
Muslim town-dwellers, which had taken place not long previously. The rebellion had been led by a khoja,\fn{A
note reads: An Eastern title for a teacher, here referring to Wall Khan, leader of the last of many Muslim revolts against the Chinese .}
during whose short period of domination the streets of Kashgar and its environs had been heaped with corpses.
It was at the moment of the rebellion that Adolf Shlagintweit had appeared; he had gone to pay his respects to
the khoja. The latter, in an intoxicated and maddened state from hashish, had instantly given the order that Schlaginweit should be beheaded; soon the inhabitants of Kashgar were to see a tall, bareheaded, blond European, with
bound hands, being led through the streets to execution.
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It was customary in Kashgar to entice visiting merchants into marrying local girls. Upon completing his business, a merchant would make ready to leave, and his wife would accompany him to the city limits, weeping and
lamenting. Kashgar law forbade her from following her husband out of the city. Not long afterwards, she would
be married off again. As a marriage token, these Kashgar beauties would be presented with a fur hat by each
husband in turn; a bride’s status rose in accordance with the number of such hats on display in her home.
Valikhanov was taken to see a girl who possessed no fewer than twenty fox-fur caps, which she kept stacked one
atop the other like pillows on her bed.
Valikhanov’s Uigur wife had also seen the blonde German man; she had especially noticed how his golden
curls floated on the wind.
On a certain river bank outside the town was a pyramid of human heads that had been raised in the days of the
bloodthirsty khoja; the heads of execution victims were collected from wherever they had fallen and brought here
to be added to the pile. But it was clear to Valikhanov that the brutality of the regiments that had put down the
uprising had been no whit inferior to that of the khoja himself.
Our forces soon moved on to the far east, leaving the detachment with which Tatyana Levina was stationed far
behind in the rearguard. She was given a billet in a mud hut on the outskirts of the village; her quarters were in the
best part of the hut, and the large family to whom the hut belonged were left crammed together in one corner.
HQ\fn{Headquarters.} was set up in what had been the local Party headquarters, at one corner of the village
market square.
There was a lot to do in the first few days. The military commandant’s address to the local people had to be
translated. He told them that a government that genuinely reflected the wishes of the people would be introduced,
and that the norms of Party authority would be restored. Then there was a bit about the sincere friendship that had
always subsisted between fraternal nations, before the commandant rounded off by ordering that all firearms be
surrendered within twenty-four hours, and decreeing that a curfew was to be instituted throughout the district.
Some of the old men did duly hand in their guns, ancient Soviet weapons of long obsolete design, and some of
our men dragged in a heavy machinegun which they had found lying in a thicket somewhere (now someone
needed to check what the name of the place was).
One day a prisoner of war was brought in to HQ. The colonel himself acted as interrogator, and Tatyana as
translator.
The prisoner had been wounded whilst the rebel forces were in retreat. The local teacher’s daughter had found
him a hiding-place somewhere over by Southern Mountain. He had a slim, fine-featured face, and spoke like a
man with an education. His pronunciation indicated that he was from the capital; from the few things that he was
prepared to say, it seemed likely that he had been exiled here, to the wilds of the country, as part of a “reeducation programme.” He soon began refusing to answer any questions, though Tatyana tried to convey to him
as gently as possible the colonel’s assurances that the teacher’s daughter had nothing to fear, and that the only
sensible course was for the prisoner to co-operate, especially as no-one was going to rush him into a decision.
A few days later, Tatyana was asked to go out with a hunting party. The path into the hills led through orchards
of green apricots and pomegranates that had just set fruit; beyond lay fields of flax, white with blossom, and
plantations of opium poppy, I have not been able to establish in detail what happened during the hunt, but I know
for certain that Tatyana shot a lynx, a splendid specimen, apparently—accounts are consistent on that. I also know
that on the way back, Tatyana’s companions let off a few rounds at some jackdaws which had been feeding on the
poppy seeds, and which were perched on the poplars round about stoned out of their heads—some of them were
so far gone that they had given up any attempt to perch, and were sprawling on the ground below the trees.
“An odd thing happened today,” Valikhanov wrote in his memoirs. “We purchased a hen for dinner, a black
one; the juice that ran out of the bird was black, and the bones of the beast turned out to be covered by a thin
black membrane.”
According to many other records, too, the black hens of Kashgaria really are black, with black meat whose
taste is coarse and unappetizing. Birds are always sold with their throats cut, and plucked ready for the pot.
Kashgar pigs are black too, and their flesh is extraordinarily fatty. The Kashgar people are baffied by the surprise
of visitors; it has never occurred to them that pigs could be any other color.
I can’t say whether Tatyana ever tried “black soup,” but the extraordinary dark color of the local domestic
animals, the odd, one might almost say the charred, taste of their meat, are matters of interest in their own right.
Tatyana had told Captain Tarasenko several times how awkward she felt that she should be occupying the
greater part of the hut where she was billeted, whilst its owners slept crammed into one corner. Every time she
made a cup of coffee or opened a tin of milk she was seized by embarrassment; she knew perfectly well that the
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locals were severely short of food, and had been for some time. Officers’ rations included a generous supply of
tins of sprat paste and sticks of soya meat; Tatyana would try to catch one of the children in the courtyard
whenever she got the chance, and press a tin of food, or a sweet, on him or her.
But then came the Sunday morning when the real meaning of war came through to us all for the first time.
It was a wonderful morning in March. Tatyana was getting ready to go for a trip into the forest; she was
waxing her skis, whilst Taipi, her setter, bounded around impatiently.
Did she sense, when she gave her dog that name (which means both “decadence” and “rebirth,” I think) how
soon she would be face to face with the people whose ancient culture she so respected?
Outwardly nothing had changed; Taipi still leapt at her feet, and the smell of resin hung on the air; but she
would be following different paths from now on.
Tatyana had long been trying to talk to the old man in the family where she was staying, but it was clear that he
was avoiding her; if she ever did run into him and start talking about the old days—she was particularly interested
in hearing about any antiquities there might be nearby—he would pretend that he couldn’t understand what she
was saying.
In HQ everyone was talking about one thing. Partisans had appeared up in the hills; they had attacked a shed
where food was stored, and blown up a bridge.
That night Tatyana woke up, with the sensation that something had just run across her face. She sat up in bed.
It was dark, and dogs were barking somewhere in the distance. She would have to get the torch. Usually she tried
not to walk barefoot on the earth floor, but there was no use thinking of that now. She found the torch in the
pocket of her uniform jacket, and flashed it at the bed; there, right on her pillow, was an enormous scorpion, long
hooked tail upraised. She took one comer of the pillow and shook it gently, but the creature didn’t even twitch;
and so she placed the flat of her hand under the pillow, picked it up as delicately as a fresh iced cake, took it to the
window, and flung it, and its marzipan decoration, straight out into the yard.
She lay down, head on the bare, damp, rice-straw mattress, from which a vile stink was wafting. The air was
dense and thick.
She was remembering something that had happened at the beginning of her fourth year at university. When she
was on her way back from the virgin soil regions in Karaganda—she’d been doing a stint of compulsory vacation
work—a soldier on the train had given her a scorpion, buried in a lump of epoxy resin. There was a hole at one
end of the lump so that you could wear it round your neck. It was rather like a fly, or some other kind of insect,
fossilized in amber. But on the first day of lectures, someone had told Tatyana that wearing the amulet was certain
to have dire consequences. Scorpio wasn’t her astrological sign. She’d be putting herself at the mercy of alien
powers. Not long afterwards, she had swapped the thing for a pair of real Chinese chopsticks.
Now here was a scorpion again. How ominous. She got up, put on her coat, and went out for a walk. Why was
she letting that kind of nonsense get her down?
It was one of those close nights you often get in Turkestan. The geckos’ nocturnal chorus rose into the air.
Suddenly came the sound of footsteps and a woman’s muffled laughter. Tatyana stepped back into the shadow of a
tall elm, and a couple passed close by. It was the teacher’s daughter, she knew her voice, and one of the officers.
That girl was certainly up to something.
Tatyana managed to get back to sleep in the small hours. She dreamt that she had taken it into her head to go
and look at a shamisen, a kind of ancient Oriental instrument that geishas play.\fn{It is the three-stringed Japanese lute,
usually played by a shamisen-player, who in geisha houses would be male.}
So here she was, in the Hermitage. The lights were out, the shadows in the corners were growing longer, the
vistas of worn marquetry floors down the halls shorter. Outside the huge chilly windows glimmered the dark-blue
expanses of Palace Square and the Neva. There was no one about, and the air smelt faintly of New Year tangerines.
At last came a distant, capricious shine: the gold of pipes, the silver of flutes; she was walking past case after
case of strange instruments when she suddenly heard the sound of a Chinese song.
In a corner at the other side of the room stood a piano; a musician was sitting at it and playing superbly (what,
a Chinese song on a piano? From sheet music?) She went closer, and saw that the man was Chinese, and
breathtakingly handsome. And he was reading from music, ordinary music, except that the word “Sonata” was
picked out in red. Who was he playing for? No one ever came to this room, it was too far off the beaten track; and
in any case the whole Winter Palace was empty by now.
He had stopped playing. How could she show him how enraptured she was? She put her right hand on her
heart and made a low, respectful bow. He kissed her hand.
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“Comrade Lieutenant!” Someone was knocking at the door.
“What do you want?” Tatyana leapt from her bed, awake at once. In a low voice the messenger told her:
“The commandant is asking for you. The sentry’s been stabbed, and the prisoner has escaped.”
Tatyana threw on her clothes, and went with the messenger to the market square. It was just getting light. The
whole village was still asleep, or pretending to be.
How could she ever pass on to anyone the sound of that music? It was still ringing in her ears. She would
never see that face again, he would never take her hand, and she would never feel gratitude like that again. Was he
a famous pianist whose hands had been beaten to pulp? Was that his soul, finding a last audience?
From the poplars came the sounds of dawn stirrings. The crows were cawing faintly. The officers walked to
HQ in silence. Outside in the corridor, Tatyana used a tin mug to scoop some tepid water from a bucket and drank
it down quickly. Who had that been out with the teacher’s daughter? What was going on? Who had killed the
sentry?
Amongst Tatyana Levina’s papers, I found some essays she had written about Valikhanov: on his excellence as
a writer, and his links with some of the great Russian writers; on Dostoevsky’s prophetic sense of Valikhanov’s
high destiny, and the sense of mission that had inspired Valikhanov himself. But there was nothing about the
Russian Imperial Government’s motivation in sending Valikhanov to Kashgar. It was clear that this side of things
hadn’t interested Tatyana. The prompting behind Valikhanov's long voyage, as she saw it, had more or less begun
and ended with his desire to find out what had happened to Adolf Schlaginweit; or perhaps he had simply wanted
to add his name to the long and glorious list of travelers to Kashgar, the first of whom had been Marco Polo.
But Tatyana had made herself familiar with a file of documents from the archive of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs (Asiatic Section), under the heading: Valikhanov, Lieutenant Sultan Shokan: Mission to Kashgar of; indeed, like the conscientious researcher she was, she had even copied out extracts from these papers, including, for
example, extracts from the then Director of the Asiatic section’s copious report, The Situation in Kashgar and its
Relevance for the Affairs of the Asiatic Section. This dealt with the formation of an “independent Khanate” in
Kashgar, which was to be placed 'under the protection of Russia', leading to the assumption by Russia 'of overall
control in Central Asia,” and hence to an augmentation of her influence over “routes further east.” In consideration of these last matters, the Director considered that it was imperative to “make all possible efforts to gather
information about the current situation in Kashgar, and also to verify such information as is currently available
about the routes leading in that direction;” to this end, he recommended that “an experienced and reliable officer
be dispatched to Kashgar forthwith.”
Valikhanov, who was later to become a famous scholar and academic, with many geographical discoveries and
ethnographical works to his credit, was then at the very beginning of his career; but the Minister of War, responding to a “Sovereign Command of His Imperial Majesty,” ordered the commanding officer of the Autonomous
Siberian Corps to be ready for a possible request for aid on the part of the Muslim ruling house of Kashgar, which
was independent of the Chinese authorities, and instructed him that any such request “must receive his immediate
co-operation.”
It is clear that Tatyana only copied out these extracts, as I said before, out of conscientiousness, not attaching
any particular importance to them, and not reflecting on whether Valikhanov had recognized the role envisaged
for him by the Tsarist administration. For Tatyana, Valikhanov was no more than a scholar who had been
encouraged to make his trip by P. P. Semyonov.”\fn{ A note reads: Pyotr Petrovich Semyonov-Tyan-Shansky (1827-1914),
liberal thinker, statesman, geographer, and explorer, the first European to reach the Tian-Shan (in 1857-1858). A meeting with Semyonov is
said to have inspired Vallkhanov to make his Kashgar voyage.}

There could be no question of “roles envisaged by the administration.” This was the time when the fashion for
excursionism\fn{A note reads: “Excursionism” refers to a highly serious late nineteenth-century cultural movement, whose task was
recovering the past. However, Ulanovskaya also plays on the fact that package holidays, with compulsory excursions, were one of the innovations of 1960s Soviet life; they were as much frowned upon by intellectuals there as in the West .} reached its apogee; people made

lists of famous places, then read up about them, and went to stare at them. They were excited by the colorful
exoticism of what they saw, by its literary significance—or, conversely, by the fact that everything was “so remote
and desolate.” The expansion of excursionism infected not only individual places, but whole routes, whole
regions; it led to an inexorable search for new places, and still more new places.
“He has left part of his soul here.”
So Wagintweit, his curls blowing as he follows the cutthroats with their sabres, has a kind of beauty; and so, in
her way, does Tatyana, when they take her to the place of execution.
We are left to remember what they did, and the places that they visited. We were having an ordinary lazy
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Sunday morning. No more than that. The excursionist era’s rallying call is that programme called Good Morning.\dn{A note reads: What follows is a vicious satire on the kind of material that used to be considered appropriate leisure listening for
Soviet audiences: a mixture of mindless entertainment and patronizing enlightment. Hostility to it—the radi—is also evident in Ulanovskaya’s other work, which may puzzle Western readers unaware that inane radio programmes were compulsory background listening in Soviet
hospitals, trains, factories, and homes.}

The most over-used word in the world is “happiness.” Nothing is supposed to get in its way. Those responsible
for fostering it are allocated special broadcasting times.
“Good morning, dear listeners, we’re happy to see you, hope you’re happy to hear us,” say the grating,
mechanical voices, “happy there at home with your families.
“First things first: you won’t have forgotten it’s Chemists and Metallurgists Day today,\fn{ A note reads: The Soviet
calendar was peppered with such: synthetic festivals: better-known examples included Soviet Army Day, Soviet Policemen’s Day, Soviet
Aviators’ Day, etc.} so let’s wish a really happy day to all the chemists and metallurgists among us. As for the rest of

you, we’ve got something here that’s going to make you all very happy: it’s your favourite comedian. If you hang
on a couple of minutes, you’ll hear him do your two favorite characters, the plumber who drops his ’aitches and
the snotty professor who can’t say his Rs.
“Remember, all of you, this lovely Sunday, wherever you are, whatever you’re doing, the Motherland is
thinking of you, thinking of how happy you are, because it’s Sunday morning, you’ve just had a nice breakfast,
and there isn’t a war on.
“Oh yes, and while we’re on the subject, what about a nice after-breakfast trip abroad? Chunga-Changa
Island’s a happy place: what about a little visit there? Now, let’s move on to Friends of the Russian Language.”
That doesn’t make us feel quite so happy, does it? Half the day gone already. A stern nannying voice tells us:
“You mustn’t say so-and-so, you must say so-and-so else, so-and-so is ungrammatical. Now, here’s something
to work on in your spare time: queuing etiquette. Is it proper to say: ‘Eh, are you last?’ No, it is not. Repeat after
me: ‘Excuse me, is this the end of the queue?’
It’s hard to remember what life before the war was like.
“You know that new guidebook? Want me to get you a copy?”
“You haven’t been there? Oh, but you really must.”
“Have you read the latest Science and Life?”\fn{A note reads: Nauka i zhizn, a popular science magazine, with material
about inventions and discoveries, etc. The items on biofields and forged manuscripts that follow are a surreal parody of its contents .}
Science for life, that is to say: how to go on existing, a course in do-it-yourself survival: if you haven’t read the
manual, you’ll go under.
This was the time of sensational articles in the Young Soldier magazines about an amazing recent discovery:
biofields next to department stores. Did you know that they make dried-up cheese go all nice and moist? The
effect on roquefort is incredible, it starts to smell quite different. There’s one woman who owns a clearing in a
wood with a biofield in it, she only has to leave the room and the cheese goes hard immediately.
But the thing that got the excursionist era more excited than anything else was museum openings, and the
preparations for them.
One interior designer (from a family of famous architects) was nearly torn to pieces, he got so many commissions for exhibition designs. You could see his insipid concoctions in any town you cared to name. An ambitious
new type of museum director started to be seen about the place: someone who knew the value of money. In time,
this new type forced out the old type of museum director, a dry academic with no sense of self-interest, and still
more important, no gift for politicking.
The new-style directors sniffed out immediately what was “really it,” and they talked about things they didn’t
know the first thing about in such confident voices, parroting this, that, the other expert. They were so good at
seeming diffident, too, at concealing how pushy and sly they really were, that they took quite a lot of people in.
The next discovery was someone who could do incredible forgeries of famous people’s handwriting. He
churned out pages and pages of manuscripts by Tolstoi, Dostoevsky, Chekhov, in handwriting that looked as if it
had been sandblasted: his manuscripts were more real than the originals he copied. It was odd, though: in the end
all his wonderful productions faded, the ink got this sort of satanic light to it, blood red. And the master forger
himself broke out in eczema everywhere, not just his hands, but his boiled-looking face with its lashless eyes.
There was a red light in his eyes exactly like there was in the ink, everyone noticed it.
Enough of that, though. I can’t remember anything else about those days. They seemed so prosperous, so
cloudless, but in fact they were days of fading and decadence, as short of color and strength as wallflowers come
up for the third season.
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You switch on the radio. Any minute now there’ll be a weather forecast or something important like that. We
may be enjoying ourselves, but our memory is atavistic: it never sleeps, and it’s always listening out for the voice
of a special announcer, the one they keep for emergencies.
No one told us we should listen out for him: we ourselves sit waiting, waiting, and imagining exactly what will
happen. Every Sunday. Every Sunday of glorious weather brings with it the threat of hearing that velvety voice
again.
His velvety voice goes with his velvet breeches, his badge of office as royal messenger. He knows better than
anyone how to wrap whatever he says in dense soft velvet, in velvet blacker than midnight: not one spring in his
clockwork inside will squeak or creak or give itself away; all of it is packed so carefully.
From our earliest childhood we have been terrified by every pause during a radio broadcast; the People’s Artist
of impending catastrophe\fn{A note reads: I.e. The famous announcer of Stalinist times, Yury Levitan (1914-1983), whose voice
brought news of the Second World War to Russians; the title “People’s Artist of the U.S.S.R. or R.S.F.S.R.” is a state honor comparable to
the DBE.} is always on hand; during every news bulletin he watches and waits; he will hear the last trump before

we do, he will hear every news flash first. We are always, always there, by the loudspeaker; whatever we are
doing, wherever we are, the tick of the metronome is always with us.
The Punitive Detachment
A few days later, Tatyana Levina is one of a group taking part in a special operation. The motor-launch chugs
down the lake, patrolling down empty banks, nosing into winding creeks.\fn{ A note reads: The major rivers of Turkestan
are surrounded by complex systems of salt lakes and reedy marshes, frequented by wild boar, corsac and black-eared foxes, and many other
birds and animals.} The occasional scattered villages have been deserted by their Muslim inhabitants. According to

all available information, they are in the heart of partisan country.
One evening at sunset, when the patrol boat was in Shaidan creek, the look-out spotted some dots moving
about on the bank to starboard side. On closer inspection, however, all that was found was a herd of horses; no
sign of human habitation was visible nearby, at any rate from the boat.
The commanding officer gave the order to drop anchor beyond the peninsula and dispatch a search party from
there once darkness had fallen, in order to establish whether there might be a nomadic settlement anywhere
around, and if so, whether it was a large one. He also ordered that one of the locals was to be brought in for
questioning.
The next morning, when she came out of the tent, Tatyana noticed the marks of bare feet on the sand by the
lake shore. They were so small they could have been a woman’s, even her own, had it not been for the fact that
nothing would have induced her to go barefoot on this terrain. She was always wary of poisonous creatures,
scorpions, phalanges,\fn{A note reads: I.e. Solpuga aranoeides or intrepida, a kind of large, yellowish-brown, long-haired arachnid,
with a poisonous bite.} and karakurts,\fn{A note reads: I.e. Latrodectus tredecimguttatus, a very poisonous black spider.} especially
when she reached for her boots in the mornings—she had to leave them by the tent flap overnight, getting soaked
through with dew. So if she hadn’t been sleep-walking through the moonlit fields, the marks must have been
made by a stranger.
She followed the tracks, and they went from the sand into the water—he had been walking through the
shallows—and back again. The heel was touchingly round, the toes straight, with hardly a trace of instep between
—this spy certainly didn’t have flat feet. The traces vanished in the reeds, next to an inlet—here the walker had
swum away.
So he’d swum away. Fine. Time for a wash. Tatyana scooped up a mugful of the salty water, and hung her
towel on a tuft of salt reeds; she reached for the soap, but the dish slid out of her hands and went bounding over
the scalloped sand, into a pool of lake water that had filled up during a recent storm. The dish rolled over and
over, then floated away on a blue wavelet. Two herons flew by. The sun was up; it was high time to be going back.
But suddenly Tatyana heard an echoing splash, as though someone had just dived heavily into the water.
She froze. Was it a flock of geese settling on the lake? No, it was too loud for that—it was more likely to be
wild boar taking their young for a splash. She imagined them all, screwing up their eyes and plunging in. In that
case, though, better move on. She’d got used to seeing their narrow tracks on the sand, and the paths they battered
down in the reeds, she’d even seen the hollows once or twice where they’d been lying, but she wouldn’t exactly
have liked to meet one close to.
But then she stopped: best have a look after all. She crept up as quietly as she could. Not a boar in sight. Could
it be that barefoot Chinese fox? Suddenly she heard another splash, and then saw spreading ripples in the water. A
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glossy black back showed for an instant above the water—what could it be? Then she saw another, this time in the
shallows. Tatyana ran up: so that’s what it was, a huge fish. The water was knee-deep, but the fish was stranded; it
lay trapped, thrashing by her legs. She tried to pick it up, but it was impossible; each time it slipped from her
hands.
Tatyana ran for her towel; the fish was still lying there when she returned, so she wrapped it gently in the
towel, picked it up, and carried it in triumph back to the camp.
It was still too early for reveille. Tatyana opened the tent-flap quietly and threw the fish in. It thrashed about
wildly in the small, close space; the soldiers woke up and leapt from their beds. Allakh akbar!\fn{God is Great
(Arabic).} No, don’t shoot! It’s the Lieutenant!
The soldiers rushed to the water, and began catching the fish with anything that came to hand. It was a whole
shoal of carp spawning, it turned out. A cauldron of water was soon boiling; now all that remained was to cook the
gutted fish. Gulls and crows were wheeling overhead. Bubbles of fish’s breath rushed over the lake surface; every
ripple brought up more and more of them.
But there was no time even to taste the fish soup. The commanding officer divided the detachment in two. One
group was to stay here, another to track along the channel.
“That channel’s a maze, no sense in trying to follow it,” thought Tatyana.
She’d noticed that even the local fishermen made marks so that they could take their bearings and find their
way back. They’d bend a tuft of salt reeds or make a knot in one, or leave a stick standing upright on the tallest
dune.
The captain studied the map. If they kept to the left of the channel all the way, they were bound to come back
into Shaidan creek eventually.
Exactly as she had thought. They’d got lost amongst all those endless lakes, with their thousands of channels
and inlets; not only had they not been able to keep track of the enemy, they hadn’t even been able to find their
way out. Now they were coming under hostile fire from the opposite bank, and their position was dangerously
exposed. Strange whistling noises were coming from the radio: it looked as though it had packed up altogether.
The radio mast was at base camp. Two launches had sunk.
Someone had to go back for help. Why shouldn’t she do it? They didn’t seem likely to need a translator at the
moment. She’d find her way, of course she would.
“At least let me try, comrade captain.”
“Very well then, off you go. Be sure to take enough water, and a rifle. Leave the dictionary behind.”
This was a new adventure, the most interesting she had had so far. She would find her way back to Shaidan
creek. What was the meaning of “Shaidan,” incidentally? It meant a martyrs’ burial ground, or something like
that. Not bad.
She saw herself as someone who found, not someone who lost. What hadn’t she found? Knives on forest paths,
lots of them, one a real bandit knife with a blade that sprang out the minute you pressed a red button on the
handle. Once she had found a huge watermelon floating along a river, God knew from where. On Nevsky she’d
found a piece of lapus lazuli—it had probably fallen out of somebody’s ring. She’d been cutting up a Hungarian
cockerel to make a celebration meal, and in its thawing giblets she’d found a big pink pearl. Either some woman
worker in the food factory had dropped it in, or else the Hungarian cockerel itself had grubbed up the pearl at
some stage during its free-range existence, on a river-bank somewhere.
She wouldn't get lost in this jungle either. All she needed was a cork helmet. The rest was in order. The more so
since she’d already covered a lot of the way back. Maybe she’d even end up with a cork helmet. How? It would
float to her downriver, that’s how.
She walked the path to Shaidan creek convinced of her own invulnerability. She’d soon be back at base camp,
and they’d send out the helicopters. Congratulations, Lieutenant! She’d always known she was destined to do
something extraordinary. Even if the detachment was surrounded, it would be possible to hold out for a long time,
but breaking out would be much more difficult. They’d probably be ambushed: there was only one route through
from the lakes, only one channel led back to deep water, the rest led nowhere. But she would save them.
If only someone could see her. This was what she had lived for, this was why she’d learnt the language. How
far had she got down the boar path, she wondered?
Every now and again she would come up against a huge spider’s web, binding the panicles of the reeds so
tightly that the fat stems had given slightly, leaning one towards the other. At one corner lurked the spider itself.
At first she tried to skirt the webs, but she soon forgot them. Sticky strands clung to her sweaty face and damp
neck.
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A black column of smoke was blowing about on the horizon somewhere, and if you looked carefully you could
see flames, though these were almost transparent in the bright spring air. It was perfectly normal, she assured
herself. You often got fires. What a lot of game there was round here, and all paired off already.
A cormorant flew by, black as a cinder, looking like something you might find at the bottom of a careless
housewife’s frying pan. There was a smell of smoke. She was nearer the fire now. It was upwind of her.
So what was she to do when the fire reached here? Wade up to her neck in water, or climb out of the reeds and
up on to high ground-on to one of those volcanic hills there? Hell, now it was turning, coming at her from the
other side too—that barefoot fox would smoke her out like a hare. Better make for the the high ground all the
same. Damn, now she’d cut her hand, there was blood all over the yellow stalks.
Suppose those leaflets were right, the ones they had posted on the gates and walls of the village? We told the
soldiers they were nothing to worry about, nothing interesting at all, prophecies, New Year greetings. They were
messages from the partisans, though. They said the enemy forces were suffering heavy losses; soon the People’s
Army would liberate Sin-Kiang.\fn{A note reads: The Chinese name for East Turkestan.} At last she had scrambled out of
the steamy rushes and was up on the sandy bank. A fresh wind had dried her sweaty face.
Up here on the dune, that barefoot man could pick her off as easy as pie. Better lie down behind that bush and
reconnoitre. She had a look round. Beyond the sea of rushes rose a line of sandy hills.
What huge expanses. The fire had scorched all the lower ground, circling all the hidden lakes and channels;
now it was racing onwards, leaving a line of black smoking bristles behind it. It couldn’t reach this land beyond
the dunes, though. There was nothing here but sand, and the odd bush, and clumps of Tangut rhubarb.\fn{ A note
reads: A form of the familiar plant named from the Chinese province of Tangut, or Tangh-siang .} A broad leaf spread under her
hand. She snapped off its stalk and peeled the pink skin. It tasted just like the ordinary stuff.
Below her, holes gaped black in the sand, and gray lizards were scuttling about. What were they called? Hang
on, hang on—look at that one bending its tail, like a peeled rhubarb stalk. A huge open mouth. Hi, Big Ears. I got
a real fright when I saw your slit-eyed mug.
She’d run from the fire, so had all the creatures that could. The ones that lived high up were safe, all the ones
that nested lower down had been burnt. Better look what had happened to her brood, though: after all, they nested
on the ground too. She could see a faint trace of smoke rising.
It all looked so tidy: only a few shriveled leaves of rhubarb were left, like shreds of burnt newspaper.
A wolf ran by the shores of the lake, throwing up dust. The fire had vanished behind the hills. Time she
vanished as well. She must cross those blackened tracts of ground as quickly as possible and get back in the sheltering clumps of reeds. Quickly, quickly. The sun shone dully. She felt the heat seep through her boots, black
clouds rose with every step she took, like exploding puffballs.\fn{ A note reads: I.e. pylevik (Lycoperdon); the Russian
common name refers to the dusty inside of the senescent fungus .} It had all changed in the space of minutes. As though there
had never been rustling jungles of reeds and nests and herds of wild boar, as though she herself had never forced
her way through. She was running as fast as the wolf—let the ground burn under the enemy’s feet—she wasn’t
anyone’s enemy, how could she be, she’d never hit anyone, she’d never had an enemy, she was kind and pretty
and that was all, her face was covered in soot, so who did she think she was anyway, and she did have an enemy, a
deadly enemy, oh now she was finished. She stuck out like a white winter hare on a black footpath.
Bloody hell, she’d left the water bottle over on the sand-hill, now she had nothing to drink, too bad, you can
drink salt water if you have to. She was nearly at the end of her strength, but still she pressed on, going further
and further north. She must be getting to the big lake by now, provided she hadn’t got lost, of course. She had to
skirt lake after lake. The sound of the shooting seemed no further away; the water made it carry, so you couldn’t
tell where it was.
Then she saw a pole on one of the dunes. Good, somewhere over there the channel goes into the Great Lake,
that’s where base camp is. She thought she could hear the waves, but it could just have been the air beating in her
ears.
Another creek blocked her path, a small one. She didn’t want to have to go ll round it. She waded into the
water: it couldn’t be more than ten paces across. Couldn’t she just follow the creek’s winding bank? You could see
the water vanish there into the thickets, and that narrow channel could perfectly well broaden out into another
lake. There were white traces of salt on the banks, that meant the water level was low, so it must be shallow here.
She trudged through the water, scooping it up in her hands and splashing it on her face. Then suddenly her foot
slipped and she fell flat in the water. She tried to get up, but her feet were stuck fast in the mud. She hauled out
her boots and staggered backwards, sending a shoal of bubbles from the bottom.
She flopped down on her belly and tried to swim; every now and then one of her feet caught the treacherous
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bottom. Swirls of the mud she had disturbed rose into the water. At last she reached the bank, but she had struck a
wall of reeds on which she could make no impression. She should never have left the boar path. She tried to edge
along the fringes of the creek, but she soon lost her footing, her feet sank back into the sticky mud. She seized
hold of the thick reeds and hauled out each foot in turn.
“Hey! I’m stu-uck!” she yelled, just in case.
After all, camp should be quite close by now.
She heard a noise ahead, then the sound of someone moving. A voice called:
“Who goes there?”
“It’s me! Lieutenant Levina!”
She could hear the voice shouting again, and she thought she caught the words
“Keep to the left, to the left!”
She moved to the left, but the wall of reeds was just as thick there.
“I can’t get out!”
But now she could hear people forcing their way towards her, splashing through the water. The reeds next to
her parted, and two men came out.
“Hans uh!” they shouted, training their machine-guns on her.
When the allied forces liberated Kashgar, some refugees told them that they had seen a tall girl being led
through the town with a rope round her neck. But whether that girl was Tatyana or not is hard to say.
29.127 In Memoriam\fn{by Tatyana Nabatnikova (c.1950?- )} Atlay Mountains, Gorno-Altay Autonomous Oblast,
Russia (F) 7
October 9
My son is an exact replica of his father, even though he grew up almost entirely without him. Environment
never supersedes nature.
Just like his father he raises his eyebrows high up on his forehead, averts his eyes, and sits that way in vacant
silence, feigning pensiveness in order to wait out the boredom of his visit.
“Go, Serezha, go,” I say.
“Well, Mom, I’ve got to run, you feel better now,” he says, quickly coming back to life, and only when he’s
already at the door does he suddenly remember. “By the way, Mom … I can’t come tomorrow.”
And his face screws up in a grimace of false sympathy just like his father’s: brows like a little bird with its
wings hanging down.
“You don’t have to, son, you don’t have to. The doctor says you shouldn’t visit me too often.”
He left, and my grim neighbor Ekaterina Ilinichna sighed bitterly, saying nothing. I’m not bitter. I understand.
All I have to do is remember myself at twenty. At that age it’s difficult to come to grips with death.
I have a good idea why he can’t come tomorrow: It’s Friday evening—friends … or a girl. Our crowded
apartment free at last, a festival of independence …
I hear Nurse Olya (her station is right outside the door to our ward) calling my doctor.
He has eyes you sink into, there is more hidden behind his face than appears to view. He leaned over and sat on
the edge of my bed. Without wasting time, he took my wrist in his left hand, affectionately touched my cheek with
his right, and, drawing back my lower lid slightly, peered into my eye; only then did he ask solicitously:
“What’s the matter?”
I caught my breath.
“Doctor, tell my son that he can’t come to see me—often.”
The doctor didn’t say a word, he simply answered with a look of understanding. At the end fate has sent—just
to tease me—someone who understands without explanations.
October 10
He noticed the notebook on my night table and the ballpoint pen that lay on top of it.
“I’ll bring you a pencil, Magdalina Yurevna. It’s hard to write with a ballpoint while lying on your back.”
He’s right: The ink doesn’t flow, and I turn over on my side with difficulty, I lay the notebook at the head of
the bed next to me, and write almost by touch, without seeing.
He returned ten minutes later, planting firm steps on the floor, and once again caught me unawares (I hadn’t
had time to focus my attention) with his ravaging walk. How small the ward is: five steps from the door to my
bed. What can I do in the span of those five steps? I am like a starving man who lifts a morsel of food to his
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mouth—his nostrils have just begun to twitch from the enticing smell, he has just managed to open his mouth—
and the steps have already ceased. My avid, starving eyes did not have time to bite off even a crumb of his procession, let alone sate themselves—and he was already at my bedside. And only the teasing memory, like the
lingering aroma in the nostrils of a starving man, of those insufficient five steps, and no matter how I strain myself
to absorb them, I always run out of time—it’s agonizing!
If I were to get up out of my bed, check myself out of the hospital, and go on living—I would lie in wait for
him in the morning at the entrance, stealthily keeping watch from the building next door (I’m forty, Lord, forgive
me!), and I would follow him unnoticed right up to the door of the hospital, solemnly, desperately devouring his
every step, trying to fill up my empty, famine-stricken granaries with his steps …
I didn’t even have time to finish this sentence: ten minutes later he came into the ward—five steps—and
brought me a soft automatic pencil.
“Thank you, Doctor.”
He nodded to me with his firm gray eyes and abruptly walked out, and for a long time afterward I could still
feel the traces of his fingers on the warm edges of the pencil. Now I can write comfortably in my “working”
position with a large book propped under my notebook.
October 11
Why am I suffocating, unable to draw a proper breath? They put me into pre-op, ran tests, yet say nothing
about an operation. Is it too late? I’m afraid to ask; I don’t want to make him lie to me.
October 12
You know that you’re dying in the most pitiful and helpless fashion. You’re aware of it all the time, you forget
only when you’re asleep, and when you wake up the first thing you remember is: I’m dying. Every morning is a
return to dying. And the constant thoughts: Stop this humiliating, submissive waiting. There are a lot of ways out
—for instance, don’t breathe, and that’s it. Or … in general, there are a lot of ways out, I think them through in
detail, but only in the hope that none of them will be necessary, that all of this has nothing to do with me.
Constant cowardice: Hide—and they won’t find you. Or at least drag it out. As if a postponement would change
anything.
October 13
I say, “Doctor, afterward, give my notebook”—(and I myself still don’t know to. whom. A secret, momentary
fantasy: to him. Let him find out. Oh, the shame!)—“under no circumstances to my son, but only … only to my
mother, if she—”
“You’ll give it to her yourself when you check out.”
So he’s lied at last. He’s succumbed to lying. How about a trade, Doctor? I’ll tell you ruthlessly about love, and
you in retaliation, point-blank-about my death. Well, Doctor, what do you say?
“You’ll give it to her yourself when you check out.”
“From your lips to God’s ears, Doctor.”
And he hurriedly went on to the next bed: The rounds continued.
And say I fell in love—and it saved me? Is that possible?
There was a flood or perhaps simply a storm in the dead of night. I waded up to my waist in the sea, the
darkness of the water and the sky merged behind me and wisps of lights on the shore glowed feebly in the
darkness. I walked toward the light, but remnants of the storm-waves washed over me one after another; strange
waves, coming from the direction of the shore. I sensed that I was stepping on the corpses of people who had
drowned, I even had an urge to bend down and lift one of them up out of the water: What if it turned out to be
someone I knew? But I remembered that it was dark, I wouldn’t be able to recognize anyone. Besides, I wanted to
make it to shore, to the living, as fast as possible.
And far away on the shore, people were running along the edge of the water distressed and worried, each
searching for loved ones who had survived the flood.
I thought about the people who had drowned: How absurd—to perish right near the shore. And I hurried out of
the darkness toward the people and the lights, although I was still up to my waist in water. But the waves that
came rolling in from shore were growing higher and higher, they were cresting and breaking and there was no
way I could get through them.
Suddenly I realized: these apparently calm waves were in fact dragging me back out to sea. I was not getting
closer, but farther and farther from shore, and the people on the shore had become very tiny, and the darkness was
about to merge with the water not only behind me, but also in front of me, and I couldn’t do anything about it.
And I no longer thought of the people who had drowned as “they,” I was already thinking “we.”
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On the shore the distant, helpless people were still running back and forth, there was no one among them
looking for me. And all the people were “they.” And we were the ones who had drowned. And the waves, the
waves …
That was the dream I had. Now it’s all clear. In my dream I had already crossed the divide between “we” and
“they.” Now I have to get used to the idea while awake.
October 14
“Well, Ekaterina llinichna, what’s the matter with you? Hurry up and get well, otherwise there’ll be no one to
feed us,” said the head doctor with that rehearsed confidence that deceives only those who very much want to be
deceived, knowing full well that Ekaterina llinichna would never budge from here on her own two feet.
She worked as a cook for the doctors. Our doctor, she said, sometimes brought his little girl to lunch when his
wife was away on a business trip.
I'll never, never get to see his little girl. I’ll never know which of his treasures she inherited. He has a certain
way of turning his head … If only it … were possible to grasp that mannerism and render it in words … He also
has a certain glance: a flick of the eyelids that is not quite questioning, but more like calm attentiveness. And now
all this …
Ekaterina llinichna underwent an operation two months ago (for a stomach ulcer, she said) and checked out of
the hospital. Now she’s back in again and sinking very fast, but she is trying not to understand what is happening.
I can see from our doctor’s eyes, by the haste with which he leaves her on his rounds, how heavy a burden it is for
him.
She is dying, and he, like a god, has granted her immortality for her remaining days, while he lugs her around
in his own soul. Like a mountain climber on the ascent, he’s carrying her knapsack for her.
He doesn’t have to carry mine, I’ll do it myself. He seems to understand that.
The dingy ebb and flow of hospital life, the feeble shuffling of slippers along the corridor, the tinkling of
syringes in sterilizers, metastases of pain through the quiet of the wards—those are the last sounds my ears will
hear.
It’s hard for me, terribly hard …
Beyond the door at the nurses’ station two nurses are chattering and exchanging smiles: sounds from beyond
the hospital, from beyond death, indecent sounds of life in the middle of a crypt, an insolent, tactless reminder …
an attack of despair and malice. But it has passed.
October 16
What has life yielded to me of love’s luxury but deathly losses—one betrayal after another.
I suddenly remembered the heated marital quarrels I used to start with my now-forgotten husband. Their secret
purpose was to test his love. To frighten him with the idea that I didn’t love him and could live without him. And
suddenly I realized with horror that he wasn’t frightened! He would go to bed and sleep peacefully, without
suffering, having the advantage of indifference on his side. After this the quarrels ended and so did the love.
At last there will be no betrayal, because I expect nothing.
The structure of my son’s soul is exactly the same as his father’s: four poles, four crossbeams. No matter how
I’ve tried to fill this empty parallelepiped, everything helplessly tumbles out; there is nothing for it to hold on to.
Now, before the final reckoning, I am not ashamed nor do I find it terrible to admit to myself at last what was
concealed beneath the deeply embedded greasepaint of my role as loving mother: I do not love my son.
October 17
Ekaterina Ilinichna said that the doctor’s daughter is not his own—she’s adopted. That means she has inherited
neither the turn of his head, nor his glance, nor his straight, needlelike eyebrows. It means that I am leaving less
undone in life than I thought.
It hurts so much … I’m afraid to sleep. I’m afraid of the relentless dreams—they terrify me; I’m tired and I
want to forget, at least for a little while.
October 18
Sveta came to visit, from work. She exclaimed:
“Magdalina, when are you getting out of here and coming back to work—things are a mess there!”
My voice breaking, gasping for breath, I told her that in the lower right-hand drawer of my desk, on little
sheets of paper (“Make sure they don’t get thrown out by accident, they look like rough drafts”), are the results of
an experiment that I have been running for half a year, they are already worked up; let Nikolai Sergeyevich deal
with them himself. But at that moment—a salvo of five rapid-fire steps, which dissolved immediately, like the
trail of a star—he came in, my gray-eyed doctor.
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His firm gaze, like a king’s herald, clears the way for him and muffles voices. In the cleared silence he allowed
me to finish what I was saying. With a glance he dismissed Sveta, who immediately took her leave, and then he
said in a tone of slightly derisive reproach:
“Is it so important that the experiment not go to waste?”
When he speaks, I expend more effort in trying to memorize and preserve his voice than in trying to understand the meaning.
“One has to work in life, Doctor. And take that work seriously,” I said.
He realized that he had offended me and smiled.
“But what about people who make bombs? Or take another profession—spying. Intelligence officers are
respected. But they’re professional liars. Aren’t they?”
And here I caught him.
“Doctor! Doesn’t your profession sometimes require you to lie?” And I looked at him.
He kept silent, but looked back at me fearlessly, as if he were asking: Will you keep a grip on yourself? I’ll
manage, my eyes said to him in reply. And he to me: Well, bear up, old girl, you’re on the right track. We’re no
cowards.
And so we held our peace. Well, that’s it, it means that there’s no doubt about it anymore: it will be over soon.
October 19
“Did you sleep today, Magdalina Yurevna?” he asked, palpating my protruding stomach with his fingers,
listening there to something I didn’t understand.
I didn’t answer immediately; in my mind I hastily ran through my nightly dreams in the darkness—through the
pain—incredible dreams about him that are awful to repeat even to myself: he, I …
I answered: “No.”
He stopped moving his fingers.
“They told me you have been refusing injections. That’s foolish, listen to me: Pain distracts us from what is
most important. And you have to live fully now.”
He looked at me persuasively, and I recalled something he once said to a sick little boy: “Well, friend, if you
can’t have what you want, you have to learn how to want what you have.” Fine, I’ll take the shots, which you
don’t admit are morphine.
Submitting to him is my final joy. He said I have to live fully. I understand: I have to think over all my
unexpended thoughts and come to terms.
October 20
When I was a child we had a neighbor with a singsong voice. She would come to visit my mother and speak in
such soft, downy tones. I would half drowse at the table, not letting a word of this tender lullaby escape me. Then
for two or three days afterward I could recreate the experience: I’d rest my head on my hands and float in the
remembered sounds that rocked me to sleep. But after three days the memory would fade away.
Why did I think of that? What could be the reason? Oh yes, that’s it. Ekaterina Ilinichna had the same voice
when she was still able to talk. Now Ekaterina Ilinichna is no longer among the living.
After they carried her out and I was left alone in the ward, I summoned him and asked him to be taken there, to
that other shore, today, right now—I didn’t want to go on anymore.
He took my hand, which has become loathsome to me (since I’ve been ill, my whole body has become
repulsive to my soul; isn’t death just the soul forsaking the body that has become repulsive to it?), he looked into
my eyes, which were bursting from a surfeit of pain and said:
“You aren’t ready for what you are requesting. And the pain—I’ll think of something right away.”
“You don’t have to anesthetize me. If I’m no longer able to endure life on my own, I don’t need it anymore,
take it away from me.”
I said this at the height of despair, but some insatiable part of me still untouched by death once again managed
to marvel at the straightness of his nose and brows, at the clarity of his gaze—O Lord, his gray eyes, the darkness
of those light eyes—and at something else that baffled me, that words could not convey.
“I don’t want to live to see tomorrow,” I whispered bitterly.
“See, there is still some bitterness left in you. People who have exhausted all their reserves don’t talk like that.
Stop it. Now I’ll take away your pain—not with medicine,” he said, palpating my stomach with his fingers.
He walked out and soon returned. By what he began to do, I finally understood (roughly) the nature of my
illness: The passage from my stomach is blocked up by a tumor, and although I am not eating and drink almost
nothing, my life juices cannot free themselves, my stomach has swelled up, it is crushing my lungs, I am
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suffocating.
He pushed a rubber tube into my mouth to let my torment pass out of my stomach through it. I choked and
coughed, a convulsion constricted my throat, tears welled up in my eyes, we caused each other suffering—and it
was the only interaction with him I was capable of.
He wiped my lips with a napkin himself, and I felt no shame. As if I were his child.
I no longer have enough strength left to be amazed.
In all likelihood, my soul, having suddenly come to its senses, has decided to live its last hours on this earth in
the most beautiful way possible.
October 22
He is sick. Who is taking care of him? His wife? Does she place compresses on his forehead and bring him tea
with lemon from the kitchen?
He is lying there helpless, feverish. If only I could take him in my arms and carry him, carry him around the
room. Just as I would carry my son in my arms all night long when he was small.
Another doctor, with a shrill voice, made the rounds; he looked around the ward.
“What’s going on, why are there two empty beds? We have patients with no place to lay, but here!”
“Lay”—that’s the word he used.
“The doctor in charge won’t let us put anyone else in here,” Olya answered.
He sat on my bed, took my pulse without looking at me, and sniffed.
“That dandy of ours is putting on airs. What do you mean he won’t let you? What makes his patients better
than ours? Why should conditions in his ward be better than in ours?”
Olya didn’t answer; he stood up, still without having looked at me.
Oh, you monsters! “Dandy.” That was the foulest thing anyone could say about him. The most exacting
sculptor could have found nothing to alter in his harmoniously irregular face.
At times I close my eyes and on my eyelids I see a negative of something that I’ve never seen before and
haven’t even thought about. Myself, for example: a white silhouette against a dark background, face turned
toward my thrown-back arm. It seems my soul is no longer firmly attached to my body. As in a dream, it has half
separated itself from me, soars above me, and I am looking at my half-abandoned body.
Love is quiet. It keeps silent, because when it is there, it becomes clear that there are no words or gestures or
images that could even come close to expressing it.
Is it possible that he won’t get well before I die? Then again, what difference would it make?
October 23
The head doctor came by with his entourage.
“So. We really must fill up the ward. There have been complaints about your arbitrariness,” he said, and I
could see whom he was speaking to. So he’s not sick. Thank God, he’s all right.
“We’ll talk about it,” he answered.
With a kindly grimace studied to perfection, the head doctor sat on my bed and with forced attentiveness, also
studied, inquired:
“Well, how are we feeling, my dear Magdalina Yurevna?”
He had to glance at my chart first in order to call me by name. He had sweet-talked Ekaterina llinichna the
same way. I wanted to answer according to the rules of polite behavior, “Thank you, not bad,” but I thought: The
hell with it, I have very little time left to live and I would be going against the promptings of my soul to observe
the rules of polite behavior in response to his official charity. He even has the gall to call me “my dear.” He
doesn’t even use his own words—God didn’t give him any words of his own—he simply comes to work, loads
dozens of official words onto his tongue, innumerable “my dears,” and distributes them, without even drawing on
his own stashes.
I turned away and said nothing. And then the entourage moved on, but my doctor lingered for a second,
touched my hand—gratefully!—and said:
“Hatred is a valuable substance. It shouldn’t be squandered on trifles.”
He sees everything.
October 26
When I was only twenty-five I felt as if my life had already been lived to the full. As if I had sat down at a
table, sampled all the dishes, satisfied my first hunger, and continued to eat with sated indifference, at peace with
the fact that I wouldn’t regret tearing myself away from the food, standing up, and walking off at any moment.
So what is there for me to be afraid of? They give me injections—and I sleep. He comes in the morning, feels
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the outline of my liver, marks it in ballpoint pen on my stomach with little crosses. My little grave markers. He
looks at me long and strangely, almost with envy—as if we were standing in line for watermelons and, even
though there would be enough for everyone, I was already close to the head of the line while he still had a while
to wait, shifting from one foot to the other.
October 28
Do you remember, Magdalina, do you remember how after sleepless fatigue, he dozed off, curled up on the
ground, and his numbed legs flinched convulsively? I extricated myself from sleep, put his head on my knees, and
smoothed his hair with weightless fingers so that he would sleep more easily. I cleared the brown earth of stones
so that it would not be painful for his legs to lie on. The closeness of the airport, the oppressive air lay heavy on
my head, flights were delayed for two days, and I soundlessly smoothed his light hair so that at least in his sleep
he might forget how tired he was. In the evenings Linda sat on a bench near the house, holding her monster on her
knees and slowly concealing herself from the persistent sun in the shade of the planet. And you survived to my
time. How foolishly we cram ourselves into the procrustean bed of convention, but we don’t fit in and think that
this is our misfortune, while it is really our luck. You are the realization. On the shore amid the grass and the trees
a soldier is playing a bugle and dancing under the September sun. And that was a premonition of you.
Most probably I’m lying. Everyone did broad jumps. But he said it anyway. And that was also a premonition of
you. Oh well, he won’t come, but what’s so terrible about that? But inside of me something is ripping apart,
ripping apart, and the last thread of hope has snapped. I was grieving not for you, but for myself, as I never came
to be. How could I have held on to this into my forties?
God, what gibberish I’ve written. What are these injections doing to me?
My son came again. The look of a sated animal, devoid of expression and meaning. A two-legged animal, the
result of my sex life, which was as untalented and monotonous as a cheap pendulum.
Blasphemy? No. What an unrestrainedly audacious honesty has come to life in me. I would like to carry on just
as boldly and not die. As it is, I’ve always hidden behind proprieties: the procrustean bed packed with coffins of
decorum.
November 1
Landscapes inaccessible to the artist. Water fills the darkness and a torrent of moonlight pours down through
the clear gaps in the clouds. And the moon water quivers in the dark space. Inaccessibility.
And the vision renews itself as often as I want to see it. In the ultramarine twilight the splash of oars, the sound
of unbearable happiness, the sky grows beyond the bounds of my eyesight, and a soundless echo from the sky, I
die out, I dissolve in the incorporeal darkness, I no longer exist, and the vision renews itself.
What is this? My first practice flights to the beyond?
November 3
I have the freedom of choice conferred by death: I can choose between death and everythirig else at any
moment, whenever I want to. After all that has already been, death is the best of all the remaining pleasures. I now
look down upon life. The way an adult looks down on the games of childhood. I have already surpassed life.
November 5
I feel nauseated from an aversion not to any imminently approaching moment, but to the present moment: it’s
repulsion toward the very sequentiality of time itself. I don’t want to and can no longer live in time, I resent the
very notion of time.
I don’t want to get up, but it is unbearable to remain lying down. All things are equally bad, the distinction
between better and worse has vanished. I have lost all desire, and the movement of life in time has become
impossible and intolerable.
November 6
With my strangely sharpened sense of hearing I overheard a conversation today at the post beyond the door.
Olya was anxiously saying to someone, “We have to warn the coroner that he might be called in tomorrow. The
postmortem will have to be performed immediately, because the: body will spoil over the holiday, and she has to
be transported to Latvia, to her homeland.” “What about the zinc coffin?” a woman asked in response. “Her son
has already ordered it.”
What foolishness—to transport me to my homeland—did I really want that? Perhaps I said something when I
was delirious? It’s unnecessary, pointless. All that will remain of me will be a heap of rotten flesh—what’s the
point of moving it? Mustn’t forget to call this off as soon as someone comes in.
It is as if I am moving out of the zone of temporal activity. My years will stop growing, and everythirig that is
subordinate to sequentiality will come to an end: the beating of the heart, metabolism, movement through space.
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There will be some new quality—yes, but what? I dimly picture a soft darkness, prickly flashes of lightning,
but it is beyond my imagination.
Only one thing remains: to wait and see. Fear has been replaced by curiosity.
It doesn’t hurt to die. And for a long time now life has been nothing but boring repetition. I imagine the road
home from work in the twilight of winter, silent crowds of dark pedestrians walking past the illuminated stores,
my son, the weather—I’ve seen and imagined it all before and so I can let it go without stopping.
I already see my doctor at a distance, like the edge of a forest on the horizon. I already look at him as though
out of distant memory. He sat down and I took his hand. A small palm, filled with life; inside something pulses,
beats, lives with much to spare.
I said to him: “I’m going to remain silent: words are repugnant to me. But I want you to know: I feel very good
now.”
He nodded to me from far away, from the blue haze of the horizon: He believed me.
"Don't give me any more shots: I want to see with my own eyes: After all, it’s only once … it’s too important.”
He looked at me, and his gaze was one of tender solemnity. No, I couldn’t say what his gaze was. Then
something snapped, and he quickly, quickly turned away …
He did this not for me, because I was leaving, but for himself, because he was staying.
Many people never find the time their whole life long to notice how lonely they are.
I squeezed his fingers and released him completely.
November 7
Today’s the day. I now know for certain: today.
I must not forget to tell the doctor not to leave the hospital today before five o’clock.
And I have to hold out until evening—to give Mama my notebook.
I lived badly: I was afraid of death, and so I lived at half strength. It should be the other way round: If death is
not frightening during life, then life won’t be frightening either …
*
The doctor did not want to be present at the autopsy. He carefully closed the notebook. He wanted to put it in
the drawer of the night table, but changed his mind. He held it hesitantly over the wastepaper basket: shouldn’t he
throw it away? He could take it home—well, and then what? It would lie among the eternally preserved pile of
paper rubbish and several years from now he’d come across it—he’d reread it and feel sad for a few minutes until
his wife called him to supper. And at supper he would find out that Lenka had gotten a D and that she’d missed
gym class—and all that would seem more important than empty memories.
There was no one to give the notebook to: Magdalina’s mother hadn’t come after all—he’d been told that she
had died at the same time, at five o’clock.
To die at the same time—that’s the most one person can do in memory of another. But how can a living person
preserve the memory if it will soon be buried by domestic cares, by his wife’s cold; today he performed a stomach
resection on Kharitonov—and not altogether successfully, and how is he now—have to go and see, think—so it
would be better to throw this notebook in the wastepaper basket than leave it lying pitifully in a dusty pile of old
letters.
But his hand refused to move. The doctor rolled the notebook into a tube and slipped it into the inside pocket
of his topcoat. Then he stepped up to the mirror, took off his cap, looked at himself as if he were a disinterested
observer, grinned: and that was all.
Sighing, he left the interns’ room and wandered down the long corridor in the direction of ward seven, where
Kharitonov was slowly coming to after the operation.
89.193 The Circle\fn{by Tatyana Tolstaya (1951-

)}

St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 5

The world is ended, the world is distorted, the world is closed, and it is closed around Vassily Mikhailovich.
At sixty, fur coats get heavy, stairs grow steep, and your heart is with you day and night. You’ve walked and
walked, from hill to hill, past shimmering lakes, past radiant islands, white birds overhead, speckled snakes
underfoot, and you’ve arrived there, and this is where you’ve ended up; it’s dark and lonely here, and your collar
chokes you and your blood creaks in your veins. This is sixty.
This is it, it’s over. Here no grass grows. The soil is frozen, the earth is narrow and stony, and ahead only one
sign glows: exit.
But Vassily Mikhailovich didn’t want this.
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He sat in the hallway of the beauty parlor and waited for his wife. Through the open door he could see the
crowded room, partitioned with mirrors, where three … three women his own age were squirming in the hands of
mighty blonde furies. Could he call the things that were multiplying in the mirrors ‘ladies?’ with grown horror,
Vassily Mikhailovich peered at what sat closest to him. A curly-haired siren planted her feet firmly, grabbed it by
the head, pulled it back on to a waiting metal basin, and splashed it with boiling water: steam rose; she lathered
wildly; more steam, and before Vassily Mikhailovich could cry out she had fallen upon her victim and was
choking it with a white terry-towel. He looked away. In another chair—my God—long wires were attached to a
reddened, albeit very happy head, with protruding diodes, triodes, and resistors … In the third chair, he realized,
was Yevgeniya Ivanovna, and went over to her. What at home went by the name of her hair was now wrinkled up,
revealing her scalp, and a woman in a white coat was dabbing at it with a stick dipped in some kind of liquid. The
odor was stifling.
“Take off your coat!” several voices cried.
“Zhenya, I’m going for a walk, just taking a turn,” Vassily Mikhailovich said, waving his arm. He had felt
weak in the legs since morning, his heart was thumping and he was thirsty.
In the lobby stiff green sabers grew hilt-down out of large pots, and photographs of bizarre creatures with
unpleasant glints in their eyes stared from the walls under incredible hair—towers, icing, rams’ horns; or ripples,
like mashed potatoes in fancy restaurants. And Yevgeniya Ivanovna wanted to be one of them.
A cold wind blew, and small dry flakes fell from the sky. The day was dark, empty, brief; its evening had been
born with the dawn. Lights burned brightly and cozily in the small stores. A tiny, glowing, sweet-smelling store, a
box of miracles, had grown on to the corner. You couldn’t get in: people were pushing and shoving, reaching over
heads with their chits, grabbing little somethings. A fat woman was trapped in the doorway, she clutched the jamb,
she was being carried away by the flow.
“Let me out! Let me get out!”
“What’s in there?”
“Lip gloss!”
Vassily Mikhailovich joined the jostling. Woman, woman, do you exist? … What are you? … High up a
Siberian tree your hat blinks its eyes in fear; a cow gives birth in suffering so you can have shoes; a lamb is
sheared screaming so you can warm yourself with its fleece; a sperm whale is in its death throes; a crocodile
weeps; a doomed leopard pants, fleeing. Your pink cheeks come from boxes of flying dust, your smiles from
golden container with strawberry filling, your smooth skin from tubes of grease, your gaze from round transparent
jars … he bought Yevgeniya Ivanovna a pair of eyelashes.
… Everything is predestined and you can’t swerve from the path—that’s what bothered Vassily Mikhailovich.
You don’t pick wives: they simply appear out of nowhere by your side, and you’re struggling in fine netting,
bound had and foot; hobbled and gagged, you’re taught thousands and thousands of stifling details of transient
life, put on your knees, your wings clipped; and the darkness gathers, and sun and moon still run and run chasing
each other along a circle, the circle, the circle.
It was revealed to Vassily Mikhailovich how to clean spoons, and the comparative physiology of meatballs and
patties; he knew by heart the grievously brief life span of sour cream—one of his responsibilities was destroying
it at the first signs of mortal agony—he knew the birthplaces of brooms and whisks, he could distinguish grains
professionally, had in his head all the prices of glassware, and every autumn wiped window panes with amonium
chloride to eradicate the ice cherry orchards that planned to grow by winter.
At time Vassily Mikhailovich imagined that he would finish this life and begin an new one in a new image. He
fussily selected his age, an era, his looks: sometimes he wanted to be born a fiery southern youth; or a medieval
alchemist; or the daughter of a millionaire; or a widow’s beloved cat; or a Persian king. Vassily Mikhailovich
calculated, compared, deliberated, made conditions, grew ambitious rejected all suggested possibilities, demanded
guarantees, huffed, grew tired, lost his train of thought; and, leaning back in his armchair, stared long and hard in
the mirror at himself—the one and only.
Nothing happened. Vassily Mikhailovich was not visited by a six-winged seraph or any other feathery creature
with offers of supernatural services; nothing burst open, there was no vice from the heavens, no one tempted him,
carried him aloft, or hurled him down. The three-dimensionality of existence, whose finale was ever approaching,
suffocated Vassily Mikhailovich; he tried to get off the tracks, drill a hole in the sky, leave through a drawing of a
door. Once, dropping off sheets at the laundry, Vassily Mikhailovich stared into the blossoming clover of cotton
expanses, and noticed that the seven-digit notation sewn on to the north-east corner resembled a telephone
number; he secretly called, and was graciously welcomed, and began a boring joyless affair with a woman named
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Klara. Klara’s house was just like Vassily Mikhailovich’s, with the same clean kitchen, although the windows
faced north, and the same cot, and has he got into Klara’s starched bed Vassily Mikhailovich saw that another
telephone number in the corner of the pillow case; he doubted that his fate awaited him there, but, bored by Klara,
he called and got through to a woman, Svetlana, with a nine-year-old son; in Svetlana’s linen cupboard, clean
folded linen lay with pieces of good soap in between the layers.
Yevgeniya Ivanovana sense that something was up, looked for clues, rummaged in his pockets, unfolded scraps
of paper, unaware that she was sleeping in the pages of a large telephone directory with Klara’s telephone number
in it, or that Klara dreamed in Svetlana’s telephone number, or that Svetlana reposed, as it turned out, in the
number of the accounting department of the social security office.
Vassily Mikhailovich’s women never did learn of one another’s existence; but, of course, Vassily Mikhailovich
did not exactly pester them with information about himself. And where would he have got a surname, a job, an
address or, say, a postal code—he, the phantom of blanket covers and pillow cases, born of chance whims of the
laundry office?
Vassily Mikhailovic stopped the experiment. Not because of the social security office; it was just that he
realized that the attempt to escape the system of coordinates was a failure. It wasn’t a new, unheard-of road with
breathtaking possibilities that opened before him, not a secret path into the beyond, no; he had simply felt around
in the dark and grabbed the usual wheel of fate and if he went around it hand over hand, along the curve, along the
circle, he would eventually end up with himself, from the other side.
For, after all, somewhere in the bustling crowd, in the thick tangle of back streets, a nameless old woman is
tossing a sack of worn linen marked with a seven-digit cryptogram through a small wooden window: you are
enciphered in it, Vassily Mikhailovich. In all fairness, you belong to the old woman. She has every right to you—
what if she makes her demand? You don’t want that? Vassily Mikhailovich—no, no, no—didn’t want a strange
old woman, he was afraid of her stockings, and here feet, and her yeasty smell, and the creak of bedsprings under
her white elderly body, and he was sure she’d have a tea mushroom growing in a three-liter jar—a slippery
eyeless silent creature, living years very quietly on the windowsill without splashing even once.
But the one who holds the thread of fate in his hands, who determines meetings, who sends algebraic travelers
from Point A to Point B, who fills pools from two pipes had already marked with a red X the intersections where
he was to meet Isolde. Now, of course, it was quite some time since she had passed away.
He saw Isolde at the market and followed her. A peek from this side at her face blue with cold, at her
transparent grape-like eyes, and he knew: she would be the one to bring him out of the tight pencil case called the
universe. She wore a shabby fur coat with a belt and a thin knitted hat—one of those caps sold in their dozen by
the stocky, heavy women who blocked the entrances to the market; women who like suicides are banned within
the gates, turned away from proper stalls, and whose shadows, hard in the frost, wander in crowds along the blue
fence, holding in their outstretched hands piles of woolly pancakes—raspberry, green, canary, rustling in the wind
—while the early November flakes fall, fall, blowing and whistling, hurrying to wrap the city in winter.
And Vassily Mikhailovich, his heart contracting with hope, watched the meek Isolde, chilled to the bone, to an
icy crunch, wander through the black crowd and nip inside the gates and run her finger along the long, empty
counters, looking to see if there was anything tasty left.
The northern blizzards had blown away the hothouse sellers of capricious summer produce, those sweet
marvels created on high by warm air from pink and white flowers. But the last faithful servants of the soil stood
firm, frozen to the wooden tables, grimly offering their cold underground catch: for in the face of annual death
nature gets scared, turns round, and grows head down, giving birth in the final moments to coarse, harsh, clumsy
creatures—the black dome of radish, the monstrous white nerve of horseradish, the secret potato cities.
And the disappointed Isolde wandered on, along the light-blue fence, past the galoshes and plywood crates,
past the tattered magazines and wire brooms, past th drunkard offering white porcelain plugs, past the man
indifferently fanning out colored photographs; on and on, sad and shivering, and a pushy woman was now
spinning a bright woolen wheel right before her blue face, and singing its praises, and scratching it, tugging at it
with a big-toothed metal brush.
Vassily Mikhailovich took Isolde by the arm and offered her some wine, and his words glistened with winey
sparkle. He led her to a restaurant and the crowd parted for them, and the cloakroom attendant took her raiment
ads if it were the magical swan feathers of a fairy bather who had come from the heavens to a small forest lake.
The columns emitted a soft marble aroma, and roses floated in the dim lighting. Vassily Mikhailovich was almost
young, and Isolde was like a wild silvery bird, one of a kind.
Yevgeniya Ivanovna sensed Isolde’s shadow, and she dug pits, put up barbed wire, and forged chains to keep
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Vassily Mikhailovich from leaving. Lying next to Yevgeniya Ivanovna with his heart pounding, he saw with his
inner eye the cool calm of fresh snow glowing on the midnight streets. The untouched whiteness stretched,
stretched, smoothly turned the corner: and on the corner, a Venetian window filled with pink light; and within it,
Isolde lay awake listening to the unclear blizzard melody in the city, to the dark winter cellos. And Vassily
Mikhailovich, gasping in the dark, mentally sent his soul to Isolde, knowing that it would reach her along the
sparkling arc that connected them across the city, invisible to the uninitiated:
Night trains jangle in my throat,
It comes, and grabs, and grows silent once more.
The crucified hangs above a deep hole
Where angels of death buzz like gnats:
‘Give up! You’re locked in a square,
we’ll come, release you, and begin once more.’
O woman! Apple tree! Candle flame!
Break through, chase away, protect, scream!
Hands tied, moth contorted,
A black maiden sings in the dark.

Vassily Mikhailovich chewed through the chain and ran away from Yevgeniya Ivanovna; he and Isolde sat
holding hands, and he flung open wide the doors to his soul’s treasures. He was as generous as Ali Baba, and she
was astonished and trembled. Isolde did not ask for anything: not a crystal toilette, not the Queen of Sheba’s
colored sash; she would be happy to sit for ever at his side burning like a wedding candle, burning without
extinguishing with a steady quiet flame.
Soon Vassily Mikhailovich ahd told her everything he had to tell. Now it was Isolde’s turn: she had to wrap her
weak blue arms around him and step with him into a new dimension, so that lightning, with a flash, would shatter
the ordinary world like an eggshell. But nothing of the kind happened. Isolde just trembled and trembled, and
Vassily Mikhailovich grew bored. “Well, Lyalya?” he would say with a yawn.
He paced the room in his socks, scratched his head, smoked by the window, and stuck the butts in the flower
pots, packed his razor I his suitcase: he planned to go back to Yevgeniya Ivanovna. The clock ticked, Isolde wept,
not understanding, vowing she would die, there was slush beneath the window. Why make a scene? Why didn’t
she grind some meat and make patties instead? I said I was leaving, that meant I was leaving. What was unclear
about that?
Yevgeniya Ivanovna was so glad she baked a carrot pie, washed her hair, polished the floors. He celebrated his
fortieth birthday first at home, then in a restaurant. They packed the uneaten fish and jellied meat in plastic bags,
and there was enough for lunch the next day. He got good presents: a radio, a clock with a wooden eagle, and a
camera. Yevgeniya Ivanovna had been dreaming of being photographed at the branch in the surf. Isolde did not
control herself and sort of ruined the party. She sent some stuff wrapped in a paper and an unsigned poem, in her
childish handwriting:
Here is a gift for you in parting:
Candle stub,
Shoe laces and a plum stone.
Look closely and smile crookedly.
This was
Your love until it died:
Fire, and skipping, and sweet fruit
Above the abyss, and the brink of disaster.

She was no longer alive.
And how he was sixty, and the wind blew up his sleeves into his heart, and his legs refused to go. Nothing,
nothing was happening, nothing lay ahead, and there was nothing behind, either. For sixty years he’d been waiting
for them to come and call him and show him the mystery of mysteries, for red dawn to blaze over half the world,
for a staircase of rays to rise from earth to heaven and for archangels with trombones and saxophone or whatever
they used to blare their unearthly voices, welcoming the chosen one. But why were they taking so long? He’d
been waiting his whole life.
He hastened his step. While they shaved Yevgeniya Ivanovna’s neck, boiled her head, and bent her hair with
metal hooks, he could reach the market and have some warm beer. It was cold, his fur coat was cheap, a fur coat
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in name only—fake leather lined with fake fur—which Yevgeniya Ivanovana had brought from a black marketeer.
“She skins crocodiles for herself, though,” thought Vassily Mikhailovich. They had gone to the black marketeer—
for crocodile shoes, the fur coat, and other trifles—in the evening, searching a long time for the right house. It was
dark on the landings, they felt around, having no matches. Vassily Mikhailovich swore softly. To his amazement
he felt a peephole at knee level on one of the doors.
“That’s the right place, then,” his wife whispered.
“What does she do, crawl around on all fours?”
“She’s a dwarf, a circus midget.”
With bated breath he felt the nearness of a miracle: beyond the vinyl-covered door, perhaps the one and only
door in the world, gaped the passageway into another universe, breathed living darkness, and a tiny, translucent
elf soared among the stars, trembling on dragonfly wings, tinkling like a bell.
The dwarf turned out to be old, mad, mean, and didn’t let them touch any of the things. Vassily Mikhailovich
surreptitiously looked at the bed with the stepladder, the children’s chair, the photographs hung low, just above the
floor, testimony to the faded charms of the Lilliputian. There, in the pictures, standing on the back of a dolled-up
horse, in ballet costume, in glass circus diamonds, happy, tiny, the young blackmarketeer waved through the glass,
through time, through a lifetime. And here, pulling enormous adult clothing out of the closet with tiny wrinkled
hands, the evil troll ran back and forth., the guardian of underground gold, and the Gulliver shadow cast by the
low-hanging lamp also ran back and forth. Yevgeniya Ivanovna bought the fur coat, and the crocodile shoes, and a
winking Japanese wallet, and a scarf with Lurex threads, and an Arctic fox fur for a hat from the horrible child,
and while they made their way down the dark stairs, supporting each other, she explained to Vassily Mikhailovich
that you clean Arctic fox with potato-flour grains heated on a dry skillet, and that the skin side of the fur should
be kept away from water, and that she now had to buy a half meter of pain ribbon. Vassily Mikhailovich, trying
not to remember any of this, thought about what the dwarf had been like I her youth, and whether dwarves can
marry, and that if they were to jail her for illegal tracing, the prison cell would seem so big and frightening to her,
every rat would be like a horse, and then he imagined that the young black marketeer was imprisoned in a gloomy
barred castle with nothing but owls and bats, wringing her doll-like hands, it was dark and he was creeping
towards the castle with a rope ladder over his shoulder through the evil grounds; only the moon ran behind the
black branches like a silver apple, and the dwarf clutched the bars of her window and squeezed through,
transparent as a lollipop in the moonlight, and he climbed up, lacerating his fingers o the mossy medieval stones,
and the guards were asleep leaning on the halberds, and a raven steed pawed the ground below ready to gallop
around the sawdust arena, on the red carpet, round and round the circle.
The time allotted to Vassily Mikhailovich was running out. the ocean was behind him, but the unexplored
continent had not blocked his path, new lands had not floated out of the mist, and with anguish he could make out
the dreary palms and familiar minarets of India, which the miscalculating Columbus had thirsted for and which
meant the end of the road for Vassily Mikhailovich. The trip around the world was coming to an end: his caravel,
having circled life, was sailing up from the other side and was entering familiar territory. The familiar social
security office, where the pensions fluttered on flagpoles, hove into view, then the opera house, where Svetlana’s
son, wearing stage eyebrows, sang about the ephemerality of life to the loud applause of Yevgeniya Ivanovana.
“If I run into Isolde,” Vassily Mikhailovich made a bet with fate, “my path is over.” But he was cheating:
Isolde had passed away a long time ago.
Sometimes he still got signals: you are not alone. there are glades in the groves of people, where in hermits’
cabins live the ascetics, the chosen who reject the bustle, who seek the secret loophole out of prison.
New arrived: strange objects were appearing, at first glance insignificant, useless, but imbued with a secret
meaning; indicators leading to nowhere. One was Cheburashka, a daring challenge to school Darwinism, an old
shaggy evolutionary link fallen out of the measured chain of natural selection. Another was Rubik’s Cube, a
breakable, changeable, but always whole hexahedron.\fn{ It was a sequential-movement puzzle developed in the early
1980’s.} Having stood four hours in the cold along with thousand of grim fellow sect members, Vassily
Mikhailovich became the owner of the marvelous cube and spent weeks twisting and twisting its creaking
movable facets, until his eyes grew red, waiting in vain for the light to another universe to shine at last from the
window. But sensing one night that of the two of them, the real master was the cube, which was doing whatever it
wanted to with helpless Vassily Mikhailovich, he got up, went to the kitchen, and chopped up the monster with a
cleaver.
In anticipation of revelation he leafed through typewritten pages that taught you to breathe a green square in
through one nostril at dawn and to chase it with mental power up and down your intestines. He spent hours
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standing on his head with his legs crossed in someone’s apartment near the railway station, between two
unshaven, also upside-down engineers, and the rumble of the trains outside the house speeding into the distance
shook their upraised striped socks. And it was all in vain.
Ahead was the market, spattered with booths. Twilight, twilight. Illuminated from inside were the icy windows
of the booth where winter sells a snowy pulp covered with chocolate on a splintery stick and the colorful
gingerbread house where you can buy various kinds of poisonous smoke and a folding spoon and chains of
special very cheap gold; and the desired window where a group of black figures huddled, hearts warmed by
happiness, and where a beery dawn glowed translucently with wandering flames in the thick glass of mugs.
Vassily Mikhailovich got in the queue and looked around the snowy square.
There was Isolde, legs spread apart She was blowing beer foam on to her cloth boots, horrible-looking, with a
cracked drunken skull and red wrinkled face. Lights were coming on and the first stars were rising: white, blue,
green. The icy wind came from the stars to the earth, stirring her uncovered hair, and after circling around her
head, moved on to the dark doorways.
“Lyalya,” said Vassily Mikhailovich.
But she was laughing with new friends, stumbling, holding up her mug: a big man was opening a bottle,
another man struck the edge of the counter with a dried fish, they were having a good time.
“My heart sings with joy,” Isolde sang. “Oh, if I could feel this way for ever.”
Vassily Mikhailovich stood and listened to her sing without understanding the words, and when he came to, a
struggling Isolde was being led away by the militiamen. But that couldn’t be Isolde: she had passed away a long
time ago.
And he, it seemed, was still alive. But now there was no point to it. Darkness pressed against his heart. The
hour of departure had struck. He looked back one last time and saw only a long cold tunnel with icy walls, and
himself, crawling with a hand extended, grimly smothering all the sparks that flashed on the way. The queue
shoved and hurried him, and he took a step forward, no longer feeling his legs, and gratefully accepted from
gentle hands his well-earned cup of hemlock.
28.216 In Kropotkinskaya Street\fn{by Irina Muravyova (1952-

)}

Moscow, Russia (F) 4

There used to be a café next door to the Prague restaurant. Its antique door would let in clouds of wintry
vapour as you went in, chilled to the bone and covered in snow, and you would be met by a warm smell of coffee
and get worsted. There would be sticky brown stains drying out on the solitary marble tables, and the short
saveloy sausages which they fished out of bubbling water with a pair of tongs would split lengthwise to reveal
shaggy grey innards. Set out along one wall were some low tables and chairs specially for children. Coming in
ruddy-cheeked from the cold, children would sit at these, bustling grandmothers would undo the straps of their
ungainly fur hats for them, and soon a bun with a white dusting of castor sugar would appear on the table.
Looking themselves somehow wintry, like little snowmen, these buns had an apple baked inside and were made
nowhere else, only in this café. They were a fair size, and when one of the wet little fur coats had departed after
eating as much as it could, quite often a piece of fluffy dough with an apple core stuck to it would be left on the
plate with its gaudy blue pattern around the rim.
Then they would appear.
Old women from the Arbat: last fragments of relics, tracks left in the snow by the sleighs of Moscow past,
whiffs of camphor from the city’s gutted linen chests, buttons detached from her yellowed cambric blouses …
with a sidelong glance of their watery eyes at the irate waitresses with clattering trolleys they would sidle up to
one of the children’s tables and sit down.
Gnarled, withered fingers would emerge from the wet, moulting fur of their muffs, quickly snatch a fluffy
yellow left-over and lift it to their lips.
Ah, good heavens, good heavens, how old can you be, Natalya Nikolayevna, Vera Fyodorovna? Eighty-four?
Eighty-two? And do you really remember it all? Carriages and horse-drawn trams, Chaliapin’s bass voice,\fn{ Feodor Ivanovich Chaliapin (1873-1938), Russian singer .} Yeliseyev’s pineapples, Blok’s snowstorm,\fn{ Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Blok (1880-1921), Russian poet.} and high button-up boots? Do you still have faded photographs in narrow frames
hanging in your fusty, junk-filled rooms in the Arbat? To the right of the light blue plate with the picture of
Napoleon on it your cousins Nadya and Tata, their arms round each other, in wasp-waisted dresses with flounces
at the sides; to the left mama in a lacy head-dress straight out of Turgenev,\fn{ Ivan Sergeyevich Turgenev (1818-1883),
Russian author.} on the front steps of her mansion somewhere in Tambov or Oryol province? And in the middle your
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brother with the dark eyes and long eyebrows, his cadet’s greatcoat draped over one shoulder?
How old might you be, Natalya Nikolayevna? No, it’s all right, no need to answer: finish your bun, white with
castor sugar and bearing the mark of a child’s front tooth; don’t speak, don’t answer my question …
*
She rang in reply to my advertisement. Yes, they had a large apartment: three rooms—no, more, in fact: there
was a small room for the maid as well (what maid? But of course, people used to have maids!), and very high
ceilings, and two windows in every room; she and her daughter-in-law would like to move out into separate
apartments, and what we were offering in exchange—Plyushchikha Street and Vernadsky Avenue—was eminently
suitable for them. Turns of phrase which I remembered hearing in earliest childhood rolled diffidently from her
tongue. From little back streets deep in snow, dimly lit by iron street lamps, smelling of oranges and freshly cut
firewood from those same streets—Merzlyakovsky Lane, Old Stable Lane, Tablecloth Lane—her fragile “might I
impose on you,” “you would oblige us greatly,” “would you be so kind” came swimming to the surface like so
many Christmas paper chains. They swam into my startled hearing, so surprising me that I responded more coolly
than I should have liked.
The stone building with narrow windows in Kropotkinskaya Street had a restaurant on its ground floor, and
consequently the furrowed snowdrifts of its back courtyard were strewn with a muddle of empty bottles, plywood
crates with a few wood shavings left in them, glass jars and squashed matchboxes. There was no lift, and for some
reason I was exhausted by the time I had climbed the dark stairs with their odors of cats and valerian drops to
reach the fourth floor.
The door, lined with oil-cloth, opened before I had even taken my finger off the buzzer. Evidently the woman
whom I had arranged to meet had been waiting in the hall, listening out for me. She was exactly as she had
sounded from her diffident voice on the telephone: gray-haired and sweet. One felt one wanted to lay one’s hands
on her frail elderly shoulders and pallid lips to soothe and quell their trembling.
“This is the first bedroom; it is rather dark, but we’re responsible for that ourselves—if we had curtains that
were just a shade lighter, it would be remarkably light in here, but my husband doesn’t care for bright light. He
and I actually call this room the cave. Because it’s dark, you see, like a cave …”
She stole rapid glances at my face, her delicate, frail fingers with little diamond-shaped nails were now fussily
smoothing the folds in an ancient bedspread, now fumbling at the frills on her apron, now fluttering out towards
my hand, to withdraw again, startled, without actually touching it.
“Next along the hall is the dining room; my husband and grandson are in there just now. Our grandson has
come to stay with us from Leningrad: he’s a cadet at naval training college. When our son died, his wife went
back to live with her parents in Leningrad and then, six months later, remarried and sent the boy to naval college.
I’m not sure, but I think her new husband’s a military man. And I don’t dispute her right to do that, not at all: she
is his mother, after all; but I do feel sorry for him, desperately sorry, and my son would never have approved of it.
Oh, we’ve had a raw deal of it, my husband and I, such a raw deal. We’ve lost our grandson, and our granddaughter too—lost them completely. When our sons died, then …”
Here I could contain my curiosity no longer:
“How was that, then? How many sons did you have? I’m sorry …”
She raised her tear-rinsed eyes.
“Two. Just the two. And they died of cancer, one after the other.”
We went into the dining room, which was cool and truly enormous. A small round table stood dark and forlorn
under its oil-cloth cover in the middle of the room, and the wall opposite the window was covered with a
profusion of photographs. There was also a piano with worn varnish on its open lid and a yellowed coolness about
its long-suffering slack keys. Seated at the piano was a very old, unnaturally thin man, his hair meticulously
combed, as if each gray hair had been arranged individually; he had leather patches on his slippers and wore a
bow tie. As we came in, he rose from his seat and appeared embarrassed. A boy of about fourteen was standing
motionless by the window, lit from behind by the drab December light. He was wearing the dress uniform of his
naval college, and his pale, porcelain-like face looked as fragile and easily chipped as a piece of old china.
“This is my husband, Pyotr Ivanovich, and our grandson Seryozha from Leningrad.”
The heads of the boy and old man bowed in unison, one with its slicked-down gray hair, the other with black
hair in a pitiful military crew cut. The same fragile, easily chipped faces, their features blurred by time, looked
down dimly and pallidly from the wall with the same precise partings in their hair, with capes and bow ties, all
scattered around one large central photograph, apparently quite new, of two young men with thin, startled faces,
one aged about twenty, the other eighteen, who were sitting with their arms round each other’s shoulders on the
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front steps of some summer retreat, seeking to catch my attention with their lively, disconcerted eyes.
She too managed to catch my eye.
“Those are our boys, Leonid and Kostya, taken one summer in the country. We had the photograph enlarged:
it’s the one Pyotr and I are most fond of. And then, it’s so nice that they’re both on it together. There’s the two of
us, and the two of them, and so we’re all together, do you see?”
There was a saucepan on the table, its blue enamel chipped off in places. The old man, blushing with
embarrassment and evidently intent on filling the awkward pause which had ensued, suddenly said:
“Perhaps you would care to take breakfast with us? Anya, you’ve just cooked those rissoles—home-made
ones, they are. Why don’t you ask our guest if she would like some? We could have some tea, sit down together—
if you’re not in a hurry, that is …”
“Of course,” she said, starting to fuss about, and once again her hands flew up towards my shoulder, but
immediately returned to her apron and fell still. “If you’re not in a hurry, that is …”
The boy, who was still standing motionless, started as if roused from sleep and flushed deep crimson.
“Thank you, but I’ve just had breakfast.”
We went out into the dark, narrow corridor again, and the door closed behind us, banishing me from the
doomed cosy domesticity of those yellowed piano keys, dull portraits on the wall and porcelain youth in cadet’s
uniform, and releasing me from the poignant sadness of that brief conversation, awkward invitation and large
restored photograph of two young men with their arms round each other’s shoulders, seeking to catch my
attention with their lively, disconcerted eyes...
“This is the last room: my daughter-in-law lives in here, Leonid’s wife, that is—or I should say, his widow—
I’m always making that mistake, it’s force of habit … anyway, she lives in here with her daughter, who’s called
Anya, like me—Leonid named her after me.”
If you recall, I mentioned her, in fact … her devil-may-care eyes. And yet one could see that she was using
everything she could to fight back: her love for her daughter, the brick-red patches of rouge on her ageing cheeks,
the unnecessary brashness of her bearing, perhaps even liaisons as hurried and brief as the last drags on a cigarette
and leaving traces like cigarette smoke: acrid and soon dispersed.
“You know, it’s a wooden building in Plyushchikha Street, and there’s no-one living in the flat. I don’t know
whether you’ll like it there,” I said, only because I felt I had to say something.
“I couldn’t care less,” she said with a malicious gleam in her eye. “Quite frankly, I don’t give a damn, as long
as I get away from here. Isn’t that right, Anya?”
“Oh yes, Olga,” said her mother-in-law, and her shoulders began to shake more violently under her knitted
cardigan, “that’s right: you couldn’t care less where you live, or where you poison that child with your cigarette
smoke—”
“She’s my child! My daughter! You can’t tell me what to do! I’ll have her for breakfast if I feel like it, and I
won’t ask your permission, neither! Who says she doesn’t get no fresh air!”
She ran to the window and tugged at the massive ventilation section, which opened with a clang.
“There, breathe that in! Give your lungs a treat!”
“Mummy,” said the girl with the face of an aristocratic fox cub, “Mummy …”
“I don’t want to upset you, love," said her mother, her hoarse voice breaking into an hysterical falsetto as it fell
away, “otherwise I’d have plenty to say about what it’s like trying to breathe in this museum of mummies, this
blasted Tutenkhamen’s tomb—”
“That’s enough, Olga!”
The old lady’s shoulders were shaking as if about to burst through her cardigan.
“I should be most obliged if you would put an end to this vulgar performance!”
“What the hell”—she broke a match as she tried to light a cigarette—“who’s interested in our performance
anyway, Anna Petrovna? As for Plyushchikha Street, I’ll go there like a shot, sight unseen. Wooden building—big
deal! Where I grew up in the country we didn’t have no stone buildings anyway. Isn’t that right, Anya?”
We went outside and stood in the kitchen.
She was crying.
“You will excuse me, won’t you? I can see you’re a nice, cultivated person: you won’t mind my giving way to
my feelings in this way. Did you see her? That’s the wife of my younger son. It’s nine years now since he passed
away: nine years of this torment. They destroyed them—and please don’t think that’s just the distraught mother in
me talking. My boys were very special—perfect treasures, both of them. Yet they ended up with these … these
creatures, these sluts, these peasants I wouldn’t even take on to scrub my floors, for heaven’s sake! Let me tell
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you all about it—I’ll keep it short, it won’t take long. Leonid first met her in a park, of all places. She’d come to
Moscow to enrol at technical college but failed the entrance test, and she was sitting on a bench in the park, trying
to decide whether to go back to the farm or get a job as a domestic servant. And Leonid—he was in his final year
at university then—took it into his head to sit next to her. He told me all about it later: they always told me
everything. Did you notice their eyes? How can people live with eyes like that? Oh my God, my God! But I’m
getting off the point. They always told me everything, even when they were dying. Kostya in hospital, and Leonid
at home. I used to sit on the bed and hold their hands the same as when they had tonsillitis as children, and we’d
talk … it’s no good, I can’t go on. How can one ever get over a thing like that? And why do people always tell me
time heals everything? What could it heal in our case? But let me finish telling you about Olga now. She put him
under a spell, do you understand what I’m saying? He sat down next to her and was trapped. He brought her home
that evening, and I served up some apple preserve. ‘Don’t gimme no preserve in my tea,’ she pipes up in a sweet
voice, ‘we ’as our apples just as they are!’ I remember Pyotr and I looked at each other, but Leonid just sat there
gazing at her, smiling all over his face. And then a week later he came home at some ungodly hour of the morning
and announced: ‘Mum, Dad, we’re going to get married!’ And they did. Her relatives all came up from the
country for the wedding, every one of them wearing new galoshes. The shiny sort that squeak, you know? Pyotr
and I just laughed it off to start with. But I’m rambling again. Perhaps he really was happy with her—I don’t
know, I just don’t know. Perhaps she was even faithful to him, although who could vouch for that? But during the
final year, when he was already feeling, you know, the effects—we had no idea it was anything like that, of
course, and he never said a word, although he looked awful, really awful—then she would want to be off to the
cinema, or round to those empty chatterboxes she called her friends, and he’d make an effort, force himself to go
with her wherever she went—perhaps he was racked with jealousy, who knows? And all the time he was getting
thinner and thinner. She’s a flighty character, you see: ball lightning, Pyotr used to call her. She’d just throw a
shawl over her shoulders, and off she’d go. She should have married some tractor driver, or a Party official with a
big salary, but not Leonid, not Leonid, for heaven’s sake! In the final week—he died at home, as I said before—he
couldn’t speak any more: it started in the larynx and then spread to the trachea and lungs, you know? Anyway, he
couldn’t speak, but just followed her with his eyes round the room: wherever she went, he was looking at her. Yes,
she’d put a spell on him, all right. I remember Liza, a friend of mine who’s dead now, saying to me once: ‘You
know, Anya,’ she said, ‘how some noblemen used to fraternize with the peasants and treat them as equals? Some
actually married peasant women, and then went all to pieces. Done for, they were. And that lies at the root of all
revolutions and all the banditry, social disorder and devastation that go with them. Temptation, and dissipation of
will.’ Oh dear, I’ve started rambling again. But do you know what she had the effrontery to do? Disgraceful,
outrageous it was—I thank God that my boy would never have dreamt of it in his worst nightmares! You don’t
know why Pyotr and I decided to move out, do you—although we’ve grown so attached to this apartment? Forty
years we’ve lived here, but I can’t go on, I just can’t take any more, and Pyotr feels so ill—he’s getting worse all
the time: his heart plays up every time Olga and I have a row. Anyway, just before the Revolution Day back in
November she and I fell out—I do try not to say anything, but sometimes I lose control as well, you know; I am
flesh and blood, after all. Well, she packed little Anya off to winter camp, and when she came home on the
evening of the sixth—I can hardly bring myself to say this—she wasn’t on her own: she had a man with her, and
he stayed here! You know what I mean? In the room next to ours—in Leonid’s bed! Oh, why am I telling you all
this? What good does it do? But you see, it all mounts up, one thing on top of another; and now Seryozha's come
to stay with us, and he looks so much like Kostya... I looked after Seryozha from when he was a baby, you know,
but Kostya’s wife—his widow, that is—took him from us just like that, quite ruthlessly. She comes of very
common stock too, you know; her father’s a soldier—real loud-mouthed sergeant-major type. Strong and sinewy,
the lot of them, and not to be trusted an inch. She’s no more than a common army type herself, and heartless,
utterly heartless! Just as in Shakespeare, do you remember: ‘or ere those shoes were old with which she follow’d
my poor father’s body …’? But why am I going on like this?”
While we had been standing there, leaning against the battered old kitchen stove, her dainty, pallid fingers had
finally alighted on my arm, and through all her tearful monologue had lain trembling on my sleeve, tightening or
relaxing their grip as her feeble voice rose in intensity or sank to a breathless whisper.
The fox-cub girl put her head round the kitchen door and said:
“Mummy would like to see you if you can come.”
I went to her room.
“Go outside for a bit, Anya love, so as I can talk to the lady.”
Now she had a gray country-style shawl draped round her shoulders, which made her face appear paler and
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more natural, and her make-up less strident. The room had been aired, and the ashtray on the table was now
sparklingly clean.
“I apologize for any unpleasantness,” she said quietly. “I didn’t mean to offend anyone—not her, Anna
Petrovna, nor yourself. I feel bad about it. But there’s no point going on about that now. I just wanted to ask you:
if you’re offered any other flats, and, you know, you can’t decide between ours and somebody else’s, then please,
I beg you as my daughter’s life is dear to me: take ours. I’ll re-decorate the whole flat for you all on my own—
paint all the doors and windows, and not ask a penny for it! I know Anna Petrovna’s been telling you all sorts
about me. She’s given you her side of the story, but it’s not the whole truth. She thinks I’ve forgotten Leonid or
been unfaithful to his memory, or whatever. But that’s rubbish. I could have got wed five years ago: there was this
man—nice fellow, he was—who wanted to marry me. But when Leonid died, I vowed solemnly in front of his
photograph that I’d never bear another man’s child as long as I live, so as to prove that there was nobody dearer to
me in all the world than him and Anya. You see, having somebody else’s child would be like burning everything
out of my heart and starting all over again. But you can’t start all over again with something like that, can you
now? Anyway, I told this man who wanted to marry me: very well, all right, I’ll marry you, but we shall only have
the one child, and that’s my Anya. Well, who’d go along with that? He kept on at me for another two weeks,
trying to get me to change my mind, and then he found someone else. And I was left on the shelf. So anyway, I’m
sorry about what happened earlier, but please do think about the flat, ’cos Anna Petrovna and me are like cat and
dog, and it’s no use, we’ve just got to go our own separate ways. Perhaps then we’ll get on a bit better, and be able
to have a cry together at Leonid’s grave. But there’s no sense going on as we are. Just putting each other’s backs
up all the time.”
Out in the hall, as I was putting my coat on, all five of them waited silently to see me off. I took my headscarf
from its hook on the coat rack, searched for my gloves and struggled to get into the sleeves of my coat; they
helped me clumsily, and we were reflected one by one in the dusty, yellowed mirror, which strangely elongated
our figures. With my coat on, my hand already resting on the door handle, I looked at them one more time, seeing
them all with that piercing clarity which only parting brings: the gray-haired old man with the bow tie; the
porcelain-faced, dark-eyed boy in cadet’s uniform; the barefoot little marchioness with the look of a fox cub; and,
almost thrown together in that junk-filled, poky little corridor, yet at the same time divided by a feeling as vast
and as deep as an ocean cratered with seething salt whirlpools of mutual hatred, them: the mother and widow of
one of those two cheerful young men with disconcerted eyes, sitting with their arms round each other’s shoulders,
who should never have died and left behind them this little silent group …
The idea of exchanging our flats came to nothing, and I did not ring again. Some seven or possibly eight years
later, however, and again in December, one frosty morning when the streets were lightly dusted with dry snow and
lit pale yellow by the winter sun, I hurried into that warm café with its aroma of coffee and wet worsted, elated at
some frivolous nonsense born of the festive season and carrying a bunch of half-dead flowers.
Feeling unaccountably cheerful, I looked around, taking in the red-cheeked, wet-haired children at their tables
and the woman with black eyebrows who was serving at the counter in a starched cap, and, taking out my purse,
was about to join the patient queue as usual, when my eye was suddenly caught by a slight, bent figure in a little
knitted hat standing by the wall and obviously waiting for an opportunity to sit down at one of the children’s
tables when it became vacant. It was she, aged almost beyond recognition, her small head bobbing up and down,
her delicate, pallid fingers stark white against the black cloth of her handbag. Her tear-rinsed eyes gazed fixedly
and with no particular expression at the children eating their buns.
The table soon became vacant, and she had already made a timid move towards sitting down next to it, when
the antique door suddenly clanged shut behind a woman, tall and no longer young, who had just come in. Her
familiar face was deeply lined beneath its covering of strident make-up, and she was wearing a country-style
shawl, white with snow, which had slipped down onto her shoulders.
“What are you doing here again, Anna Petrovna?” she hissed in a loud whisper, pulling the old woman sharply
round to face her. “I rang home, but there was no answer, so I thought: that’s it, she’s out polishing off left-overs
again—must have felt like a bit of something sweet. As if I’d begrudge buying you a bun, for heaven's sake!
Come on, we’re going now. I had to take time off work, and I’ve run all the way here—now I’m wet through with
perspiration! Don’t show me up, Anna Petrovna, come on now!”
“Olga, dear …” I heard.
“Olga’s come …”
I pressed myself up against the dark-veined marble wall to let them pass me on their way to the door. They
walked slowly past, paying no attention to me, and then were gone.
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29.181 Mitigating Circumstances\fn{by Irina Polyanskaya (1952-2004)} “in the Urals,” Russia (F) 24
And suddenly the March wind sprang up on schedule, whipping the city trees to the ground, so that even the
crows couldn’t hold on to the branches but were blown off and sucked into the current of air—just like the shreds
of the Latvian Philharmonic poster from the advertisement kiosk; the wind toppled the dilapidated fence around
the old Latvian cemetery, and it seemed that at any moment the ancient tombstones would break loose from the
slabs and scatter every which way through the city, and the stone angels atop the gravestones would flap their
cracked wings and fly off like doves onto the city square, where there was a clear need for a messenger from the
splendid past, where everything was new and four stories high, while the old part of the town was submerged in
spring mud, more the town outskirts with every passing year. Spring rang all the bells, summoning everyone to
meetings, to picnics, to something reckless and gay, and that’s why the pupils in the city high school opened the
windows wide, jumped right into the melting snow, and charged like mad to the nearby cemetery. Noisily and
joyfully, like baby grackles, they gathered around the familiar graves that were too old to frighten them or evoke
thoughts of death, and then sat down to tell ghost stories on the very spot under the shining white trunk of a birch
tree where three days later two gravediggers, despondently poking their shovels into the still-frozen ground,
would dig a hole for the pupils’ singing and music teacher.
And so, skirting a massive tombstone crowned by Niobe,\fn{ In Greek mythology, she was Queen of Thebes and the wife
of a son of Zeus, by whom she bore 12 children. She was mortal, but in her pride and arrogance she dared to boast of her fecuncity to a
goddess, who had borne only two children. This was overheard by the gods: two of them loosed divine arrows, killing all of Niobe’s
offspring, and she hereself was turned to stone whose cold surface was forever wet with her tears .} stone folds the wind tried vainly

to fan open, they sat on damp benches and decided that the singing teacher wouldn’t dare complain to the school
principal about them; he wasn’t that sort of person.
At that very moment the teacher walked into the empty classroom and said, “Hello, children”—only to be
answered by a gust of wind outside the window. The schoolchildren took turns sitting on the knees of an eyeless
statue that looked the wind in the face unblinkingly, and by that time the teacher had already made his way
through the school corridor and set off wherever his eyes led him, driven by the children and the wind. The
children noticed that the clouds over the city were flying madly toward the river.
“But, my God, the sky is so disarmingly splendid even at the hour of death!” the distraught teacher suddenly
thought as he crossed a road down which a car was racing like the wind of death. The instantaneous death of the
man mingled with the moaning of the trees, with the clouds flying over the chilly world, and with the shreds of
the day-before-yesterday’s posters from the kiosk near the Polytechnical Institute, where in less than one month,
when spring had come to its shores and the Daugava had turned from a gray foaming avalanche of water into a
meek, lowlands river, a fresh notice appeared about the sale of the teacher’s piano.
Of course, you and I were not to blame, either directly or indirectly, for the death of that quiet man, who, while
idolizing Chopin to distraction, had to teach his pupils the kindergarten songs Along the Road a Lapwing and A
Little Bird under My Window, although we were learning the same songs in another school. You were little then,
however, and in kindergarten you were taught:
“The sparrow jumped to the road from the tree, there’s no more frost, cheep-cheep, cheep-cheep.”
The couplet was sung by a soloist, but you never did learn how to be a soloist, and when the chorus came in on
“cheep-cheep” you joined everyone else in awkwardly flapping your stil1-weak wings in imitation of a sparrow.
It was a Sunday morning in April 1957, the last Sunday of that rapidly and irrevocably departing April,
reflected in clean windows, puddles, store windows, and the black lacquered boxes of two upright pianos that had
been delivered to the store the previous evening. In our city at that time few residents could afford to buy a piano,
but we could because our father gave his all to serve science and in so doing earned money for us, so that neither
you nor I wanted for anything. The cuckoo clock showed exactly seven o’clock on that April Sunday, and at the
very moment when the bird convulsively thrust its birch body out of the clock, Father shouted loudly:
“Time to get up!”
In our room we had a children’s corner, where a toy table and chairs stood neatly and tidily, the table set with
toy dishes. Father himself had made a doll’s bed out of four supports and some kind of netting and Mama had
sewn the mattress and blanket, under which my plastic Nadya and your grubby rag doll Mercedes slept; Father
woke us up, and we, in turn, woke up our daughters. That I remember perfectly. But which reproductions hung in
the nursery I can’t recall, although I suppose that they were by Shishkin and Savrasov, who were Father’s
particular favorites. Everything in our room was permeated with light, sun, patches of sunlight. When we opened
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the wardrobe and turned its hidden mirror to the light, the room was endlessly reflected in it. That’s not important,
however. Soon they brought the grand piano, and both Nadya and Mercedes were put on the shelf, because the
piano took up not only the entire room but also all of our free time. Think back: The days until they brought it
were numbered. Why don’t we return for a little longer to that morning, when Father came up to the door and
knocked …
*
No sooner had the knuckles of his dry and expressive hands knocked on our door than you tore out of your bed
and flung your arms around his neck. You were very thin, and your nightgown hung around you like a bell. Father
distractedly patted you on the back and put you on the floor, but he was looking at me.
“Did my children sleep well?” he asked me, but you shouted,
“Yes, yes!”
“Oh, don’t make so much noise, Taya,” he said and, after stroking your hair, walked up to me.
“Well, come on, get up, child. I can see that one eye is already awake.”
“What about the second one?” I asked sleepily.
“Now we’ll wake up the second one too.”
“And the third?” I persisted.
“Our Gelya has only a pair of eyes,” Father patiently retorted. “And both of them are already open and looking
at this marvelous day.”
“Girls, do your exercises,” Grandmother ordered from behind Papa.
“But I don’t want to do my exercises,” I said. “I’d rather dream about doing my exercises instead.”
“Then, my daughter, you’d better dream about delicious cheese pastries too.”
“No, I’d rather eat cheese pastries.”
“Then get up, child. The rooster has already crowed.”
“Will fat Tsilda be coming soon?”
“Fat Tsilda, too.”
“And will Gosha quietly bite his nails?”
“Gosha is a hard worker, child, in contrast to some people who are sleepyheads.”
“Is Tsilda a sleepyhead?”
“How would I know?”
He picked me out of bed and lifted me over his head. Everyone told him that we were as alike as two drops of
water. I hung over him like a raindrop and saw that tears of jealousy were welling up in your eyes, even though
you were still smiling. Father lowered me onto the bed again, swatted me lightly—get dressed!—and after
stroking your hair once more, went to wake up Mama.
Grandmother, humming something, was tidying up her tiny room. Her bedroom was the storeroom, because
Grandmother was in the habit of reading late and didn’t want to disturb anyone. So she lived in the storeroom, like
Mouse-the-Burrower, but none of the neighbors or Father’s guests were deceived by that storeroom or by the
folding bed covered with a dingy blanket or by the table lamp with its burnt shade—there, incognito, lived a
queen—no Mouse and no Burrower at all. It was her weak but commanding voice that would wrench Father away
from the paper he was writing for the Mendeleyev Congress in Moscow:
“Sasha, Sasha, come here!”
The girls, hearing their grandmother’s summons, would grab on to him, and Alexander Nikolaevich, wresting
himself from his labors, would go out into the corridor and lean against the door of Grandmother’s bedchamber.
“Sasha, listen to this divine thought,” Grandmother would say and musically declaim some passage from Peer
Gynt\fn{The play, (1867) written by Henrik Johan Ibsen (1828-1906), Norwegian dramatist .} or Faust\fn{The dramatic poem, (published posthmously in 1832) by the German author Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832) .} to her son. Father, closing his
eyes, would absorb what she read and ask her to repeat it. Mama, who didn’t dare pry Father away from his work,
thought this was a demonstration of the spiritual unity between her mother-in-law and her husband. She saw
absolutely nothing urgent in the excerpts Grandmoth-er read, and Father’s pose seemed unnatural to her; after the
divine thought had been read and repeated, Mama would stick her head into the storeroom and ingenuously
inquire if she should fry or boil potatoes or bake eggplant to go with the cutlets.
Hanging above Grandmother’s bed was a reproduction of Rembrandt's The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes
Tulp.\fn{An early painting (1632) by Rembrandt Harmenszoon van Rijn (1606-1669), Dutch artist .} This painting frightened us a
bit; there was far more warmth, for example, in Venus Sleeping and St. Inessa, which Grandmother had torn out of
the magazine Ogonyok, but Father thought that both Venus and Inessa would do irreparable damage to the
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atmosphere of chastity in the family, so Grandmother kept both beauties in a folder marked, The Application of
Organic Reagents in Inorganic Analysis. Here Grandmother also kept her diary, the cover of which bore the
inscription Dum spiro spero; in the evenings Grandmother wrote denunciations of our pranks addressed to
posterity. We thought that this notebook contained unthinkable revelations, great secrets, and profound thoughts
winnowed from her readings of Ibsen and Goethe. We suspected that Grandmother encoded her notes; moreover,
they were undoubtedly written in German, which she knew fluently; at one time we dreamed of penetrating the
mystery of her diary, but we thought that if we tried to do so, something terrible would happen—either an evil
wind would grab us and carry us away, or we’d each turn into little goats, like Ivanushka and Alyonushka in the
fairy tale, who drank water from a goat’s hoofprint, so we only tugged on the braid around the blue folder and
didn’t dare go any further.
Many years later, when we understood perfectly well that to read someone else’s diary was blasphemy and
sacrilege, even though we were not threatened by an evil wind or transformation into goats, the diary was gone,
and so was Grandmother. Mama once told us that there was really nothing special or profound in it; she had read
the diary on the sly when no one was at home; there were old-fashioned recipes interspersed with expansive
criticism of her, Mama, and besides, girls, Grandmother loved you very much, especially you, Taya, which was
reflected in the pages of her notebook between descriptions of how to make puff pastry stuffed with meat and
eastern sweets called “chak-chak,” which were devoured with great appetite by Papa’s graduate student Gosha
and his laboratory assistant, Tsilda, while Natasha only praised and admired them, since she didn’t want eastern
sweets, Gelya, my child, she wanted your father, who on that memorable morning, surveying his domain, woke us
up with a loud voice while Grandmother announced that she would make breakfast herself, so Mama Marina
needn’t trouble herself … Remember how displeased Father was by that and his remark that there was no reason
to spoil Marina? Grandmother countered that today was Sunday and Tsilda, Gosha, and Natasha were coming to
breakfast, and she would bake cheese sticks for their visit.
Actually, Grandmother didn’t like Gosha or Tsilda and had even less affection for gray little Natasha; she
called them freeloaders, not, of course,because they breakfasted on her cheese pastries every Sunday, but because
the students Gosha, Natasha, and Tsilda weren’t worth the little finger of their teacher Alexander Nikolaevich, her
son. They were all insufferable mediocrities before whom her Sasha cast pearls. But Father, on the contrary,
believed that the important thing in science wasn’t talent or intelligence, but human decency; for him, Gosha’s
and Natasha’s mediocrity was a guarantee of their honesty and conscientiousness. Our father often erred, seeing a
virtue in its opposite.
He was in general a man of such bizarre oddities that you and I, who suffered his disappearance painfully and
spent long and exhausting hours trying to understand his character, still don’t concur with the one-sided views of
him or the versions promoted by his many ill-wishers who sympathized with our family. But we didn’t need their
sympathy, which reeked of the carnal pleasure of kitchen gossip; we wanted to know the truth, but, just as in the
fairy tale, no sooner had we climbed an oak to catch the duck than the duck flew away; once we finally caught the
duck and took its egg, the egg wouldn’t break, but, thank heavens, a mouse ran by, shook its tail, and the egg
dropped and broke—and we held the needle that spelled death to the evil Koshchei; but the needle couldn’t be
broken or burnt or sunk—it only pricked our fingers.
We know the following about him: He was indissolvable in time and in place, like a drop of oil on water. Yes,
our father could not be devoured by the epoch he grew up in, when he was vulnerable from all sides, being the
son of a rural schoolteacher who had retreated with Denikin’s\fn{ Anton Ivanovich Deniken (1872-1947), Imperial Russian
officer and supreme commandeer of the “White” (anti-Communist) forces during the Russian Civil War (1918-1920) .} army; nor could
he be devoured by the epoch when, disdaining his deferment and going off to the front as a volunteer, he was
taken prisoner, was moved from a concentration camp outside Vitebsk to Germany, returned to his homeland only
in ’45, successfully passed the security check, and began to work again. It seemed that Cronus,\fn{ In Greek
mythology—he is called “Saturn” in Roman mythology—one of the twelve Titans and ruler of the universe during the Golden Age .}
listlessly working his jaws as he chewed his children, had spit out this inedible one in bewilderment,\fn{ In the
Greek—the older—version, Cronus was the father of six of the twelve gods and goddesses known as the Olympians. But he had been
warned that he would be overthrown by one of them; and to prevent this, he swallowed each of the first five of them as it was born. To
preserve the sixth, his queen substituted a stone, wrapped in swaddling clothes. This stone was later removed to Delphi, and around it
seems to have grown the famous shrine, one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World; for Cronus was forced later on to vomit it up,
together with the still-living bodies of his offspring .} and fate, like an ancient old woman, was thus compelled to rewrite

his testament twice and favor Alexander Nikolaevich with a long, fuillife of scientific inquiry.
Indeed, death came right up to him several times, chilling him with penetrating blue eyes that could see the
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horizon clearly but couldn’t discern anything close up and so left empty-handed. On the outskirts of Moscow his
entire battalion laid down their lives, and only he, seriously wounded, survived. After the war Father was once
several minutes late—and he was never late for anything, with the exception of this one time—for a plane that
had an accident on takeoff and crashed right before his eyes. If death itself couldn’t do anything to him, what
could people do? And if he, protected solely by his belief that his path was correct and righteous, didn’t wish to
adapt to time and never sullied his conscience in the process, then people had no choice but to adapt to him.
He headed a laboratory at a branch of a scientific research institute in our city; he was permitted to select his
own group of graduate students, and four of his students, who had graduated with honors from institutes in Riga,
put up with the ordeal of working with him. He set up a special course covering a number of subjects, which the
graduate students had to pass in a fantastically short period. He insisted that they study English; they sat down
with their textbooks. Father didn’t adhere to a schedule of any kind but demanded that they work as much as they
had to, for the sake of the cause, as he would say—and they submitted.
For all that, Father gave them ideas and proposed experiments—and his students thoughtfully and laboriously
wrote their dissertations. He wanted to train comrades-in-arms, martyrs to science, true scholars—but the majority
of his students cherished only the dream of getting their master’s degrees and finding decent jobs. Needless to say,
the difference in intellectual and spiritual levels and ultimate goals sooner or later had to creep into his relationship with his students, but for the time being, through the efforts of the latter, everything went smoothly and
calmly, and Father didn’t suspect that the joint breakfasts to deepen their friendship on Sundays were only a
fiction, a feast of Lilliputians at the home of the Giant, whose eyes had the strange capacity to see far and overlook the obvious.
Perhaps he judged everyone by his own measure, and, detesting outright, innocent lies, he didn’t sense the
basic deformity and falsity in anyone’s character. He regarded everything around him as if it were at his own
command: the sea was smooth and calm, and there were no floating islands, underwater reefs, treacherous cliffs,
or unseen icebergs. Father piloted his ship with a sure hand and didn’t perceive the true intent of his crew, who
were planning a mutiny at the final port of call. And indeed, if he had been able to notice so-called trifles, he
wouldn’t have stuffed poor Gosha with cheese sticks—because Gosha found them so revolting he literally
sacrificed himself as he swallowed them down bite by bite.
As God is my witness, we even felt sorry for Father, to whom almost everyone lied. Even seemingly
independent Grandmother, as she consolidated her influence over her son, was in no hurry to open his eyes to his
students, preferring to be contemptuous of their servility secretly and congratulate Natasha derisively on the
publication in a scientific journal of a paper Natasha had coauthored with Father, thereby demonstrating that she
knew perfectly well who was the “co” and who was the “author,” so to speak.
That’s how they lived, Father and his students, two of whom, it’s true, rarely visited our house; one of them
was genuinely engrossed in the study of ion-exchanging resins and Father, who respected the creative process,
didn’t bother him, and the other had a small child. They weren’t with us on the last Sunday morning that we spent
without the piano’ and, when Grandmother asked Father not to trouble our mother since she would be making
breakfast herself, Mama—Marina—had just opened her eyes and was listening in horror to her own inner voice—
only the night before she had firmly resolved to study German in the morning, as Father insisted. But now all of
her strength had dissipated; she was such a poor weak little thing. It was just a pity.
Father’s best student, who loved science with the same purity and integrity as his teacher, was Albert Krauchis.
Father treated Albert as an equal, and, however strange it may seem, he gained more in stature next to Albert than
next to those who might have provided a flattering background for him. He respected Albert for the same thing
that he respected in himself: Albert, like Father, had achieved everything on his own; he was a self-made man. He,
like our father, had fought in the war, and although he had been called up at the very end of the war, he had been
wounded and had spent time in one hospital after another until 1947. After he recuperated he studied on his own
to enter the Poly technical Institute. At the institute he studied chemistry very seriously and landed in Father’s
laboratory several years after graduation. He was superior to all of Father’s other students in age and intelligence.
Father never raised his voice to Albert, and Albert never winked behind Father’s back or made caustic remarks
about him. He believed Father was a great scientist. Albert regarded his colleagues with impatience, I would say:
it was clear their spiritual and intellectual obtuseness was torture to him. Memory has preserved his image intact,
for he was worthy of it.
As a rule, every member of our family had a completely different opinion of the same people; those whom
Father liked were secretly disdained by Grandmother and Mama; those who impressed Mama were disliked by
Grandmother for being uncultured. Loafers and idlers, whom ~ Father detested with a passion, found a defender
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in Mama. But everyone agreed about Albert: Mama, not indifferent to good looks, forgave him his flat African
nose with its big nostrils and his protruding lips; Grandmother closed her eyes to Albert’s scant knowledge of art;
Father didn’t notice that Albert smoked like a chinmey; and we didn’t understand very well that he was a grownup and spoke to him in a familiar tone, despite the fact that he didn’t try to win us over with either his tone of
voice or chocolates.
When you and I began to think for ourselves, we understood that Albert was the first harbinger of love, a love
that appears for no reason, and we realized that that was exactly the way love should be: one doesn’t love for
beauty, or for intelligence, or for refinement of character, but for the image as a whole, and an unmistakable sign
of this feeling is your freedom, verve, and comfort in the presence of that person. Yes, comfort, in our strict home,
where everything was strict, even though the rafters of our house were not supported by marble columns and
Father walked around in his slippers. You and I recognized Albert’s knock at the door. It didn’t require great
wisdom to recognize it; actually, the door had a bell that everyone rang with varying degrees of aggression,
depending on the person. But Albert would always knock first and only then remember the doorbell.
And we would fly to his knock, sweeping aside all obstacles and impediments. Instead of a welcome, you,
Albert, and I would say in unison: “Forgot about the bell again—well, what can you do?”
“Albert’s here, Albert’s here!” Our house was filled with this springtime shout, and from everywhere—from
study, from burrow, from underground lair—we all rallied to that battle cry, all of us transformed into a family
through Albert’s wizardry. Albert slowly took off his skimpy gray gabardine coat, and Grandmother, with the
smile of a grandmother and not a lady of class, checked it to see if a buttonhole was torn or a button dangling. She
was delighted! A button was dangling!
“Well, what can you do?” Albert lamented as he said hello.
“Hello, hello,” said Father, who had imperceptibly appeared among us, “Hello, hello.” They shook hands like
equals.
“Hello, Marina Yakovlevna!”
“Hello, Albert.” Mama looked him over from head to toe with an affectionate grin: after all, she knew that he
liked her, she knew she could be happier with him than with Father, as could you and I.
“They say New Year’s is almost here,” Albert said, exuberantly rubbing his hands together from the cold.
“And, imagine, in just a few days! The entire city smells of pine pitch and oranges. Tell me, is there room in your
house for a big, green-boughed fir?”
“We don’t have a stand for it,” Mama reported regretfully.
“Yes, such bad luck,” Father said. “You know, I made a special trip to the store and even went to the market—
there wasn’t a single one anywhere, so we’ll have to settle for fir boughs in a vase.”
“Do you have hands?” Albert persisted cheerfully and then asserted, “You do have hands. That means that
you’ll have a stand. Now we’ll commandeer everyone ages six to ten to look for small boards to make it.”
“It’s too late,” Grandmother said. “Where will we find a tree the day before New Year’s Eve? They’ve all been
sold.”
“We’re not going to buy one,” Albert said, shrugging his shoulders, “Ha-ha—buy one! The tree will come to us
itself, right, kids?”
You and I, seized by a premonition that sent shivers down our spine and arms, cried, “No, no!”
“What do you mean, no?” Albert responded calmly. “Now move out of the way, give me some room. Angelina,
Taya, give me your hands. Now let’s shout: ‘Come to us, Little Fir Tree!’”
“Come to us, Little Fir Tree! Come to us!” we began to squeal, and no one scolded us.
“Tap, tap.” Albert said, “I can hear one-legged tapping along the asphalt of August 5 Street. Tap-tap. It’s
getting closer, someone big and fluffy is going into House Number Three.”
Father looked at him with interest, we with adoration, already knowing that something was about to happen.
“What’s the matter, can’t you hear it?” Albert said casually. “She’s here, your guest, she’s already here, but she
can’t get up the stairs on one leg—go get her.”
We finally guessed, took off like the swiftest of birds, and flew coatless down the stairs: there she stood, our
guest, the tree, on the first-floor landing! And our smiling father hurried down to us, while Mama and Grandmother, who were touched and holding hands like schoolgirls, stood frozen in place: Everything just as promised—a
young, green-boughed tree!
“Good Lord, Albert,” Mama finally said. “Where did you get it? How splendid!”
“Yes, what a lovely tree,” Grandmother chimed in.
“Thank you, Albert,” Father said. “And I thought we’d have to make do without a tree this year.”
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You and I had no words. We just took turns hanging around Mama’s neck, and then Father’s, and then Albert’s,
until one of the grown-ups noticed that we didn’t have our coats on.
“Now march inside and put on your coats,” Albert shouted after us. “Then out you go to find small boards, this
size”—he showed us with his hands—“and not tiny ones like this, got it? We’re going to make a stand. Alexander
Nikolaevich, do you have a saw?”
“We’ll look around,” Father said, pleased.
We didn’t have the piano yet then—and our first New Year’s tree had pride of place in the nursery. Grandmother circled the tree with a broom and dustpan, sweeping up needles, and you and I rode around it—me on
Albert’s shoulders and you on Father’s—and suddenly we shouted together:
“What about a star? And ornaments?”
Albert put me down, took hold of my ear, leaned over, and said to me in a venomous whisper:
“Do you have hands?”
And even now sometimes, when you and I are thinking hard, trying to figure out some problem, our cheeks
resting on our fists, we suddenly burst out laughing at the same time, shaking our heads:
“Do you have hands?”
And I remember a deep blue evening, blue snow outside the window, blue twilight, full of peace and warmth,
in our room by the tree. Albert and Father had already retired to the study. We were sitting amid a mountain of cut
paper, candy wrappers, cotton, and rags, and Grandmother was going through one egg after another. The holes
were too big, the shells split open, so once again we called Albert for help.
“You can’t do anything for yourselves,” he griped, and, puncturing three eggs with a needle, he sucked them
dry one after the other.
Just think: those fragile clowns with Chinese eyes painted in indelible ink are still among our tree ornaments to
this day, while Albert hasn’t been with us for a long time, nor Father, and Grandmother is no longer in this world,
our strength is sapped, years have passed, and the cumbersome furniture is gone along with the silk lamp shades
—only eggshells survived the shipwreck, and this circumstance suggests that to survive, you don’t need to be as
big as a cupboard, as sturdy as a stool, or have the endurance of a camel—here is this shell of incredible fragility
and durability, not ground to bits by the press of time and events; we look at it and sunbeams of memory continue
to jump from one object to the next.
And then we were put to bed, and Albert left, and after that we didn’t see him for a long time, even on the last
Sunday morning that we spent without the piano. Father’s other students came, but Albert wasn’t there.
*
That morning Mama got out of bed and went up to her reflection in the looking glass, and sleepy Marinas
rushed toward her from all sides. The mirror was three-sided, and Mama could see herself in three dimensions all
at once. She appeared in it as a wife and mother of a family; pressing against this image and supporting it from the
side panels were the profiles of a lovely woman and an intelligent woman—a teacher of nineteenth-century Russian literature at the Pedagogical Institute. Our father also appeared to us as a trinity: head of the family, teacher,
and scientist. The two side images, which to us were incidental, have survived him. We recently acquired a serious chemistry book he coauthored with Natasha, who could reflect his every thought and facial expression with
the faithfulness of our looking glass, before which Mama combed her long hair, gilded by the morning sun.
She was pretty, but unfortunately we no longer remember her beauty. When we were forced to wake up from
the long, flowing dream of childhood and folly, we found her suddenly gray and eternally exhausted, but back
then, as photographs reveal, she was exceptionally pretty, resembling Turgenev’s\fn{ Ivan Sergeyevich Turgenev (18181883), Russian author.} heroines, whom she described with passion and rare eloquence in her classes at the Pedagogical Institute. There was always a record player in the hall where she taught her Russian literature course, and
when Mama discussed Dostoevsky’s\fn{ Fyodor Mikhaylovic Dostoyevsky (1821-1881), Russian author.} White Nights, for
example, she would put on the overture from The Barber of Seville by Rossini.\fn{Gioacchino Antonio Rossini (17921868), Italian composer; The Barber of Seville was first produced in Rome in 1816 .} I think that her classes, accompanied by
music, must have been imprinted on the memory of her students forever. Violetta and Alfredo’s impetuous duet
accompanied the analysis of Turgenev’s On the Eve—yes, I’m certain that even now when any of Mama’s former
students hears “addio, del passato bei sogni ridenti,”\fn{A note reads: Adieu, sweet, happy dreams of the past. From Verdi’s La
Traviata. Giuseppe Verdi (1813-1901) composed La Traviata in 1853).} he unplugs the electric razor, rubs his chin with his
palm, and begins to recall the past and Mama. But she couldn’t master German, which was a barrier separating
her from Father and Grandmother, even though she was obliged to study it, otherwise Father would have
excommunicated her as the holy church expelled a heretic—that was his little joke. For us they were united and
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indivisible—our parents, father and mother—but they them-selves discovered they were eminently separable. We
didn’t know anything about those bloodless battles played out in whispers behind locked doors, while
Grandmother stood in the corner of the kitchen like a scorekeeper, tallying up points in her son’s favor.
That morning Grandmother looked in on us again—you were wiping away your tears—“Come on, girls, hurry
up and finish your exercises”—and went into the kitchen. You and I immediately stopped doing our waist bends
to the right and left. Without stopping our loud counting—“And one! And two!”—we started making “sun
bunnies” on the wall using the mirror in Mama’s compact. To this day whenever we wish we can still see the
compact and the sun bunnies; some things have remained faithful to us.
The cuckoo again squawked out its call, time was pulling us by the hair into the unknown, but we didn’t feel
its tug then; we went our way and it went its way. In those days—remember?—people had only begun to hone
their taste and acquire things, appreciate the taste of things. Our father said that in his youth people just didn’t
think about things, they thought about other matters, that is, about non-things, which, thank heaven, have never
been fully rejected. Then people started acquiring things, demanding that they be brand-spanking new, as life
around them should be; they cleared away the now unwanted cacti from the windowsill and threw out curtains
and cushions; they rid themselves of the carriers of the Philistine virus—those sets of ceramic elephants
(remember how wonderful it was to chew on a chalky trunk?)—the world was renewed by things and played this
game as zealously as the previous generation had rejected it. Televisions and refrigerators began to appear in
apartments, little potbellied objects of luxury and signs of prosperity; furniture was bought piece by piece, since
no one had even heard of wall units or living room sets. Fashion became very important. Marina made herself
dresses, each more fashionable than the last, and the third—the most fashionable—was from the magazine Sew It
Yourself that Father brought from Moscow: pique inserts were stitched to the top of the bodice, a pique-lined yoke
was sewn to the shoulder seams, its ends passed through a loop and tied in a bow. The skirt was generously flared
and billowed in the wind, it was tightly cinched at the waist, especially if the waist was tiny, like Marina’s.
No one except our father, who didn’t want to waste a minute, read on public transportation yet—the distances
weren’t as great as they are now. In those days the buses had female conductors, older, good-natured women with
rolls of tickets slung across their chests. Girls cut off their braids, and whether their new hairdos changed the way
they acted or their new life-style changed their hairdos it was impossible to tell. No one yet wore narrow pants,
which Father condemned with the fervor of a Savonarola.\fn{ Fr. Girolamo Savonarola (1452-1498), an Italian preacher
famous for his open moral and political attacks on the Medici family and their aristorcratic adherents .} Many documentary films and
newsreels appeared—interest in them was enormous; everyone was reading memoirs. Tuberculosis was successfully being treated with streptomycin, there wasn’t a word about coronary disease or cancer, the moon goddess
Selene was still out of reach, the space dogs Belka and Strelka were still ordinary dogs barking at passersby,
tailors were suddenly mobbed by clients, lines appeared at the beauty salons, Marina curled her hair, and we
hadn’t yet gotten sick and tired of the words connections and strings. The sets changed; entirely new conflicts
appeared, which literature embraced with some delay; the scale of false values became completely different; a
multitude of hobbies and pastimes appeared; later, people even began to collect icons, which our father, at one
point in his Pioneer youth, had put in a sack and thrown off a pontoon bridge into the river, having decided to put
an end to the dark legacy of the past in one fell swoop.
These icons eventually resurfaced—Grandmother’s and many others—but from that memorable Sunday
morning until this moment our cuckoo has popped out to remind us of the hour more than one hundred thousand
times. By the way, lovers of antiques also took to hunting down cuckoos like ours. In those years people began to
vie with each other to send their children to music school. That fate didn’t bypass you or me either. How did we
live then—was it good or bad? If we say “good,” we’d be lying to some extent; if we say “bad,” we would be
deviating from the truth, and our father had no tolerance for deception or deceivers, which apparently explains
why he didn’t love you enough: after all, he very much wanted a boy, a son, an heir, a student, but nature deceived
him, foisting you on him instead of a son.
He was so wounded by your birth that he didn’t want any part in choosing a name for you, and you were
christened with the first name that they came across, because you, still nameless, were melting away before their
eyes, and Taya sounded like the Russian word for “melt.” Yes, you were sickly, you started walking late, you held
your head to the side as if listening to the earth, which was calling you, weak one; your speech was scarcely
audible. When Grandmother sang her favorite romantic song, So Give Her Charity, you inevitably began to sob so
copiously and with such heartfelt sorrow that you made our mother blanch.
Now it seems as if you and I traded lives at one point, for if you take your childhood and attach it to my
adolescence, you get one biography, a logical development of character: your life took my course. You, so puny,
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quiet, barely alive in your childhood years, grew up into a strapping girl with a firm will and unbending character
—your father would have been pleased had he seen you! I, a noisy and active child, insisting that guests listen to
me recite poetry, now heed you in eveerything. I have neither your will nor your character, and so when people
who knew us as children meet us now, they exclaim: It’s as if they’ve traded places!
The cuckoo that burst out of our clock every hour tossed us into an alien nest, and that altered us profoundly.
We should put that clock in a stable where it would be flogged to the complete annihilation of time.
“The cuckoo isn’t to blame,” you'd say. “No, it’s not to blame.”
Then who is? Father isn’t to blame for their not getting along, Mama can hardly be considered guilty of
anything, nor can the cuckoo; the Rostov Clock Factory required it to proclaim every hour of time lived, and it
didn’t teach the cuckoo to turn back time—so who, in the end, is to blame, who?
There seem to be a lot of innocent people these days. You and I each accepted Father’s desertion differently—I
in small doses, gradually. I gathered up incontrovertible evidence, which I am now prepared to list: the strange,
unsigned notes warning Mama; the chance meeting in Riga, where our entire class had gone on an excursion
(Father and Natasha walking along the street eating from one bag of popcorn, to which I, in my bewilderment,
helped myself; their faces, when I called out to them and went up to greet them). Grandmother came into our
room at night more and more often to sit by your bed like a white ghost and cry; grown-ups little by little stopped
paying attention to us; Father, who had taught us moderation in bestowing gifts, suddenly began to spoil us with
chocolates, hoping to sweeten his departure. Like going up steps, I climbed higher and higher toward insight, until
the abyss opened up before my eyes.
But you understood everything immediately, instantly, in one day: the day our father went away forever. A
light flashed in your mind when you came home after school, a light flashed in your mind, and you saw everything in heartrending detail, the naked truth, all the nooks and crannies where misfortune had been hiding from
you until that moment were illuminated with a brilliant light; a wind suddenly blew up out of all the cracks and
carried off to the devil your schoolbag and dolls—the sharp scent of misfortune hung in the air of that house. You
wandered past tied-up bundles of books, not letting Father, who was muttering something, take you in his arms;
you broke Grandmother’s glasses so that she would never look for them again; with your weak little hands you
tried to untie the knots on the bundles in the hallway, knots that had been tightened by adults. Finally you made an
incredible gesture, which Father, if he has any memory at all and it awakens one day from lethargy, will recall at
the Last Judgment: you dragged your Mercedes from the nursery and tied it with string to Papa’s suitcase, and
then you left us forever, to this day we don’t know you.
I remember vividly how you slammed the door of our room behind you as I again began to persuade Father to
stay with us. Our mama had gone out somewhere for the entire day; the car Father had ordered was already
waiting in the courtyard. Father insisted that he would always be our father and Grandmother, needless to say,
would remain our grandmother. And then you came stumbling out of your room once again, suddenly your eyes
rolled back and you fell on the bundles in the hallway. The mystery of your fainting spell was solved in our room
—an empty packet of sleeping pills that Mama occasionally took by the half-tablet, which you had thought were
strong-acting poison. Father, realizing everything, didn’t lose his wits; he dragged you into the bathroom, brought
you to your senses and made you drink warm water; you drank and drank, and with every swallow I stepped
further and further away from him until the grief of parting came up against a solid and eternal wall of contempt:
he was not frightened for your health, sister, he was afraid of a bigger scandal! Mortal fear was written on his
face, and he kept babbling, “We have to clean out her stomach, we have to clean out her stomach,” while
Grandmother cried, “An ambulance!”
“No, no,” he whispered, “it’s nothing serious, come on, Mama, get me a bucket!”
That’s when you and I changed radically. It was probably easier that way; at the time you were a despondent
little girl with a constant sniffle, while Father thought I, on the contrary, was clever; he believed that I would
amount to something one day and bring honor to our name. Now I have a different last name, as do you, and
whether or not we have amounted to anything is not for us to say. And so you never did learn to sing, even though
you had perfect pitch. Instead, your voice went into your hands, into the keyboard, as water seeps into the earth to
nourish a bush, but our parents dreamed that you and I would sing duets, and that’s the goal they had in mind
when they bought the piano.
So you see, no matter how you and I twist and turn our memories, we are inevitably brought back to the center
and focus of our childhood—the piano.
On that Sunday in 1957 Mama didn’t hurry out of her room. She sat in the armchair, holding her head in her
hands, listening to songs on the radio; one after the other her daughters came in to say good morning. But as soon
1131

as the door had closed behind the children, Mama unexpectedly changed. We would have been amazed by her
face, had it been accessible to our spiritual gaze, which can penetrate walls as well as smiles, but in those days our
spiritual vision had not yet matured, and so we believed Mama’s grimaces and the tapping of her shoes against
each other. But Mama, when she was alone, turned a thoughtful gaze into the otherworldly wilderness that she
detected at times in her soul, and studied the feasibility of mastering it with an expression of profound peace,
humility, and solitude. Such moods sometimes came over her, and you and I, like our father, considered her
younger than any of us and didn’t suspect Mama’s strength and courage.
Meanwhile someone rang the doorbell, and by the timid trill of the bell we knew that the graduate student
Gosha had arrived. He came in sideways, obediently, fawning upon us girls, leaving himself open to Grandmother’s barbs, who mocked him by referring to the classics, scornfully assuming that Father’s guests were not
conversant in them. Grandmother, a smart soul, knew the value of Gosha’s obedience.
“Gelya, you have such a lovely doll,” poor Gosha said, and Grandmother, affectionately squinting her eyes,
agreed quietly, almost inaudibly, “Your spitz is a lovely spitz.”\fn{ A note reads: A line from the play Woe from Wit, by
Alexander Griboyedov, 1833.}
The gleam in Gosha’s eyes didn't go out, but for the time being it shone dully, promising that in the future he
would give a haughty dry nod toward the children of his former teacher, trip up the teacher himself, and refuse to
acknowledge the teacher’s mother, who had tormented him so. But for now Gosha kept the flame low, wrote his
dissertation, courted Professor Stratonov like a girl, and stubbornly refused to marry Tsilda. Stratonov tested his
dissertation on Gosha, Gosha tried on Stratonov’s job, Tsilda tried on Gosha like a ring, and roses and diamonds
flew out of her pink mouth, paving the way for future vipers and toads, while Natasha …
*
But then the cuckoo popped out once again and emitted a fierce squawk. Its cry was answered by the doorbell:
It was she, the graduate student Natasha, a girl with a face eroded by nature’s too-frequent use, a face that was
impossible to remember; it wasn’t unattractive, but there was nothing of herself in it—no expression, no thoughts,
no gleam in the eye—the kind of face fate should have?! Natasha made herself useful to everyone: her fellow
students and girlfriends thought of her when they needed someone to baby-sit’ visit a sick person on behalf of the
work collective’ go to Riga for a couple of days’ or take care of a dog, who contemptuously pulled its snout away
from Natasha’s timid, caressing hand.
Only Father said that he had great respect for her, and since he had an aversion to lies, it meant that he was
telling the truth and only the truth. Natasha conscientiously did the work that Marina didn’t want to do, since
Marina was a rather vibrant, emotional person and couldn’t sit still for long. Natasha handled Father’s correspondence with scholars with whom Alexander Nikolaevich was writing papers or conducting scientific surveys for
scholarly journals; she helped him set up his program, prepared chemical solutions, carried out series of
experiments, and read over Father’s abstracts; with him she ran the branch of the All-Union Chemical Society that
Father had founded in our city; together with him she fought for equipment for the laboratory, displaying a certain
flair; she typed his scientific papers and secretly studied German.
By cramming up to twenty German words a day into her head, Natasha was preparing the subversion of her
teacher; she correctly sensed that this man, who was indifferent to flirtation, to beauty in general, and inaccessible
to the most attractive women students, was the one man who might someday need her. The time would come and
they would speak the same language, one that Marina didn’t understand. It didn’t occur to anyone, of course, that
the little turtle-like steps that Natasha was making in the field of chemistry and in the German language were
nothing other than the quiet, indiscernible advances of the pawn on the queen. Our grand-mother was not at all
cruel toward Natasha; she was simply an implacable enemy of any mediocre person who was for some reason
mysteriously drawn to her son and clung to him, while interesting and vibrant people such as Albert disappeared
from his orbit.
And in fact, to everyone’s surprise, Albert had left Father; he had applied for a transfer to the Department of
Organic Chemistry at the Polytechnical Institute, and, most importantly, we found out about it only later and completely by chance. For an entire month Father was in a terribly bleak and depressed state; Mama attributed it to the
failure of a series of laboratory experiments he had conducted and didn’t question him about it. But one day she
ran into Albert on the street. To her utter amazement, when he saw her he lowered his head and tried to slip past.
But when she stopped him all the same, she was struck by the expression of confusion and despair on his face.
She opened her mouth to ask if he were ill when suddenly Albert, dismissing her with a wave of his hand, cried,
"No, no—don’t ask me anything!” and ran off.
Mama came home bewildered and told Father about her encounter. And suddenly Father frowned and informed
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her that Albert had left him for another adviser. That said, he fell silent.
“What does this mean, Sasha?” Mama asked.
Father looked at the floor and grinned wryly. Then he shot her an uncertain glance—of a kind she had never
seen before—and, waving his hand exactly as Albert had, disappeared into his study.
Mama rushed to Grandmother. Grandmother didn’t know what was going on either; she went to father, leaving
the door .slightly ajar behind her. Mama pressed up close to it.
“Did you insult him in some way?” Grandmother persisted. “Alexander, what happened?”
Father didn’t answer. He sat at his desk, covering his face with his hands, upset and weak. Grandmother
walked away without an explanation.
“He probably insulted Albert,” she told Mama.
“But how? When?”
But how, when? Mama kept asking herself that question and couldn’t come up with an answer. She knew
Father well: When someone got on his nerves he broke off relations explosively, publicly, drawing a wide circle
of people into it. But a conspiracy of silence surrounded this incident. No one knew anything. No one could
explain anything.
Mama went to see Albert at his home. She returned even more upset and confused. Albert refused to explain
anything, and when Mama began to insist, he uttered, quietly but firmly and deathly pale:
“I beg you, don’t ask the impossible of me. I can’t tell you anything.”
Where did the truth lie, then? Both Mama and Grandmother didn’t doubt for a minute that Father was to blame
and not Albert. They began to list the various possibilities. Had Albert caught Father plagiarizing?\fn{ I.e., directly
quoting the words of a source without accrediting the direct quotation as from that source: it is a form if dishonesty .} Impossible. Had
Father proposed some shady deal to Albert? Nonsense. Then what was it—what?
The poor women—they were looking in entirely the wrong place. It didn’t occur to any of us to tie up in one
knot of cause and effect Albert’s departure, Father’s embarrassment when someone brought up the subject of
Albert, and a certain grand but guilty serenity that had recently appeared in Natasha. Mama, and especially
Grand-mother, thought that Natasha was such a nonentity, such a total zero and cipher, that even if one of them
had caught her and Father in a discussion of their already existing relationship, as Albert apparently had, they
wouldn’t have believed their ears. You could expect anything from Father but adultery—he always spoke with
such feeling about the moral foundation of the family; but it was adultery and it was Natasha, and all of us,
including Grandmother, who later sided with Father, paid for our gullibility and condescending irony toward quiet
Natasha—whom Grandmother, pretending confusion, called Sonya for a while in a reference to one of Tolstoy’s
heroines.
But Natasha wouldn’t have dared to correct Grandmother. At that time, none of us, except you, suspected that
Natasha was keeping an exact tally of the insults she had suffered in our home, that she had her own bookkeeping
system for the caustic comments and criticism she had to swallow, that she wasn’t at all the nonentity we imagined her to be. But you had perfect pitch, you sensed something in her voice, you saw something in the soul of
that Rusalka whom everyone else considered as clear and transparent as the day is long; your gaze was directed at
something else, far different from what was implied by her words or the way she timidly stirred the sugar in her
tea, afraid the spoon would clatter against the sides of the glass. You refused the tea she poured as if you could see
the drops of colorless and tasteless poison in it. Your intent gaze sent her from the table; Father saw you
frightening Natasha and felt even more estranged from you. You got up from the table and went into our room to
spin your top, and Father drank the ill-fated drink to console Natasha.
Afterward he didn’t keel over, poisoned—because he had a healthy stomach and farsighted eyes.
“Have some jam,” Father said. “It’s delicious.”
“It is delicious,” Natasha agreed, and tried a little.
Marina was having fun scaring Gosha with her compliments, and Grandmother, Serafuna Georgievna,
questioned Tsilda about what she planned to do with her life, since she couldn’t be a laboratory assistant forever.
Tsilda, a strapping, broad-shouldered girl who spoke with a lovely accent, admitted that she couldn’t be one
forever, of course, and that she planned to become the wife of a promising student and nothing more—such was
her wit. In general she didn’t put up with much from Serafirna Georgievna. Gelya, the older daugher of Alexander
Nikolaevich, hung on her father’s every word and was pleased that he was so kind to the pitiful Natasha. And it
was in just this mise-en-scene, with these characters in these poses, which the director of a future play might use
in exactly the same way and with exactly the same expression, that the words “grand piano” were first uttered.
Gosha, wisely addressing the space between the professor and his mama, said:
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“So you want to buy the girls a piano?”
Serafuna Georgievna corrected him:
“A grand piano. It’s not the same thing, you know.”
“A grand piano is big,” Natasha quietly explained to Gosha. “And an upright piano is smaller.”
“Of course, of course,” Tsilda said, smiling complacently. “But they delivered only uprights to the store, two of
them. My neighbors asked: uprights, not grand pianos.”
“The fact of the matter is,” Grandmother said, feeling Marina’s eyes on her, “that at first we actually decided to
get an upright. But yesterday Sasha happened to notice an advertisement for a grand piano. Today we’re going to
have a look at the intended, as it were.”
Marina paled. It made no difference to her, of course, if it were a grand piano or a drum, but from what was
said she caught one thing: he had confided in his mother and not in her.
“A grand piano will take up too much room,” she said in a trembling voice.
The guests held their breath. They could see that the jousting had begun: the two horsemen, visors lowered and
spears atilt, were moving across the kitchen table, hurling cups to the floor as they headed straight at each other.
Marina’s mother-in-law grinned slightly, knowing that she was in complete control of herself and that everything
was fine, while her rival was about to reveal all her weakness and lack of self-control.
“A grand piano will take up a lot of room,” Marina repeated.
In response her mother-in-law noted in a genial tone that some people, unfortunately, choose practicality over
beauty. Of course, she added, a grand piano is a cumbersome thing, but if you regard an instrument as furniture,
then it would be best to buy a balalaika (Father burst out laughing, Gosha let out a hoarse chortle), since it, the
balalaika, would take up little space and all it needed was a nail in the closet.
Alexander Nikolaevich patted his wife on the cheek.
“A grand piano and only a grand piano,” he said, “can impart to the girls the sense of responsibility that is
essential for so important an undertaking as music. A grand piano is an entire realm, an autonomous republic of
music in the home, and not a piece of furniture against the wall; it’s also good that this particular instrument
apparently has its own history, and personally I believe in things that have a history and an individuality—I can’t
bear the slightest hint of mass production!”
It was strange to hear that admission corning from the lips of a man who couldn’t tolerate lies. Like the changing of the seasons or the law of conservation of energy, the serial nature of people and actions was a condition of
his own existence, which wasn’t as independent as we were led to believe; any kind of individuality or unpredictability in a human specimen was anathema to him.
An awkward pause was the response to this admission. Natasha cautiously stole a glance at Serafima Georgievna, expecting to see a subtle smirk on her lips—but she wasn’t looking in Natasha’s direction. Serafirna Georgievna, leaning back in her chair, gazed contentedly at the expression of unbending will on her son’s face.
Marina crumbled a pastry in her fingers.
“Let’s ask the girls themselves,” Father said.
“I want a grand piano!” the older one cried, pounding her fist on the table.
“Where’s Taya?” Father asked.
“You punished her!” Marina cried, running out of the room and slamming the door.
Father scowled. With tactful expressions the guests quickly began to take their leave. Serafirna Georgievna ironically tried to convince them to stay a while longer. Natasha looked at Alexander Nikolaevich with compassion,
sighed deeply, and tiptoed away.
“Don’t be angry with her,” Serafirna Georgievna said to her son. “You know how high-strung she is. Don’t
spoil the children’s Sunday.”
Alexander Nikolaevich drurwned his fingers on the table a moment and, without answering his mother, went to
his wife.
In our room we fearfully listened to the voices of our parents on the other side of the wall. You shut your eyes
tight. We thought they sounded tired. We didn’t know which was better: when they screamed and wept or when
they spoke in tired voices. Grandmother came in and whispered:
“Girls, get dressed!”
We put on our plush coats with hoods, you in red and I in blue; we looked like two pages attending our majestic grandmother. Father’s coat, hanging from the rack, seemed like an utterly harmless creature. Grandmother took
us by the hand and we went outside.
“Don’t worry, girls,” Grandmother said affectionately. “Mama and Papa will have a talk and then come out.”
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But we were suffocating from a strong sense of foreboding. We silently sank to the bottom—I behind you—
and disappeared in the depths of our grief, where no one could console us, since we had already glimpsed the
truth even if we couldn’t yet express it in words.
But then Father and Mother came out of the entrance with completely ordinary expressions on their faces.
“By majority vote the grand piano wins,” Father said. “If it’s in good condition we’ll take it.”
Mama made a face, and we laughed, coming back to the surface of that marvelous April Sunday in 1957.
It was a splendid, sunny day, with the smell of melting snow fermenting in the air; the sun shone through a
tangle of naked, shining branches; the music of those times burst out of the windows; the trams clanged, the
reflection of a cloud floated across the surface of deep blue puddles.
We pulled Father by the hand to the bus stop; we wanted to get as quickly as possible to the place where the
piano was waiting for us. Father displayed rare understanding; after standing at the bus stop for several minutes,
he remarked that he would never be late the way the bus was. Although you tugged at Grandmother’s sleeve, she
expressed the view that in the splendid air and expanse of morning it wouldn’t be bad to walk through the park.
Father asked what the comrade children thought of that idea and the comrade children said ecstatically that they
thought it would be fun, and we set off through the park, hardly able to keep up with him. Mama, and we, too,
soon began to lag behind him, but Grandmother tried to keep pace. He walked with his head stubbornly bent
forward, giving him a double chin; the wind hit his clear forehead and bounced off.
“What air!” he said and suddenly realized that no one could hear him but the trees—Grandmother had fallen
behind, and we had fallen behind. He waited for us to catch up, fiddling with a piece of bark, breathing in the
familiar scent of spring:
“What air, eh?”
“Marvelous, marvelous,” Grandmother said.
After crossing the park, we came out on the streets in the part of town that lay along the Daugava River.
Acquaintances on the street greeted the Stratonovs with pleasure. Alexander Nikolaevich took off his felt hat
somewhat hastily and nodded several times with a cordial smile, and the girls stopped and curtsied, as was the
custom in this Baltic town. Sometimes Alexander Nikolaevich lingered at an intersection, having snatched an
acqaintance out of the crowd; people flowed around them, the acquaintance shyly answered in Russian while
Stratonov, pleased that he had mastered a foreign language so easily, spoke in Latvian. Alexander Nikolaevich
was in fact held in great esteem.
They turned onto an utterly quiet street. Here there was a row of old mansions with turrets, balconies, circular
windows, and magnificent entrances. Lindens stood like doormen at the entrances; they had nowhere to escape
from these once luxurious homes that had outlived their time. Two years before, when the Stratovnovs had just
moved to the city, Alexander Nikolaevich had been offered an apartment in one of these houses, but he flatly
refused because these mansions had hardly any amenities—no central heating or gas, and the plumbing was
hopelessly antiquated, not to mention that the area was on the outskirts of town, and Stratonov didn’t want to be
dependent on anything.
The Stratonovs went up a wooden staircase with wide, slippery banisters to the second floor, breathing in the
sad smell of old wood, neglect, and disrepair. Father knocked on the massive door with a sure hand. It seemed that
steps immediately rang out from every side of the house, from every corner, shadows took wing, the door opened,
and then something strange happened—the air suddenly hardened, covered with an amalgam: the door had
opened onto a mirror.
The Stratonovs stood in the doorway, forming a group of four women: Grandmother and Mother embraced the
girls from either side, Father had stepped back toward the wall to make way for his family. Across the threshold,
in the dark recess of the hallway, stood identical women, identical girls. An old woman with luxuriant gray hair on
that side gazed fixedly at the majestic, silver-browed old woman on this side; two little, curly-haired women
stared at each other in amazement; the girls across from Gelya and Taya stood with firigers linked in the same
way. All of them wore dark dresses, in contrast to the brightly attired Stratonovs. Then a ripple seemed to pass
over the smooth surface of the mirror: Alexander Nikolaevich stepped forward without noticing anything strange
except the dark dresses of mourning, the meaning of which he instantly surmised. But Marina’s heart contracted.
“Please come in,” said the woman whom she resembled. “Come in. Come in, girls.”
“Paldies,”\fn{A note reads: How do you do, in Latvian.} Gelya and Taya said in unison.
The old woman raised an eyebrow, looked at them, turned, and moved down the hall, switching on lights as
she went and illuminating a tunnel narrowed by the grief encroaching from all sides.
Alexander Nikolaevich stole a doubtful look at the loosely nailed, crooked coat rack and signaled for the rest
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to leave their coats on. The old woman glided forward smoothly, accompanied by the girls, while the woman,
seeing Alexander Nikolaevich bend down to untie his shoes, began waving her hands. The Stratonovs, quickly
wiping their feet, walked past bicycles leaning against the wall, past children’s sleds, an iron bathtub, and a
potbellied chest of drawers.
“In here, please,” the old woman said, standing in the doorway of one of the rooms. “Here’s the instrument.”
It looked like a sunken ship; you remember, that very comparison came into our heads as soon as we saw it and
before we discovered such details as the yellowed keys and the scratched music stand—and we could clearly
sense the smell of abandoned lodgings, the orphaned smell of a box out of which music and life had fled long ago,
so long ago that if you put your hand on the keys the piano wouldn’t believe it and would chop off your hand at
the wrist. Its strings were already accustomed to a lethargic sleep. We saw that only one thing had settled on the
smooth surface of the piano, which had once been cluttered with music, lined paper, and opera scores—it was a
reproduction of a portrait of the tender genius of harmony; a photograph of his tombstone hung on the wall. A
lamp with a handmade bugle-bead fixture dangled down from the high molded ceiling to the keyboard; an
armchair expressively arched its legs as if it were planning to run away if anyone dared lower himself into it. We
sensed that the grand piano ruled this room, and everything from the ceiling to the parquet floor was subordinate
to it. To us it seemed that the instrument was rooted to the floor and would be impossible to rip out, but we
already wanted it and only it, no matter what—not some white-toothed upright with mirrored sides.
“In here, please,” the woman said, beckoning to the Stratonovs.
Father’s lips quivered; he glanced at his wife and in his glance she read: Where else would you find such a
fossil? In what tomb, in whose sarcophagus had it stood guard for a thousand years?
“The instrument is truly very old,” the old woman said. “My son purchased it many years ago.”
“Don’t your girls study music?” Marina asked.
The old woman sat down on a chair by the door and began to smooth the creases in her black dress.
“My son died tragically a month ago,” she said.
“Mama,” the woman whispered reproachfully.
“My son died tragically,” the old woman repeated, her eyes flashing at her daughter-in-law. “Since that day we
haven’t opened the instrument.”
Grandmother, who was about to touch the keys, pulled her hands away.
“No, please,” the old woman continued somewhat loftily. “You must try it, of course.”
“Perhaps you need money,” Father said sympathetically. “Could I help you m some way …”
“We certainly need money,” the old woman firmly replied, “but there’s nothing you can do to help us.”
“Mama!” the woman exclaimed.
“Be quite, Anna. Lelde,” the old woman said to one of the girls, “please wipe off the dust. Gelya, bring the
stool closer.”
“What a coincidence!” Mama prattled. “Our older girl is also called Gelya.”
“You’re Latvian?” the woman asked.
“No, her name is Russian—Angelina, Gelya.”
“Ours is Gelena. Her father was half-Polish and I am—”
“Anna, these people aren’t interested in those details,” the old woman said, stopping her.
Serafirna Georgievna hit the keys, and a brilliant Chopin\fn{ Frédéric François Chopin (1810-1849), Polish composer.}
mazurka sparkled under her still-beautiful hands.
“Mother, these people are in mourning—play something more sedate,” Father said in German, but the old
woman grinned dryly, understanding exactly what he said.
Grandmother broke off the mazurka and played scales up and down the keyboard.
“How much does the instrument cost?” Father asked.
The old woman named a price.
The Stratonovs didn’t have that kind of money. But Father was already overcome with compassion.
“It’s a splendid instrument,” Grandmother confirmed. “The G key in the second register sticks a bit, but that’s
nothing.”
“For that,” the old woman said, “we’ll call in a repairman. Don’t worry, we’ll only sell the instrument in good
condition.”
Grandmother ran her fingers over the keyboard again and began to playa Chopin fantasie.
Marina looked at the old woman and nearly cried out: She stood there absolutely pale, clenching her teeth as if
she were being tortured. The woman who looked like Marina swayed and, clutching her hand to her breast, ran
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from the room.
“Pull yourself together, Anna,” the old woman called after her weakly. Taya’s eyes filled with tears and she
reached out to pat the younger of the girls on the head. The girl looked at her in amazement, transferred her gaze
to her grandmother, and moved away.
“It’s decided,” Father said. “Tomorrow morning I’ll make arrangements with the movers.”
“Perhaps you might still change your mind about selling the instrument,” Grandmother said. “Your girls are
growing …”
The old woman looked at her with a long, tired gaze.
“God forbid you lose your son in your old age,” she said.
Serafirna Georgievna lowered the lid of the piano and Marina shuddered—it seemed to her that they should all
walk past and toss a handful of dirt on that black box. The grand piano, like a Trojan horse with funeral music
hidden inside, would be brought into her sunny home—no, no!
“We share your grief with all our hearts,” Father said sincerely.
“Thank you,” the old woman replied. “Gelya, show the people out, please.”
“Good-bye,” Gelya whispered to the girls.
“Good-bye,” they answered amiably.
Not for anything, Marina thought, not for anything will I let them buy that thing with its traces of other
people’s sorrow. They won’t get my approval. And without my approval they can’t bring that thing into my home,
where …
*
… The cuckoo popped out of its hole and furiously cuckooed. The hours ticked by, but time howled like a
beast with a belly wound and cast out of its opened veins the live blood of the living and the ashes of the dead,
objects and works of art, petty considerations and great ideas, mammoths and moths, grand pianos and ladies’
compacts, while the spring wind puffed out its cheeks over the city and chased Empire-style clouds across the sky.
II
“The Russian language is extraordinarily sensitive to insincerity; it has been created in such a way that heart
and mind must be in complete accord with its breadth and directness in order for creativity to take place; but if
heart and mind are deceitful, the language instantly identifies cavities and pockmarks invisible even to an eye
equipped with the most sophisticated lens; it will set itself against solid walls that can’t be penetrated—nothing
reveals the character of the creator more than his language. My dears, you ask: how can we distinguish the true
from the false? I can’t come up with an answer that would be worthy of the question. So I won’t give an answer,
I’ll give advice: read, develop your ear, mind, and heart, and you will never say that black is white. The cipher
and code of poetic language is accessible to the dedicated; work on yourselves, yes, and that work will be one of
the most im-portant goals in life. And then, whenever you open a book of hack verses, you won’t be deceived by a
glib volley of rhymes, your ear will timorously shun the howl of a heavily weighted load of participles and
adjectives, and you won’t confuse the beam of a flashlight with sunlight.
“Russian poetry is enriched by music; through its tactful prompting love is linked with blood. In the poetic line
we come across laws inherent to harmony: Any chord gravitates toward the dominant triad—that’s rhyme. Even
Pushkin couldn’t battle that gravitation, so he resorted to irony in anticipation of our own:
“‘The reader awaits the rhyme for ‘rose.’’”
“Yes, rose, glows, snows—each word unleashes a flock of images; road, load, abode—can you sense it? None
of these words can do without the others; alchemists often exploit this, and quite successfully, too, for in the end
they produce the expected gold. But sesame will not open for them\fn{ An allusion to Ali Baba’s command to the gate of his
treasure cave: “Open, Sesame!”} no matter how much they knock or pound their fists against the door or pack dynamite
under it: that ethereal door will open only for those who know the Word.
“Learn from Pushkin,\fn{Aleksandr Sergeyevich Pushkin (1799-1837), Russian author.} Lermontov,\fn{Mikhail Yurevich
Lermontov (1814-1841), Russian author.} Nekrasov.\fn{Nikolai Alekseevich Nekrasov (18211-11878), Russian author .} Servitors to
the Russian Language have stood above us like stars all down the long road of our history and life, from the
authors of folk epics to the modern muse. Russian classical poetry, which has withstood time, is unconditional; it
is given to us like sails for plying the waters. Contemporary poetry, if you read today’s criticism, is a shifting
clump of names—just try to find the truth in it. In one hundred years, when the battle of opinions is over and covered with ashes, poetry will remain and nothing will be able to shake it; whom will we then call a genius? Don’t
ask what genius is. Here we have to shrug our shoulders or raise a smoke screen of approximate words—in the
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dictionary that word should be followed by a blank space, an ellipsis leading beyond the limits of understanding
for even the most enlightened minds. Oh, there’s the bell … class, unfortunately we must break off our discussion.
The weeping civic muse of Nekrasov will be the subject of our next exploration …
“Write down the assignment,” Mama said. “The lyric poetry of Nekrasov, pages 147 to 156 in your textbook,
and read The Poet and the Citizen and The Muse in your anthology.”
The lecture hall emptied. The night school held its classes in the building of a branch of the Petrochemical
Institute. It was not a cozy place: fluorescent lights, chairs and tables in tired colors, and a blackboard covered
with formulas left by a physics class. The students, too, were often tired, with faces blank from fatigue—you can’t
overlook the fact that they had just stood through a shift at the factory or sat one out in some shop. During the
lesson Klimentev dozed again, hiding behind Batishcheva’s back just like a schoolboy, and Batishcheva looked
out the window vacantly; the poor thing—she was divorced and her son was often ill. Nikitina was doing everything in her power to flirt with Gevorkian, a married man; Kiktenko, the star student, was sick for the second
week—class was boring without him.
The chemistry teacher, a downcast expression on her rather simple face, entered the lecture hall carrying a tote
bag full of food; she had come in to complain. While she related how her old mother didn’t want to move in with
her, which might mean the loss of her apartment, Mama agonized over the most tactful way to remind the chemist
about the fifteen roubles that she had borrowed a month ago.
The chemist went on and on, with a trace of tears in her voice, with passion and commitment, quite unlike her
teaching manner, because chemistry and her students were the farthest things from her mind, whereas increasing
her housing space was crucial: her apartment was crowded, she and her grown daughters bickered and fought.
Each person has his own life, and no matter how it fills your thoughts to overflowing, it still doesn’t truly affect
anyone else, the chemist continued resentfully, having noticed that Mama was barely paying attention. And it’s
true—everyone has his own life, lives are tightly pressed up against one another, each in its own cell, the tongues
of others’ misfortunes and joys envelop your cramped, lonely existence like a flame; you get scorched around the
edges but you no longer burst into flame as is expected of you. Not anymore.
“Excuse me, Vera Maksimovna,” Mama thought, rehearsing her speech in the meantime. “You wouldn’t
happen to have the fifteen roubles you owe me?” Or perhaps:
“You know, Vera dear, I’m a little strapped for money right now, would you be so kind as to …”
“After all, I’m not thinking of myself, but of my daughters. They’re grown girls, the oldest is about to get
married—and where are they going to live? But Mama won’t budge. You understand, I don’t have any ulterior
motives, let her live, God grant her health, but if something should suddenly happen to her—we’ll simply lose her
room. It would be a shame!”
Of course, of course, Mama nodded, and the chemist went on reproachfully. The reproach was directed at
Mama, who had a three-room apartment so large you could play soccer in it, whereas she had only two little
adjacent rooms, and her girls were grown up.
Maybe I’d better spend the whole fifteen roubles on apples for the girls, Mama thought. Let them eat their fill.
New sneakers for Gelya and maybe a pretty slip—she’s so neat, she takes care of her clothes, not like Taya. A
purse for Taya, yes, a purse. I promised. A shoulder bag.
“Mama’s stubborn, God knows, she won’t let go of her little room—she just won’t budge!”
I’ll be the same, Mama thought, I’ll get old, as weak as a child, and I won’t be able to understand the girls’
concerns—and they’ll complain behind my back the same way … no, no, my girls are good; no, mine are
different. The hell with them, the fifteen roubles, Mama finally decided and felt relieved. I’ll just try not to lend
any more money.
Getting used to the girls growing up was impossible. Mama recalled her own life with difficulty, like a book
read in childhood: The paths of her past were shrouded in mist, and suddenly the mist released to the light of day
a picture rendered in the most minute detail—and the girls were in the center—holding a book in one hand (ah,
Dumas’s Vicomte de Bragelonne!),\fn{Alexandre Dumas (1802-1870), French author.} she was pushing her younger
daughter in a stroller around the grounds of a deserted kindergarten after six o’clock one long ago summer that
has disappeared forever along with a throng of other summer evenings; a little neighbor girl was quietly swinging
on the swings, dangling a tanned, scratched leg (a kitten!); she was wearing a bright dress and had thick black
tresses. Mama picked a flower and brought it to her daughter, who clasped the flower tightly in her little fist;
Raoul, sent by his Highness, galloped interminably to England, the ghost of Mademoiselle de Montalais, the
embodiment of intrigue, slipped into the windows of Versailles, duels and duennas and duels and duets, each more
dashing than the last—suddenly Mama went stiff with horror, but not because Louise had fled to Chaillot: her
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four-year-old daughter was riding a two-wheel bicycle on the roof of the high veranda. Louise fell into a deep
faint, Mama waited for the stratified air to coalesce before her eyes, then gently called to Gelya. The little girl
climbed off the bicycle.
Now Mama looked at the crowd of kids who stood under the veranda craning their necks to see her daughter.
Yes, quite a few years had passed since those spirited times. Now Gelya is a quiet young woman who never asks
at the market, “How much for the currants?” but always, “Excuse me, could you please tell me the price of your
currants?” and she doesn’t buy from the person selling the best or the cheapest, but from some old grandma for
whom she feels the sorriest. To Mama’s great distress, she constantly discovers Gelya’s girlfriends wearing her
things; Gelya can’t say no to anyone. Her girlfriends are three times richer, but they don’t have Gelya's sense of
style, so they covet her accessories, her scarves and ribbons. Gelya gives everything away; she doesn’t mind
giving anything away and she doesn’t feel sorry for herself.
Yes, they keep growing and growing, moving away from her in different directions, each with her own set of
values, her own problems, her own memories. You think you’re walking in step with them; after all, you spend the
evenings in the kitchen with them, talking about all their problems, about Kolya Sazonov—what does Gelya see
in him? It’s a mystery!—about Taya’s friends. You talk about just everything. But it’s only a hundredth of it, not
everything. When they were tiny you could know everything, but now each of them lets you no closer than her
mood allows. Taya asked to go away for a weekend—that was two years ago—saying she was going to visit a
friend’s grandmother in the country. Two days later she returned—tan, fit, with tales about the village, about a
cow. She demonstrated how her friend’s grandmother milked the cow and described how flies tormented the cow
and what a sweet little piglet stood by the trough—“such a tiny little thing, no bigger than this.”
Mama was touched and called Olya’s parents, whom she didn’t know, to thank them for Taya’s weekend in the
village. But over the phone blew the icy wind of truth: it was all a lie, there was no cow and no grandmother.
Olya’s grandmother had died two years ago and the house in the village had been sold. Mama’s first thought was:
When she gets home from school I’ll thrash her. Taya came home, but Mama didn’t have the strength to raise a
hand to her and she couldn’t cry. She asked: Why did you lie? Taya’s lively, shining eyes dulled, she stood with
her arms at her sides and looked at the floor. Her pose lied: She wasn’t the slightest bit afraid of her mother.
Where had she been? She sighed, stared out the window dreamily: on a ship. On what ship? She gloomily
corrected herself: a steamer. Picking at the tablecloth with her finger, she added that the steamer was called the
Academician Kurchatov. She had taken it to Syzrana and come back on a different one, the Alexander Nevsky.
With what? That is, what money did you use? Without money. What do you mean, without money? I asked
permission. From whom? She dismissed the question with a wave of her hand. She thought a moment, and her
eyes shone again: There really was a piglet—more than one—a lot of them; they were brought there to be sold,
tiny little things. Why did you lie? Fearfully: I didn’t lie, I didn’t want to upset you—would you have let me go on
a ship?
It was terrifying to imagine this fifth-grader sailing on some ship God knows where. The main thing was that
she lied like an adult, with the same fervor and convincing details. What was her true nature—was it in this act or
in another? Not long ago at the market we had bought a lot of watermelons, tempted by the cheap price—but how
could we carry home such a heavy load? Taya said, “Just a second,” and ran over to a two-story house nearby. She
came back accompanied by two boys her age, who snarled and spit on the pavement, but they went along and like
sweethearts hauled the watermelons all the way home.
What’s more useful for life—Gelya’s inability to say no, her delicacy, or Taya’s impudence? One lets everyone
have his way, the other is learning how to take the lead, but which is better, wiser, the first or the second? On the
one hand, both girls are open, exposed: everything blows on them through that hole in space that their father fell
through. When the conversation touches on him, the older one says dryly, “Father,” and the younger one
sarcastically calls him “Daddy.” Ahead of them lies as much of life as I have behind me, Mama thought, but who
can advise whom, who can teach whom how to live, when no one pays attention to losers, to those who have
suffered a fiasco in their lives, but heeds only the winners?
Then again, have I been defeated?
*
While trustful Mama was discussing the lyric poetry of Nekrasov, excitedly, touching her fingers to her weary
neck, at home a magical tablecloth was being spread. Fixing her hair, Gelya rushed back and forth through the
apartment—the candles were lit, the needle was lowered on a record of Vitali’s chaconnes, the music welled up,
in Mama’s cache there was a bottle of grain alcohol that she had gotten through connections at an analytical
chemistry laboratory; the alcohol was on the table and diluted, lemons were sliced on a plate; a cabbage pie was
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being taken out of the oven by Gelya’s friend Alia, who muttered, “Oh-hot!”; the hour hand was approaching
seven; both girls flopped into armchairs and lit cigarettes.
Just then, as if on cue, the doorbell rang.
The girls jumped up, looked at each other, and Gelya, as the hostess, went to open the door for the marvelous
Kolya Sazonov, who had thinning blond hair and a winning, smiling face. We said “thinning” hair—in novels
such a description obliges the author to portray a negative character; if he’s bald or has a nasal voice, he can’t be
the hero of a novel or a short story, although in real life he very well might be. So Kolya’s prematurely thinning
hair did not mean that he was a bad person who was going to lay a trap for us, but referred only to his hair and to
that alone.
Kolya the wit entered wearing a starched white shirt and black bell-bottoms (his brother had just gotten out of
the navy); in his hands he was holding one pickle.
“Ha-ha-ha!” the girls laughed.
“Heh-heh,” responded Kolya, pleased that his joke had come off. Gelya’s mother didn't like him much because
of his gentle, merciless eyes, his budding success with women, and his flirtatiousness. Ah, Gelya was aware of
these things herself, but Mama saw Kolya only in the light that he himself, poor dear, considered to his greatest
advantage: as the youthful seducer.
But he was nothing of the kind. For example, sweet Kolya loved children and wasn’t squeamish about
squatting down in front of a kid and wiping his nose with his fingers—not even he suspected how good he was at
that moment. We often don’t notice when we are good, and present ourselves in the light we think most flattering,
but in actual fact we are good in a different light, especially when we don’t understand that we are. Kolya still
hadn’t decided which of the girls to court, Aliochka or Gelya. Each was fine in her own way: Alia was more
mature, modern and lively, but Gelya was sweet and domestic.
Besides, he didn’t want to destroy the girls’ illusions about him; he was delighted that they were both head
over heels in love with him and nurturing hopes. And so he drank the diluted grain alcohol with bravado, became
flushed, flashed his eyes first at one and then at the other, and cracked jokes. While Gelya went to get a fork he
patted Alia on the shoulder; when Alia was in the kitchen he looked at the romantic Gelya with a meaningful and
sad expression on his face. For him as for the girls, a long life lay ahead, and he didn’t want to start it for real yet,
he didn’t want responsibility, he wanted to hold out, sow his wild oats until someone nabbed him and married
him; he wanted to hone his charms on two equally inexperienced hearts.
*
While trustful Mama was telling her students the story of Nekrasov’s muse, her younger daughter, Taya, was
not doing her homework as Mama thought, but was standing in the rain outside the music school, waiting for her
best friend, Olya. Olya’s parents didn’t permit their daughter to be friends with Taya, believing that Taya was a
bad influence on her, but how could you keep an eye on them? Olya’s and Taya’s piano teacher, Anna Tarasovna,
was in on all of this like a confidant. Taya’s lesson began at 4:45. She gave a lackluster rendition of a
Clementi\fn{Muzio Clementi (1752-1832), Italian composer.} sonatina and Schubert’s\fn{Franz Peter Schubert (1797-1828,
Austrian composer.} Musical Moment, and both she and Anna Tarasovna were bored, but at 5:30 the leatherettecovered schoolroom door opened and in walked the brilliant Olya.
“Hello, Anna Tarasovna. Hi, Taya,” Olya said and looked at her friend.
Taya, more adept at pretending, gave her an indifferent glance, nodded, got up from the stool, and walked
away from the piano.
“No, no, they don’t meet at all,” Anna Tarasovna later reported to Olya’s mother over the telephone.
Anna Tarasovna was a myopic, lonely woman for whom only music was important.
Olya sat at the instrument, distractedly ran her fingers through the required B-flat major scale, arpeggios, and
triads—distractedly, because she was preoccupied with Taya’s cold glance. It was her fault, of course; given to
compromise, she couldn’t just say to her parents: Leave Taya and me alone; only the two of us, she and I, can
judge people and morals correctly, and you are Philistines interested in nothing but your own lousy well-being.
“Lousy” was Taya’s expression, for which Olya’s father had slapped her across the face, mortally, irreparably
wounding her pride.
“Olya, pull yourself together,” Anna Tarasovna said. “That’s enough of your scales. Warm up on the Ganone.”
She knew that once Olya had played a few exercises, true creative feeling would break through. Olya was
amazingly, fantastically musical, but no one fully understood it yet—not her parents, not the director of the music
school—no one except Anna Tarasovna. Olya was her pride; she had nothing left to show the girl, nothing else to
teach her. And in fact, Olya’s shoulders and spine had loosened up, she could start now.
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“The Pathetique, please.”
Olya played only the third movement. Anna Tarasovna knew that in the next hall, where the fourth grade was
taking a solfeggio class, everyone had given up writing the dictation and had pressed their ears to the wall:
“That’s Olya playing.”
And beneath the window Taya was also listening to Olya play—envy, happiness, and ecstatic love filled her
every time she heard Olya’s Pathetique. It was half past six, she should have gone home long ago, but Anna
Tarasovna had specially scheduled Olya last so that no diligent student could encroach on their lesson. Seven
o’clock, quarter past, Tchaikovsky’s\fn{Peter Ilich Tchaikovsky (1840-1893), Russian composer.} Barcarole … where did
that little girl get such adult feeling and understanding—her every note was precise and hit the mark, making you
want to cry and recall that you didn’t have what it took to be a performer: here you sit in a music school in the
boondocks, where the one reward for your unrealized dream is your student Olya.
And Taya patiently waited to walk Olya home, tormented by the slap in the face that Olya got because of her,
and prepared to stand in the rain and wait forever.
Remember, Taya, how much we missed at first the Baltic town where we spent our troubled childhood and
how long we disliked this city on the Volga, although the great Russian river was in no way inferior to the
Daugava? We couldn’t get used to the local customs. At first, when we visited the homes of our new friends, we
kept forgetting to take off our shoes in the foyer; our friends’ parents irritably had to remind us. Where we lived
before, people didn’t take off their shoes when they came to visit, but here we were lucky if we were given
someone else’s slippers to wear. In school we automatically curtsied when we saw our teacher as we had done in
our old school, and our new schoolmates giggled and teased us to death. When we were praised or given
something to eat, we thanked them out of habit in Latvian: “Paldies.”
But little by little we forgot Latvian.
In our new home Mother arranged the furniture exactly as it had been in our old apartment, and sometimes
when we woke up we thought, out of habit, that we could hear the voices of Stasik and Vita outside the window
and that the red flag with the white stripe would be fluttering on the corner of August 5 Street, and that Laina had
gone into the courtyard with her new bicycle. But when we looked out the window we would see Vova ringing the
bell on his bicycle and little Tonya in the sandbox—it was a different courtyard, but the arrangement and
atmosphere in the house were the same.
And if you approach the open doors of the study, stand in the doorway and look long at the room, in the dim
light of half-forgotten childhood fear you’ll see Father's awesome head bent over his papers. I run my fingers over
my eyes, adjusting the focus to the objects in the study; I squint, and Father’s leather armchair begins to beckon to
me from an empty corner; in the weak glow an inkstand appears on the desk, the desk raises itself up on its four
paws over the current little desk, the chairs around it suddenly scatter helter-skelter: one behind the couch, another
behind the desk. Now the piano stands here although it wasn’t here before, but nevertheless I see Father, his eyes
tightly shut in satisfaction, listening to our duet. Our playing was off, false, and Mama shook her head in torment,
as if trying to shake out the wrong notes like water from her ears, but Father didn’t notice a thing. He took in the
overall picture: his daughters sitting at the piano and amiably playing a piece for four hands. We played, and I
won’t tire of repeating that we played wretchedly, but to make up for it we sang beautifully, which Father didn’t
suspect. We divided up the parts like this: You were the mezzo and I was the soprano, and we crooned in our
childish voices:
“Evening’s come, the clouds’ edges have dimmed …”
Yes, Gelya, it all happened as you say. I’d only add that you developed a voice of marvelous beauty, a soprano
as high as the heavens. My little voice was a duenna to yours; it accompanied you to the gates of the temple,
followed from afar your dizzying affairs, followed your velvet skirt, was the reverse side of the cloth embroidered
with lilies. You stood at the piano, and your hands touched the hands of the woman drowning in its pure depths;
light bouncing off the lake’s smooth surface beamed on your chin and bathed your thrown-back face. Your voice
opened like a flower, and out of its very heart flew a golden bumblebee. The most vivid and significant aspect in
the spectrum of your voice was an eternal sense of guilt—the theme of repentance—but your voice was so bright
that everything around it in our house began to cast blue, snowy shadows. In the boundless expanse of your voice,
every note was as distinct and fresh as a single grape. It was hard to imagine that you could sing like that and no
one knew it except me, because you had learned to overcome your shyness in front of me alone. Father never
learned about your marvelous gift, or he would have taken you to the conservatory, and you might now be singing
Gilda in the Bolshoi Theater.\fn{One of the most famous of all Moscow’s theaters; it stands on the site of another theater, which
burned down in 1853, retaining the portico and chariot of Apollo of its predecessor .}
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Music preceded the appearance of the couch: We always sat on it before putting a record on the record player.
No, Father’s habit of singing along with the record didn’t strike me as idiotic as it did you; it was touching, since
he had no ear whatsoever. Remember how he would break into song in the bathroom? To this day I hear
Cavaradossi’s aria and the Demon’s Song through pouring water, don’t you? And whenever I put things in their
old places, some little detail calls to me: oh, the bookshelves. At the very top, like the expanded bellows of an
accordion, stood the collected works of Balzac;\fn{ Honoré de Balzac (1799-1850), French author.} lower stood Dickens,\fn{Charles John Dickens (1812-1870), English author.} and lower still was Kuprin;\fn{ Aleksandr Ivanovich Kuprin (18701938), Russian author.} they had their own hierarchy. Remember how he clipped together several pages of Pushkin
that we were still too young to read? On Tuesdays you would narrate the plots of books to him: Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, for example, or The Land of Salt Cliffs, while you had already gotten through all of Lola bit by bit and
didn’t understand a thing in The Magic Mountain.
He relentlessly preached to all of his acquaintances: Don’t smoke, drop that pernicious habit, take a cold water
sponge bath in the morning—and I even suspect that our guests really did sponge themselves down in the
morning. What can be said about you and me, when adults who were in no way dependent on him were a little
afraid of him? Everyone recoiled from him; he lived in an aurora borealis of solitude. Even when he was in a
good mood, there was no guarantee that there wasn’t something invisible to the eye that would skim away his fine
disposition like foam off cocoa and expose burning lava.
Speaking of foam on cocoa, you once stuck your finger in a cup to scoop it up—oh, it’s terrifying to recall how
his lovely blue eyes darkened, how horror welled up in your gut.
He was good at nabbing hooligans on the street and I don’t remember any of them ever putting up a fight. His
polite iron hand and unflinching gaze made a big, unshaven man bend down to pick up a cigarette butt he had
thrown on the ground. Under Father’s gaze, and holding the butt by the end like a slippery fish, the man seemed to
tiptoe over to a trash can and throw it in with a hapless grin. Father was so majestic in his righteous indignation
that not a single bell would dare to tinkle on the fool’s cap of his entourage. His good deeds subjected people to
no less trepidation than his anger.
Alexander Nikolaevich’s enfeebled old nanny suffered from his yearly raids on her quiet home outside Kaluga.
He would appear—a gloomy do-gooder with meek eyes, inquire about her health, and give her money with a
generous hand. His nanny would sniffle, recall her ward’s short little shirt and naked, helpless legs, and call him
Sashenka, but deep in her heart she couldn’t believe that that quiet, patient child could have grown into this
daunting person.
When he went for walks in the park, the wind fanned his massive brow deferentially and he sucked in the
generous world with a half-moan of “good Lord.” He sat on the grass, but even in a relaxed pose his untapped
strength could be sensed all the same. One imagined the shining lance of an archangel next to him, at his right
hand, and it seemed to us, his unworthy daughters, that we were only the stunted shoots born in his ray of light
while his true children had dissolved in the shimmering ether—twelve fine sons and twelve bright-eyed daughters.
Incidentally, Father loved nature. Don’t you wish you could find other epithets for the verb denoting the action
of the heart besides that cliched team of horses without which the word seems incomplete or denuded? But alas,
no more precise words exist, so we’ll have to make do with these torch song lyrics:
He loved nature tenderly and madly.
And living nature idolized our father, sensing a gardener and protector in him. When he left the house in the
morning at seven o’clock sharp and set off for the institute, a pack of stray dogs would already be sitting in front
of the door waiting for his departure. It can’t be said that he bought off the animals with bones (as he did not buy
off people), although, of course, as he was leaving the house Grandmother would give him some kind of treat
wrapped in newspaper for the dogs, and he wasn’t averse to going out with leftovers and feeding them. The strays
greeted him with delight (unlike people), and as he walked along the street, the shepherd of an obedient flock, the
dogs ran ahead of him, yelping with joy. Along the way Father would talk with them, chuckling to himself:
“Well, now, my sweethearts, Alexander Nikolaevich is going to work, he leads a dog’s life—only work and
more work.”
As they drew closer to the town square where his institute was located, the dogs slowed their pace, began to
lag behind and run off, and only the most devoted and impassive little mutt walked him all the way to the door.
Mama Marina told us how astounded she was at first by Father’s love of nature; she suspected him of a
tendency for posturing, although it was impossible to imagine a person less inclined to showy displays than
Alexander Nikolaevich.
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Once—at the earliest and most splendid time in their relationship—they went into a delicate October forest.
Mama tried to keep up with Father’s pace and was telling him some girlish, naïve, dreamlike story when she
suddenly noticed that not only was he not listening to her but he was muttering something to himself under his
breath. As she listened, Mama was able to make out something like this:
“Oh, Lord, how marvelous, how wonderful, ah, what is this all for …”
Mama got frightened. With hurried steps, trying to fill his gaze, having forgotten about her, he walked farther
and farther away, and with horror she saw Father gently lean over a branch of a hazelnut tree, and touch his lips to
a crimson leaf as if it were a woman’s hand. Mama recoiled and took to her heels. A few hours later she lay on the
sofa in her room with a compress on her head, overcome by inexplicable fears, when he suddenly appeared:
happy, noticing neither the compress nor her tearstained eyes—blind, completely blind.
“Oh, my dear, you know, I was in the woods, it was so marvelous there, and the whole time I was thinking
about you and our happiness!”
When Mama related the scene to Serafirna Georgievna, trying to cast it in a humorous light, Serafirna
Georgievna replied seriously:
“Marina, get used to such things, it happens to him. Since childhood he has been mad about nature, and on a
fine day among the trees he loses his senses completely. His father was the same way. Nature overwhelms
Alexander on the spot.”
We should clarify that nature was the only thing that overwhelmed him. This man, before whom many people
trembled, toward whom not a single saleslady had ever been insolent, at whom not one bureaucrat had raised his
voice, a man who could make us burst into tears at a glance—we saw this man squatting down and weeping over
the downy head of clover blossom …
And here our dialogue is joined by a third voice, our mother’s voice, and there’s no way we can slam the door
in her face, although we don’t want her to encroach upon the image of Father we have created. But Mama is insistent, she appeals to our sense of justice, and, dropping what she’s doing, with grated carrots clinging to her hands,
she comes into our room:
Oh, girls, it’s not like that, it’s not true!
What isn’t true? That he prostrated himself before a flower?
No, that part’s true. I recognize him in your stories and see him before my eyes, but it’s not true that everyone
was afraid of him. It’s just that people sensed his intelligence and strength, and he treated shop-keepers and
bureaucrats with deliberate respect, immediately assuming that each of them was a thoroughly decent person and
a master of his trade. His speech was classically correct; he spoke slowly and felt responsible for every word he
uttered. He had a pleasant voice and an old-fashioned manner of conversing with people. He would bow slightly
to his interlocutor and ask questions with sympathetic attention …”
Stop, Mama, don’t get upset. We are in fact testifying in his favor, didn’t you realize that? We were talking
about his love of nature, we’d just dipped our brushes in soft pastel shades; in a word, we were talking about
nature, and we won’t quarrel with you over whether people were afraid of him or not. Let’s bring that picture
before our eyes once again: he was bending over a flower …
The fragility and gentleness of a simple flower utterly exhausted him, and a mortal yearning for life constricted
his heart when, with a strange look in his eyes, he followed the clouds. You drink and drink and it’s still not
enough, you still can’t drink your fill, and you still don’t know what you can do to drink your fill, to fill your
lungs, and the clear day is disappearing, and we have only this one life …
Perhaps that was his train of thought. Sometimes he would take us to a park on the outskirts of the city, to a
marvelous botanical garden. The black iron fence would have had the lock on our memory if it weren’t for the
roses—roses with names as wonderful as those of the constellations; we liked to try out the sound of them. Papa
Meiyan—purple, velvet, with hard-boiled petals and an enormous heat at its very heart, a scorching, almost black
vortex. Tatyana’s Bush supported burning crimson flowers covered with dust like the wings of butterflies; they
grew at a respectful distance from one another, so that the beauty of each individual bloom was indisputable, and
so that there was indeed a good amount of air between them. The crumbly, provocatively large Baron E. de
Rothschild, decorative as a sponge cake; the Peer Gynt—yellow with red splashes; the fateful queen of hearts,
Lily Marlene, on its low-growing bush; the joyless, pale lilac blooms of Mainser Fasonacht, monsters among
roses, reminiscent of the powdered Giselle in the second act; the luxuriant pink Suspense; and finally, the
heavenly Dolce Vita, so classical it rendered us speechless. And once again a hungry gaze from the shadowy side
of the park to see the roses all at once, en masse, in a splendid throng, a kingdom of extravagant beauty, a world
of paradisiacal fecundity. Music surely resounded in Father’s ears.
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We often accompanied him on walks and were delighted when, little by little, in a grove of trees or by a pond,
he would stop paying attention to us. He became distracted. He sat on the grass and a sweet ladybug crawled back
and forth on the palm of his big, calm hand. But when the ladybug flew away, Father stood and walked straight
through the bushes, through the darkening woods; he walked and walked, and it seemed that his walk had been
this straight and rapt since the moment of his birth—the heavy tread of a commander. And I didn’t wave to him or
walk with him farther, but when he called to me from the depths of the park, I dashed headlong in the opposite
direction. When I returned home and entered our empty apartment, one thing on the wall suddenly stunned me:
Mama’s portrait, which Father always took with him. Mama’s portrait was hanging on the wall.
In that photograph our mother is sitting on a fallen tree in her lilac crepe de chine dress, illuminated by a sun
so generous that its rays extend beyond the frame and fill the entire room with the ecstatic light of the past. Her
head is thrown back slightly, her hair shines in that day’s summer air. Father photographed Mama in a pine forest;
can’t you smell the scent of the needles in the study? The brightest spot in the photo is Mama’s neck, which the
sun also caresses. Mama is blissfully nibbling on a blade of grass, thinking about giving birth to a son. This blade
of grass was the last thing that the fairy godmother gave to Cinderella as she sent her off to the ball, and Mama’s
face reaches out to it and she drinks in the air through it.
Don’t you want to extend every pine beyond the frame, roll out the clearing where Mama was being
photographed to its full expanse, extend the July air to the sky, and thus restore her whole devastated life? …
*
We remember her weary and broken, like a bird drawing its wing out from under the rubble of a house in ruins.
Her shadow incessantly wandered through the rooms and moved the shadows of objects from place to place. Our
things, from the furniture to a statuette of a muse holding a lyre, had no permanent place. No sooner had dust
settled on the base of the clock on the sideboard than the clock was moved to the refrigerator in the kitchen; the
three-sided mirror migrated from corner to corner like a New Year’s tree; the house sucked up small objects—
irretrievably: mittens, a slide rule, scissors—it was impossible to find anything, everything slipped away from
your hands and hid. Mama was constantly looking for something or other.
“How could that be, I precisely recall putting those bonds in this vase. Gelya, you cleaned up last …”
“I didn’t see anything. You tuck things away someplace and then you torment us.”
“Have I gone mad or something? Right here in this vase!”
She defiantly clattered dishes in the kitchen, electrical sparks flew across the floor when she started to turn the
desk drawers inside out, pain radiated from her in shimmering circles throughout the apartment as she raced
about, her voice penetrated all the nooks and crannies, and her steps began to evoke in us the same dull fear as
Father’s heavy tread. For a long time Gelya’s piano scales competed with Mama’s growing irritation, until Gelya
couldn’t stand it anymore; she tore away from the piano stool and threw herself into the search, less believing in
the possibility of finding the bonds than simply adapting herself to the course of the hurricane.
But there were no bonds, and there was no peace. The furies tore through the rooms, glasses were dropped, the
pile of the rug on the sofa stood on end, doors were slammed:
“No, I’m not mixing anything up. I remember thinking, Why don’t I put them right in this vase, and I even
made a special point of remembering …”
In that draft of air we wanted to remove ourselves from life somehow, if only by the simplest method of
deductive reasoning: to melt away in the myriad possible means of melting away, to separate our ancestors, to
make a deal with fate, so that our grandfather and grandmother lived in different cities and our other grandfather
and grandmother never played a scene from Othello in a summer production; to throw a mountain range between
our parents and then have unpassable forests arise and seas overflow along their path to each other; to subtract
love from love, to pull time apart, to destroy even the hope of our appearance. But we never fought with Mama,
not over the slide rule, not over the bonds, even though it wasn’t our fault that they disappeared; we didn’t even
argue with her, we didn’t attempt to resist her, because we knew that we still had unused reserves of life—
remember, sister?
But Gelya was silent, Gelya had gone into hiding. At night she would sit on the balcony, hugging her knees,
and look into the darkness, into the deep August night. Faceted blue stars followed their familiar path through a
fine layer of clouds; the new moon rose and seemed to pause, transfixed, above the balcony. Her sister, bare feet
slapping, came out and sat next to her.
“Geliko-san, why aren’t you sleeping?”
“I’m not sleeping because I’m not sleeping,” Gelya replied curtly.
“Did something happen?” Taya quickly asked.
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“Happen. Happenstance. A happy happenstance.”
“How come stars twinkle?”
“You have to study your lessons, then you'll know why.”
“I am studying, Geliko-san, but we haven’t gotten to that yet. So why do they?”
“Because the wind blows on them,” Gelya answered angrily.
In two weeks he’ll go back to Moscow, to the physics institute. He’s so smart, he got in on his own, without
any tutoring. You can’t charm him, Gelya thought absently, but it’s impossible not to be charmed by him. Oh, why
does he insist on being friends with her, why does he take off his jacket when it’s raining—she doesn’t take her
raincoat on purpose—after all, it would be so nice to walk under one jacket with him—but no, he courteously
throws it over Gelya’s shoulders—he’s a friend, a comrade, a buddy. He chats with her about such nonsense—
good Lord, who cares about the Taganka Theater or the Archangelskoe estate anyway? And who’s Marcel
Proust\fn{The French author (1871-1922) who created the cyclical novel Remembrance of Things Past (1913-1927), generally regarded
as one of the greratest achievements in world literature .} to her? But if she were to say that to him—Who’s Marcel Proust to
me?—he’d be disappointed to find out that she’s no different from any of the others, with whom he has nothing to
talk about …
But just two years ago he was an unremarkable classmate, a boring, ordinary boy with pale blond hair and
eyebrows, and when he jumped over the horse in gym class, everyone giggled. Go ahead and giggle now, his
sweet and haughty face says. And Mama, by old habit, seeing Gelya lost in thought, still laughs and says:
“Kolya Sazonov.”
What Kolya? Kolya had dimmed, faded, dissolved into the crowd on the street, nobody—Kolya, a Don Juan of
local import. But about him Mama says:
Gelya’s admirer.
Oh, Mama, if only he were my admirer! Alas, he’s only a friend, a buddy from summer days, and you can’t
complain to anyone about that kind of friendship—they were friends for a month and a half, just friends, she
didn’t so much as dare to touch his hand, but her friend Alia walked up to them on the street, said something banal
—and his eyes lit up and became warmer. The three of them walked on—and no Proust, no Taganka—the
conversation was silly, giggly: She took him away. She’ll al- ways take them away …
In mentioning Kolya Sazonov, Mama is behind the times—alas, she can’t keep up with the changing of the
seasons in Gelya’s maturing heart—then it was shy spring, now it is summer, a storm is gathering, clouds are
swirling, hanging lower, the scent of flowers in their beds is heartrending: August.
But in Taya’s thousand times cursed and unworthy life a certain vitamin finally appeared, under whose influence her life recuperated and pulsed with strength and youth, and this vitamin was called—with Valka’s light
touch—walking the razor’s edge.
Valka was Taya’s classmate. In the ninth grade she’d had a bold affair with an athlete, and in the beginning of
the tenth she had another with a mama’s boy, a terrible wimp, who was willing to wash Valka’s stockings but
didn’t dare bring her home to meet his parents, and Valka threw him over in splendid style, cuckolding him with
one of his own buddies. What would happen after graduation, God only knew. Valka didn’t even try to guess—a
she couldn’t have cared less—she was a reckless girl.
This Valka began to drag Taya along with her to parties; to be sure, those people didn’t suit Taya and Taya
didn’t suit them, because as midnight drew near she tried to slip away like Cinderella. We only live once and
Valka had fun; she wasn’t afraid of anything and didn’t regret anything, she wasn’t too stingy to give Taya her
best earrings. She lived in a communal apartment in the center of town with her mother, who was still young and
had the same lively dark eyes as Valka. Valka spoke endearingly of her mother’s suitors: my 101 st or, God help me
recall, 102nd Papa. (The papas, incidentally, already coveted Valka herself, causing minor scandals at home.)
Valka flirted for all she was worth wherever she was. When she was around, the atmosphere became alarmingly giddy, filled with the expectation of wonderful things; men began to be witty and scintillating—what jerks,
Valka used to say, planting her hands on her broad hips. The jerks were thrilled and enthralled, presented themselves as bachelors, and ran out to get wine and chocolate, looking askance at Taya—who was this strange bird?
The bird herself didn’t know what kind of bird she was, but in these matters Valka was a wise old owl.
A whirlwind blew up, a tiny whirlwind, and it whisked away the student allowance that had been scrupulously
saved up for a tape recorder; music wailed, parents’ china was taken out while the parents worked the night shift,
the floor shook, candles shook, glasses were broken, Valka made the whole group form a chain and forced the
boys to dance the letkajenkka.\fn{A note reads: A dance resembling the bunny-hop.} …
Meanwhile, Taya sat on the sidelines; boys came up to her uncertainly and even unwillingly—they couldn’t
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stay away from Valka, although she dispensed sonorous slaps right and left with a generous hand, muttering: I’m a
serious girl and a wise old owl.
At one of these parties Taya saw one of her mother’s students. He recognized her, his face changed, he walked
up to her, took her firmly by the ear, and led her out the door:
“Now get out of here.”
Taya got scared and slipped away.
There were many other kinds of capers: they hitchhiked, stopping trucks and taking off with the driver God
knows where, howling with laughter at Valka’s jokes, their eyes shining. The driver would trustfully stop the truck
and dash into a store—the girls, giggling, would disappear. There were some dubious birthday parties, poems of
dubious quality read by a supposedly well-known poet who said his work had been published, though he was
probably lying; there was a fellow named Dima who hinted he had been in prison so much he was a top dog there.
There was a New Year’s party in some dormitory, a window was broken, but they hid from the militia. There was
much, much more.
And there was nothing but emptiness, and by spring everything was a bore. Happy-go-lucky Valka was a bore,
and walking the razor’s edge was a bore. The same boredom, the same indefiniteness, the same thoughts—what
next, what are we living for?
*
Now I have something to confess to you, Mama, even though one’s not considered a thief until caught. But
there’s nothing to hide here, and I’m prepared to justify my actions.
Love for one’s mother is the most awkward feeling on earth, and for a long time there was nothing I could say
to you that would help us understand each other. Once you’ve heard my confession, you’ll say, “Gelya, how
humiliating. You've demeaned yourself," but I’ll reply by saying: I care more for the truth, however base. I wanted
to know the truth, no matter how much I suspected that it was utterly impossible. Truth is portioned out here and
there, and it can’t be crystallized out of a mass of circumstances and causes, but I wanted to get my own solid
piece of the truth, and that’s why I secretly read your letters and old papers. But I couldn’t change anything—what
had to happen, happened; It was too late to gather up those letters—yours and Father’s—and, carefully putting
them in chronological order, send them off to general delivery one by one, into the past, before the darkest of
days, before the very seed of our existence, send them off starting with the last cruel telegrams and ending with
Father’s first note:
Marina—come to Staroye Boulevard after the lecture!

And dream as I was doing it that Mama, the way she used to be, a lively beauty, would receive the note, snort,
tear it into pieces, go off to meet someone else, and not give me life.
A cake box in the depths of a closet held the old letters, an archive, a chronicle of our family, a saga about us, a
book in which everything was written down. I read it with grim satisfaction, with horror and sorrow; I studied its
pages like a homework assignment, to the detriment of my other assignments. I read it and reread it, days passed,
months, years—but I still couldn’t tear myself away from it. How random is the accumulation of one thing or
another that later comes to be thought of as the very embodiment …
Father—returned from a business trip and shouted from the doorway:
“Guess what Papa brought for his girls?”
“What, what?” We began jumping up and down. This is what he brought. This. This cake. Every last crumb of
it had to be eaten.
“My dear, my dear, I’m going mad, I’m going to shoot myself if you don’t come! Drop everything, I beg you, I
can’t go on another day without you!”
And then there’s a leap across time and life and people:
“Marina! I’ve put four hundred roubles in the girls’ name in savings account number …”
I'd rather return to the time when he wrote:
“And I’m a child, a complete child before you, before Woman, before this miracle of love.”
“Sasha, Sasha, we shouldn’t do this, it’s worse than murder, but why don’t you hear me, why doesn’t your
shout reach its mark, what’s going on? Why are we moving away from each other, why? Come back, we’ll go to
that city, we’ll stand on that bridge, and we’ll come to an understanding. I believe people should come to an
understanding when their hearts have been cleansed by suffering. I believe in it!”
No, she didn’t believe in it, and the letter wasn’t sent.
1146

What was written begins to dissolve on the paper—time is such a powerful catalyst, more powerful than
anything that could ever exist in chemistry—and it seems as if you’re reading on the bottom of a river. Barely
distinguishable, skeletons of shipwrecks lie in the depths with the dead still on board. The letters must be handled
chastely, like dried flowers, they are so fragile; but suddenly, in the amber twilight of the past, among the yellow
petals, a lock of hair is discovered—it’s so alive and shiny, as if it had just been cut from Mama’s head. Alive and
whole, like a gem brought up to the light from the bottom of a river. The voices sound so tremulous and warm—
blooded: after all, our two lives depended on the outcome of their arguments; voices severed from the living so
many years ago, but just as real and unexpected as that strand of hair. Living voices, drowned in pieces of paper
as delicate as autumn leaves, as the treasures of a herbarium. Like bubbles of air they rise up from the roiled
depths, they burst, and out of them escapes a cry: Oh, Mama, Mama, Father! What have you done!
As I bend over the table, having covered the lamp with a brick-colored apron that casts a bloody reflection on
your letters, I can reconstruct our entire frenzied drama by playing these old notes: people die, clouds blow over,
letters disappear from the alphabet, rivers run dry. In today’s novels there are no gloves dropped on purpose, but
there is the same passion, the same deafness and madness, the same immortal sobriquets that we give the ones we
love …
And then there’s this:
Once upon a time there lived an old couple, our neighbors, and they were well off—they had a breakfront, a
sofa, a table, chairs, the old lady’s childlike bed, and a photograph. The old folks died one after the other, their
younger daughter moved to another city, their granddaughter got married, the breakfront, sofa, and bed were
simply taken out into the courtyard, but what was to be done with the photograph? It was of a dark-haired young
man with gentle eyes and a barely discernible smile on his young face. One looked at that face and immediately
realized that the youth was long gone from this world. He was killed during the war. For some time the
photograph hung on the wall, but one day we visited our new neighbors, who had just moved in, and the empty
place on the wall seemed to cry out. The bare expanse with its walleye looked reproachful and terrible, so terrible
and reproachful that they put up a false eye, Kramskoy’s painting The Unknown Woman, in its place, but the eyes
of the old couple’s son, who had died in the war, shone through the reproduction all the same.
And I think:
Whose hand will take down our photograph, exiling it first to a drawer in a desk, then simply to a box where
letters wind up, when everything that had been saved from the past will have sunk to the bottom of the river—this
time forever?
Here it is—the last letter Mama Marina wrote to her mother, dating to the very beginning of the tragedy that
took place in our house so long ago. Between this letter and Father’s first letters lie years, a bridge that is crossed
at the risk of one’s life; how steep, hunchbacked, and slippery is this bridge leading to the wilderness, how rich in
evil omens, solar eclipses, broken mirrors, empty pails, and spilled salt; listen, isn’t it better to pay Charon\fn{ In
Greek mythology, the boatman piloting the souls of the damned to Hades .} and be done with this journey, shortening it by a
third? And to know that in so doing you are breaking the chain of heartache and countless hardships? To fall
asleep … and dream?
Mama didn’t reply.
The day around her shone, filled with the distinct, divine scent of pine needles; there was a twittering and
chirring and bustling in the grass, birds looked down from the branches. Let it be a son, she thought, positioning
herself in a sunbeam so that there would be a lot of light while the photograph was being taken. The light
wandered over the grass and set afire the blade of grass she held in her teeth.
28.194 The Lilac Dressing Gown\fn{by Nina Gabrielyan (1953-

)}

Moscow, Russia (F) 11

Mama had a lilac dressing gown. It hung in the big polished wardrobe. Not in the half with the drawers, but in
the other half which locked. Mama didn’t lock the half with the drawers. Various things lay in the drawers, nice
and not nice. Mama’s slips, for instance, pale blue and white, were nice. They were fine and silky, and I liked to
rumple and squeeze them—when Mama was out, of course.
The wooly pink bloomers that Mama forced me to wear in cold weather were not nice: they invariably stuck
out from under my dress no matter how I hoisted them up. The bloomers were Chinese, that is from the land of
dragons and fans, and to me it was incomprehensible how those festive Chinese could sew such repulsive things
to poison a person’s existence as those brazenly pink bloomers. There was something vaguely indecent about
them.
1147

The color, or something, reminded me of Yevgeny Vasilyevich, a neighbor in our communal apartment. He
was large, bald, in striped pajamas and elderly. He was all of 40. Sometimes he had visitors: first Tonya, then
Lyuba. By turns. They never came together. Lyuba was tall, with a thick blond braid wrapped around her head,
and usually left in the evening. Tonya was a redhead, with short hair, and always stayed over. In the night you
could hear her through the wall moaning and crying out. She apparently had terrible dreams.
I had terrible dreams too, sometimes. Like my dream about the dacha in Zhavoronki. Uncle Volodya is sitting
on the porch and sharpening a red pencil—the kind only doctors have—with a big pen-knife. Alma is lying at his
feet and wagging her fleecy grey tail.
“Alma, Alma,” I say, gently pummeling her warm side.
I know that now she will roll over on her back and stretch and then I can scratch her belly where the fur is thin
and you can see soft pinkish skin through it. Alma will rumble with pleasure the way she always does when Uncle
Volodya scratches her belly.
But Alma does not want to roll over and I pummel her more insistently. Suddenly she leaps to her feet, hangs
over me and growls. With horror I notice that she has two huge, yellow, slobbery fangs. Alma grabs me by my
pink bloomers, lifts me up in the air and goes bounding around the garden. “Ha-ha-ha,” guffaws Uncle Volodya,
clasping pencil and pen-knife, and revealing a yellow fang of his own. I suddenly realize that Uncle Volodya is
not Uncle Volodya and Alma is not Alma. I swing my legs desperately, trying to catch hold of the ground with my
sandals, but my feet don’t reach, my dress is hanging over my head—and the dog is whirling me along straight to
the end of the garden, towards the yellow blur of the back gate which no one uses. The gate swings slowly open,
behind it something is clicking—and a woman with a thick black braid is bending over me.
“What’s wrong, little girl?” she asks.
“I don’t want you,” I cry, “I want my Mama.”
“But I am your Mama.”
“You don’t think you’re the only Mama on earth, do you?”
Outside my window something crashes, shadows dance across the ceiling.
“Sleep, sleep,” the woman with the strange face coaxes me with Mama’s voice. But I know that it is all a trick
and that I must not fall asleep.
Sleep is a dangerous thing: you never know what they may do to you there. I would never fall asleep if I could
help it. But sleep creeps up so stealthily you can never catch it coming. Before you know it, you are enmeshed.
And then you can scream all you like, shake your head and try to open your wide-open eyes. Sleep will not let
you go until it has had its fun with you, until it has thoroughly tormented you.
But not to fall asleep is frightening too. It is frightening to lie alone in the dark. My parents are asleep in the
dining room—roaming, separately or together, the rooms and corridors of their dreams from where they cannot
help me. It is frightening with open eyes and frightening with closed eyes.
No, I am not afraid of any big bad wolves, wicked witches or goblins. I am afraid of fear itself, formless,
faceless, voiceless and therefore able to assume any guise, utterly unpredictable. Fear may masquerade as the
moonspot on the wallpaper, may slide down suddenly onto the coverlet and slither up your arm to your bared
shoulder. Fear may cause the door in the kitchen to creak while dabbing your face insinuatingly with something
soft. Or rustle in a far comer of the room, then hush and creep soundlessly toward you. Fear: itmay even
masquerade as you. If you stretch your arms out on top of the coverlet and stare at them for long enough, they will
suddenly become huge. I cannot see my body beneath the coverlet, but I can feel that it too has increased many
times in size. And I am no longer I, but someone or something gigantic, only masquerading as me.
I used to go to sleep with the light on. But since I am a big girl now—next year I will start school—Mama no
longer lets me have the night-light on.
“Perhaps you’d like a pacifier too?” she says, throwing me a mocking look.
I think she hates me. She cannot not know that when a person is left alone in a dark room, the objects in it all
suddenly change shape, become what they are not in the daytime, and begin to come alive. This is far more
frightening than if twenty goblins and fifty wicked witches were to walk into the room. Everyone knows what a
goblin looks like, but fear—fear doesn’t look like anything, that is what makes it frightening. But Mama pretends
not to know any of this and turns the light firmly out every night with the words “For shame, a big girl like you!”
and disappears.
But I am not ashamed, I am frightened. I am frightened by the dark room and frightened by Mama, who in the
cruelest possible way leaves me alone with fear stirring in every comer, and goes calmly into the dining room. No,
I know she hates me. And she’s probably right. What other feeling besides hatred could I—small, timorous,
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helpless, with those shameful pink bloomers constantly sticking out from under my dress—inspire?
Mama never has anything sticking out from anywhere. Her dresses and skirts are long, below the knee, but I
am constantly being stuffed into short things, and then told in that fake voice, “Oh, isn’t that pretty?” The pink
bloomers are a symbol of my unsightliness, a symbol of Mama’s hatred of me, a symbol of my otherness and
exceptionalness.
But I do not want to be me, I want to be Mama, in a long dress below the knee, with a thick black braid
wrapped prettily around my head by day and let down at night, combed and again braided. Mama who comes
home from work in the evening and puts on her long, floor-length lilac dressing gown. Mama who is not afraid of
the dark. Not me, in a short navy skirt made out of Papa’s military pants, with an idiotic propellor-like white bow
in my hair.
On the rare occasion when I manage to stay home alone, I unlock the other half of the wardrobe—not the half
with the drawers, but the half with Mama’s dressing gown. Other things are hanging there too—Mama’s dresses,
Papa's dress military jacket with the gold lieutenant-colonel’s epaulets. But the main thing is the dressing gown,
long, lilac, irresistible. The dressing gown hangs in the wardrobe, slowly freeing itself of Mama, of her shape. It
assumes its own original shape, but the faint, barely detectable smell of Red Moscow perfume tells me that the
dressing gown is not quite its old self, it is still slightly Mama.
This is the best time to try it on. Having shed Mama’s shape, it meekly allows me to fill the empty space. The
insinuating smell of the perfume creeps from the cool fabric to me, sticks to my skin—and I begin to smell of
Mama, my body, enveloped in this marvelous rustling dressing gown, becomes longer and I am slowly reborn into
something just as marvelous, smelling of Red Moscow perfume, rustling and mysterious. Still, I cannot look in the
mirror since the miracle of transformation is easily scared off by crude scrutiny. Instead, I look at myself in the
smooth, shining, polished surface of the wardrobe where the face of the flickering female figure in the long, floorlength dressing gown is so obscure and indistinct that it can be endowed with any features.
“But you’re a big girl now, shame on you for being afraid!” says the tall, svelte figure to the pink rag doll in
the short little dress, an idiotic propeller-like bow in her hair. “Perhaps you'd like a pacifier too?”
The doll trembles slightly in the arms of the tall figure and stares inanely. That repulsive pink doll with the
idiotic propeller in her hair!
This passion for transformation may have been my greatest passion of all. No amount of ice cream, candy or
lemonade gave me the palpable pleasure I got from this game of assuming another appearance. Another appearance, naturally, contained another essence. Changing clothes is not the only way to change one’s appearance. By
now, I am an excellent and experienced player and I can often transform myself simply by covering my eyes and
concentrating. The best time to do this is during those auspicious periods when I am sick with the flu or a sore
throat. Then I don’t have to go to kindergarten and I can lie in bed and play all I want. I close my eyes and pretend
to be “another little girl.” This other little girl is nothing like me: she has green eyes, light flaxen hair and a small,
fine nose. I made this game up a year ago, after the time I came howling home and Mama asked anxiously what
the matter was:
“Seriozha Filippov said I’m Armenian,” I sob.
“So what?” Mama replies, surprised. “What’s wrong with that? I’m Armenian too.”
“And Papa?”
“Papa’s Armenian. So was your grandmother, your grandfather, and your great-grandmother.”
“Then why aren’t other people Armenian? Why are we the only ones?”
“You silly girl,” Mama laughs. “There are lots of other Armenians besides us: Aunt Seda, Uncle Kolya, Aunt
Shushanik, Uncle Babken. Remember when Aunt Seda came to see us from Yerevan?\fn{ The capital of Armenia.}
With Elvirochka and Nonnochka? And when they were getting ready to leave, you said: ‘Mama, make sure they
don’t steal anything.’ They were offended, you know. What on earth gave you that idea?”
“They were very dark,” I explain.
“But you’re very dark too.”
I sigh. That is just what bothers me. But Mama either does not understand me, or she is pretending again. Yet
what is there not to understand: all people are people, but we—how do you like that!—are Armenian. As if the
pink bloomers weren’t enough, now there’s this. Again I’m not like everyone.
Being not like everyone is uncomfortable but also fascinating, like being a circus midget. Three circus midgets
live in the fourth entrance: two tiny women with bright lipstick and beehive hairdos and Tolik. Tolik is small, the
size of a nine-year-old, he always wears a gray beret and has a lined face on which not a single hair grows. This is
why his face seems both smooth like a boy’s and wrinkled like an old man’s. It’s magic! They aren’t circus
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performers for nothing. All three midgets have a festive air about them—it’s in everything: in the bright costumes
and lavishly made-up faces of the tiny women, in Tolik’s odd, young-old face. And when the midgets issue out of
their entrance, all eyes are on them. True, they don’t seem to like the attention—they cross the courtyard without
looking at anyone, their faces stem and unfriendly. Evidently, being not like everyone is not much fun.
And yet, how seductive! Besides, if you’re the only one “not like everyone,” that’s one thing; but if your
Mama, and Papa, and even your grandmother … and some other people are Armenian too, Aunt Seda, for instance
… well then that has certain secret advantages: you’re both unlike others and yet not the only one in the world
like that.
“What about Dusya?” I ask.
“What about Dusya?”
“What’s Dusya?” Dusya is my nanny. Or was. When I began kindergarten, Dusya went to work in a factory,
but she often comes to visit.
“Dusya is Russian, from Ryazan.”
“Where’s Ryazan?”
“In Russia.”
“Where’s Russia?”
“Here, we live in Russia.”
“We live in Moscow!”
“Moscow is in Russia.”
The conversation about Dusya leads me to other thoughts:
“Mama, are we bourgeois?”
“Who told you that?”
“An Indian girl.”
“What Indian girl?”
“The one who lives in the second entrance.”
For some reason, an Indian family lived in our building. We hardly ever saw foreigners. Suddenly a little
Indian girl turned up in our very own building. I desperately wanted to be friends with her. And then one day we
met. The courtyard was covered with bright white snow—and a marvelous little girl, right out of the Indian fairy
tales I was then devouring, came up to me herself and said:
“So you’re bourgeois!”
“Why?” I said fearfully.
“You have a housekeeper.”
“So what?” I faltered.
“So there! Everyone who has a housekeeper is bourgeois.”
“We are not bourgeois,” I sobbed in horror, sensing vaguely that she was probably right since in our entire
building only one other family had a housekeeper. “We are not bourgeois!”
“You are too bourgeois!” the fairy-tale girl snapped stubbornly and stalked off, leaving me alone with the
unbearable grief raining down on my six-year-old head.
“What nonsense!” Mama was indignant. “The bourgeois are long gone in our country.”\fn{ It was a Communist
article of faith that, together with landlords and capitalists, the bourgeois—by which was meant in addition to small shop-owners and the
so-called “middle class,” that state of mind that believes that there should exist an ascendent/subbordinate social relationship between the
person who hires a worker and the worker himself—were the virtual enslavers of all humanity for their own selfish class-directed and
class-dictated ends.}

“You mean we’re all poor?”
Yes, there was much that was puzzling about our life. For instance, I knew—they had told us so in kindergarten—that before, a very long time ago, there had been rich and poor. The rich were bad and always offending the
poor. Then the poor overthrew them. What “overthrew” meant wasn't exactly clear. But it was clear that the rich
had either been driven out, or something like that, and that now there were none left.
Still, certain ambiguities remained.
For instance, I had a burgundy cashmere dress with a fancy white collar and black patent-leather shoes. One
day I outgrew these marvelous things and Mama gave them away to Tamarka from the third entrance “because
they (Tamarka’s parents) don’t have any money, and Tamarka wants something nice to wear too.”
I was not selfish, but the sight of Tamarka playing outside in my dress and my shoes filled me with a strange
anxiety. It was as if she had become a little bit me. Or I her? I had never envisaged such a transformation, in part
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because, unlike my transformations into Mama, which could always be stopped and undone (just take off the
dressing gown), I had virtually no control over my transformation into Tamarka which smelled of danger. As if
part of me had become Tamarka and was living a life apart from me.
Tamarka lived in the basement. Her entrance had little windows along it below street-level, and if you squatted
down you could peep underground and see pale blue calico curtains and part of an iron bed. Other details of life in
the underground kingdom were impossible to descry. Tamarka never invited me over and whenever we met, I
always died of curiosity and fright since she lived underground, the locus of the nether world. Tamarka, of course,
was conversant with what there was there besides the pale blue curtains and iron bed. So when she began turning
up in my dress and my shoes, I felt that I too had somehow become privy to that nether world.
That world was also connected with Easter eggs. I already knew a lot about God. For instance, I knew that he
had been invented by the bourgeois, the same ones who had been overthrown, and that when Yuri Gagarin\fn{ Yuri
Alekseyevich Gagarin (1934-1968), Soviet cosmonaut, the first human being to fly in space (April 12, 1961) .} had gone up in space
he had not seen any God there. I also knew that God was called Christ and that he didn’t have a last name. That is
why I felt a little sorry for him—everybody had a last name: Seriozha did, Tamarka did, I did, but he didn’t.
On the other hand, he lived in a beautiful white house with a golden roof the shape of a large onion. The house
stood on Lenin Hills and was called a “church.” Old women in white shawls came to visit him there on Sundays.
When he celebrated his birthday, they brought him presents—Easter cakes and dyed eggs. True, these Easter
cakes were nothing like the ones Seriozha and I made out of dirt with plastic moulds, they were much bigger and
you could eat them.
I also knew that God lived in the nether world. There were two “nether worlds:” the one where God lived
which was in heaven, and the one where Tamarka lived which was underground. But these two nether worlds
were connected with one another—and the go-between was Tamarka’s granny who went to church on Sundays,
and also brought dyed eggs and Easter cakes on God’s birthday.
When Dusya lived with us, she dyed eggs too, although she did not go to church. She dyed the eggs like this:
she took two aluminum saucepans, put the brown skins of onions in one (probably this had something to do with
the onion-shaped roof on God’s house), and a red rag in the other. Then she carefully ladled eggs into each
saucepan, covered them with water and put them over a low flame. The flame could not be turned up, much as I
longed to hasten the making of this miracle. But Dusya forbade me, she said the eggs would burst. Once I didn’t
listen to her and turned up the flame on the sly. Huge bubbles welled up on the water, then burst, and in their place
little merry bubbles began jumping up and dancing. Then the eggs burst. I learned then and forever that a miracle
is a fragile thing and brooks no inteference. If one does not rush it and does not goad it, the miracle will happen
all by itself.
At first, everything is the way it always is: the saucepan filled with transparent water, a red rag on the bottom
and white eggs on top. Then the water becomes cloudy and tinged with red—the saucepan turns into a tiny lake
on the bottom of which dark red seaweed stirs and smooth white stones gleam. Then the water begins to thicken,
to swell with dark red and tremble slowly. The white stones lose their distinct shape and also turn red, but not as
red as the water, lighter.
“Let them simmer a little longer,” says Dusya.
And we begin to simmer: the eggs in their thick, billowing rag soup, and I in my own impatience. And when
the general simmering becomes unbearable, Dusya announces grandly:
“Ready!”
The flame is turned off, the red water gives a few last sobs, splashes and congeals. Dusya takes a large
aluminum spoon and carefully scoops out the evenly dyed eggs—one by one—from the bottom. The eggs dry
instantly in the air, as soon as they have been arranged in the deep white dish.
“Beeeee-you-ta-ful!” Yevgeny Vasilyevich blares from out of the blue in his inevitable striped pajamas. “Christ
is risen, Yevdokiya Ivanovna.”
He gives my Dusya a special look, the meaning of which I cannot make out, but which I sense is not good.
“Hello,” Dusya replies guardedly. “Come on, Nina.”
“Christ is risen, Yevdokiya Ivanovna,” Yevgeny Vasilyevich repeats triumphantly, blocking our way.
And here I do something strange. I stamp my foot so hard the laces on my boot come undone, and I give a
deafening shriek:
“Not Christ! Not risen!”
“What are you, crazy?” says Yevgeny Vasilyevich, taken aback.
And here I cannot contain myself. I have felt for a long time that there is something unsavory about Yevgeny
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Vasilyevich. The sounds coming through the wall at night worry and frighten me. I know from my own
experience that the nocturnal world possesses the ability to change people and things. The question is, When are
they real? In the daytime or at night? The world around me is always pretending to be what it is not, and at night it
reveals its dangerous disposition. Who knows who the bald and stripy Yevgeny Vasilyevich is by night?
Horrified that I am being rude to a grownup, yet feeling a strange thrill, as if I were hurtling down an icy slope
on a bucking toboggan, I scream right in the face of this pink impostor in his obscene, striped pajamas:
“You are a bad man, you torture Tonya!”
“What? I torture Tonya?” Yevgeny Vasilyevich feigns confusion.
“Well, why does she scream at night? What do you do to her? You probably …” I am cold at the terrible
thought:
“You probably beat her!”
Here Dusya deftly seizes the dish with the eggs with one hand, me with the other, and whisks out of the
kitchen.
Problems surrounded me from all sides, there were lots of them and all pressing. But I had to sort them out
myself. The grownups would only pretend again not to understand anything. It must be to their advantage to
conceal from me the secret of their composure in this world. I have long suspected that they are simply afraid lest
I master their secret and slip out from under their control. But this way they can mock me as much as they like:
stuff me into vile pink bloomers, leave me alone at night in the dark and disappear together into the dining room,
force me to eat muck like oatmeal mush and tell me how good it is for me. How can it be good for me when the
boiled flakes of oatmeal look suspiciously like the little fat white moths that fly toward the lamplight in summer at
the dacha, circle round it with a disgusting rustling and try incessantly to dab your face with their hairy,
repulsively trembling wings? The grownups should try eating their mush themselves, and I would watch to see the
faces they would make when the fat white hairy moths began fluttering in their stomachs. No thank you, I’ll cope
somehow with these incomprehensible questions myself.
I had a lot of questions. In the first place, the Armenians. In the second place, the bourgeois. In the third place,
God, who did not exist but who loved Easter cakes and dyed eggs.
As regards the Armenians, the arrival of Uncle Babken from Baku\fn{ The capital city of Azerbaijan and at one time
possessed of a large Armenian minority .} shed some light on the matter. One fine day he appeared at our door with Aunt
Shushanik and a huge wicker basket. In addition to the basket and Aunt Shushanik, Uncle Babken turned out to be
the owner of a beautiful black moustache sticking out belligerently from his dark, yellowish face. I have always
liked the color yellow because yellow is the color of the sun, summer, warmth, the color of lazy days at the dacha
spent lying stomach-down on the warm earth and drinking in the yellow heat exuding from it with my entire body,
feeling myself become as yellow, brown and dark as this summer and this sun. So I liked my uncle’s face right
away. I also liked my aunt, small, cozy, with her fluffy, warm, woolen name, Shushanik.
And I liked the basket. They carry it into the room and begin pulling out rich purple eggplants, red peppers
resembling the peaked hats on the dwarfs in Snow White, large yellow pears with brown speckles, blue-black
grapes with a smoky, cerulean patina, a bottle of brandy and an ample supply of plump, yellowish gray, pimply
paper smelling of flour.
“This isn’t paper,” Uncle Babken tells me, “it’s lavash.”
“What’s lavash” I ask.
“What do you mean what is it? Lavash is lavash.”
“It’s Armenian bread,” Papa explains. “Here, try some.”
“Is it good for you?” I ask suspiciously.
“Very good for you.”
“Then I don’t want any.” I push Papa's hand away. “Besides, bread doesn’t look like that.”
For a moment Uncle Babken stares at me indignantly, then his face softens and he says affectionately:
“Ari steg, balik-dzhan, aieren khosum es?”\fn{A note reads: Come here, my little one, do you speak Armenian? There are
several of these.}
“What are you talking about, Babken, how could she?” Mama exclaims.
“Why don’t you teach the child?” Babken turns crimson. “Shame on you!”
“But we don’t know the language that well ourselves,” says Mama. “You know I went to a Russian school in
Baku.”
“Don’t know the language!” Babken grumbles and strokes my hair. “Dzhanikes,”\fn{Darling.} you really don't
know a word?”
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“Don’t torment the child, Babken,” my aunt intervenes. “She’s still little.”
But this argument strikes me as insulting and, summoning all my strength, I blurt out:
“Bari gisher!\fn{Good night!}
This is the one expression which, for some reason, has stuck in my mind since the time when Aunt Seda visited
us.
“Good for you!” my uncle praises me. “And you say you don’t know anything! Come over here, repeat after
me: mek, erku, erek.\fn{One, two three.}
“Mek, erku, erek.” I repeat the mysterious words.
“Chors, khink, vets,”\fn{Four, five, six.} my uncle is inspired.
“Chors, khink, vets,” I am inspired back.
“Now again: Mek, erku, erek, coors, khink, vets!”
“Mek! Erku! Erek! Coors! Khink! Vets!!” I recite.
“Good for you, pet.”
“Vets, pet!” I catch the rhyme.
“I’d die for you,” Uncle Babken exults. “What a smart child! Want some lavash?”
“Yes please,” I reply bravely and, with narrowed eyes, open my mouth. Uncle Babken pops in a piece of
lavash. It is coarse, but surprisingly good.
Uncle Babken stayed for a week, during which time, to our mutual delight, I learned nearly 50 Annenian
words. But after he left, I had no one to show them off to.
And then something wonderful happened.
An Armenian family from Tbilisi\fn{ The capital of Georgia; there are Armenians everywhere .} moved into our entrance:
Aunt Rimma, Uncle Mentor and two boys—the elder Albert and the younger Rudik. I fell in love with Albert. But
since he was much older—seven whole years—it was absolutely impossible to get him to pay attention to me.
One day, relatives came to visit them. It was spring and Tamarka and I were playing choki-chokz in the
courtyard and screaming “Choki-choki, shcheki-shchekz,” as we took turns hurling a red ball against the wall:
“knit-knit, sit-sit, knee-knee, tree-tree, feast-feast, beast-beast.” When you said the word “beast” you were
supposed to place two open palms against your head, make a “beastly” face and jump over the bouncing ball.
Just at this moment they all came out of the entrance. First came Uncle Mentor in a dashing navy uniform and
navy cap (he was a pilot) arm in arm with Aunt Rimma, arrayed in a bright green dress with brown fur trim.
Behind them were two women I didn’t know in red and lilac and high heels. One of them was even wearing a real
“ladies” black straw hat. Last came Rudik in a new white shirt and short black trousers, and the tremendously
handsome Albert.
Tamarka and I were transfixed.
But I quickly pulled myself together, for I realized that here was my chance to show Tamarka that I too was
worth something. Now she would see how intimately I knew this goodlooking group. I move purposely towards
the dazzling procession and greet Aunt Rimma:
“Albert is an eshchikurak.”\fn{A son if an ass.}
The procession freezes. The first person to recover is Aunt Rimma
“Wha-a-att?!” she inquires threateningly, craning her neck exactly like the peacock Mama and I saw at the zoo.
“Wha-a-at?! Just you wait. You’ll hear from me tonight.”
And the magnificent group moves off.
That evening a row breaks out.
“Tamara!” screams Aunt Rimma. “If your daughter ever insults my son again, I don’t know what I’ll do to her.
She disgraced us in front of Mentor’s relatives!”
“I did not insult Albert,” I say indignantly. “I was speaking Armenian.”
“And what did you say? Repeat it!” Aunt Rimma is seething.
“I just said: ‘Albert is an eshchikurak.’”
“Did you hear that?” Aunt Rimma groans.
“Wait a second, Rimma,” Mama intervenes, turning to me. “Who taught you that?”
“Uncle Babken. He was always saying: ‘You’re my little eshchikurak.’ That’s a little donkey,” I explain
innocently to Aunt Rimma. “It’s very handsome, and it has big eyes.”
The misunderstanding is cleared up, but from then on I am inhabited by a certain distrust of Armenian. As it is,
few things in this world inspire my trust. People and things possess a dangerous ability to fasten on to you. Stop
paying attention for even a second, and you are in their power, you are no longer yourself, they lure you, wring
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you out of yourself. They can yank you out of your world and into theirs in a second with just one word, the way
Uncle Volodya yanked gasping carp out of the pond and into the air with a hook and line in summer. Papa is
particularly good at this, just when we have guests.
We are sitting around a table laden with zakuski. Aunt Ata, Uncle Sasha and Lenochka are sitting across from
me. Aunt Ata’s name is actually Ateyukhon Tashpulatovna because she is an Uzbek. She reminds me of a princess
from an Eastern fairy tale with her entrancingly exotic name, her soft pink silk dress with large violet flowers, and
her bright almond-shaped eyes set in a dark, porcelain face. Uncle Sasha is a scholar and a Ukrainian. Lenochka is
their daughter. All this combined—marvelous Aunt Ata, Lenochka with Uzbek eyes and in an embroidered
Ukrainian blouse, the multicolored lettuces, white sturgeon, pink ham, red wine in a blue cut-glass carafe—is
called a celebration.
I too am a small part of this celebration. To my right, the glass door of the sideboard glitters—from inside a
little Eastern princess with a white nylon crown on her head smiles out at me. The princess has a big, crystal wine
glass of sparkling lemonade in her hand, the lemonade is not pale yellow, the way it usually is, but pinkish
because someone has added a drop of wine. You see the princess is nearly grown, next year she will start school,
and she is already old enough to drink wine. The princess brings the glass to her lips, the glass glitters and
sparkles, throwing off pink highlights, the crown on her head gleams, iridescent.
“Go blow your nose,” Papa says suddenly, sounding repelled. “Why are you always sniffling?! Go into the
bathroom and give your nose a good blow. It’s disgusting!”
The crown on the princess’s head quivers and turns into an idiotic propellor. The princess is no longer a
princess, but a repulsive little girl who can inspire nothing but aversion among normal people.
The refuge from all these troubles is the wardrobe. In its close, contained space smelling faintly of moth balls,
I feel relatively safe from this world endeavoring to spray me the way Papa sprays his eau de cologne from its
atomizer after shaving in the morning: he gently squeezes the small rubber pear and mist comes flying out of the
vial with a shrill hiss. As soon as I am inside the wardrobe, I feel my self contained. The snug oak walls prevent
dispersion. I already know that complete dispersion is called death.
One day, Mama finds me in the kitchen, playing animatedly with a big, brown, whiskery bug. The bug has a
flat, shiny brown back and a multitude of quick-moving little legs which I cannot manage to count because the
bug, despite all my efforts, refuses to stay still. I try to block its path with Papa’s slipper, but the bug skirts the
slipper and races away from me. But just as it is about to reach its longed-for goal and wedge itself through the
narrow crack under the cupboard, I contrive to scoop it up with the edge of the slipper and flick it back to the
middle of the kitchen. And we begin all over again: the bug bolts, I put the slipper in its path …
Just then, at the height of our game, Mama’s heartrending cry rings out:
“Misha! Cockroaches!”
Mama grabs the slipper out of my hand and thwacks my marvelous bug. The repulsive sound of bursting flesh
resounds and, when Mama lifts up the slipper, the bug is lying motionless on the floor, its shiny back cracked and
oozing a thin whitish gruel. The bug’s slender legs twitch feebly a few more times, then freeze. That was the first
death I ever saw—and the crude simplicity with which it came about shocked me. A fragile carapace, it turns out,
is all that separates us from death.
Strangely, death is connected in some mysterious way with God and with a question that has long troubled me,
Where do children come from? One Sunday Mama takes Tamarka and me for a walk in Lenin Hills. I have been
here before so I don’t ask silly questions like Tamarka:
“But where are the hills?”
“We’re standing on them,” I say condescendingly.
“You’re lying,” Tamarka replies offended. “We’re standing on pavement.”
“Stupid,” I say, “we’re standing on the top of a hill.”
“You’re the one who’s stupid,” Tamarka snaps.
“Now what’s going on?” Mama tugs at my sleeve. “How many times have I told you that ‘stupid’ is not a nice
word.”
But Tamarka and I are already racing toward the low, pinkish brown granite balustrade. We climb up onto it,
stretch out on our stomachs on the cold surface broad as a window Jedge, and let our heads hang down:
“Oh, wow!” Tamarka whispers and, overcome with emotion, kicks up her heel in its well-worn boot.
Beneath us lies all of Moscow—the Kremlin with its gold church domes, the new Luzhniki sports stadium. It
all sparkles, glitters, iridescent in the sun and inspires an unbearable desire to leap down—into this sparkling and
all-encompassing abyss.
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“That’s the Moscow River,” I say, pointing toward the bright grey ribbon winding far below. “I’d like to jump
off from here and fly, fly!”
“Oh sure,” Tamarka scoffs, “and then go splat!”
At these words, we both begin to feel not so much frightened as ill-at-ease, and we slide back down onto the
ground sideways. The cursed pink bloomers—into which I was stuffed against my will that morning—spoil my
mood by sticking out from under my dress again. To keep Tamarka from seeing my embarrassment, I nudge her
and point to the left where a white church with a gold onion dome and cross is visible behind the dense greenery.
“I’d like to peep inside,” Tamarka whispers, “Let’s! You want to? While your mother isn’t looking.”
“Are you crazy!” I reply. “They torture children in there.”
“What do you mean torture?!”
Tamarka’s face turns ashen and, looking at her, I suddenly feel my stomach begin to ache from fear.
“Inna Alekseyevna told us in kindergarten that sectarians torture children.” I explain through chattering teeth.
“They also torture Komsomol members. They crucified one girl on a cross and she died.”
“What are sectarians?” Tamarka asks.
“People who believe in God.”
“Do you believe in God?” Tamarka asks in a whisper, glancing over her shoulder.
“I don’t know. Papa says I’m an atheist.”
“What are atheists?” Tamarka asks.
“People who believe there is no God.”
“Come on girls, let’s go back down,” Mama calls.
And we begin descending the stone steps which will probably never end. Mama is the first to tire.
“Let’s rest,” she suggests.
We turn off to one side and, clinging to the branches of the trees densely planted on the hill, move backwards
toward the pond and sit down on a big snag nearby. Mama pulls sandwiches of Ukrainian sausage and cheese
wrapped in newspaper out of her bag and a white plastic flask of water. Five minutes later the sandwiches have
been consumed, the water drunk—and Tamarka and I, feeling somewhat heavy, run to the pond. The pond, coated
with green and pale blue duckweed, is swarming with all sorts of life. Long-legged, grey skater bugs dash across
the surface, looking like large mosquitoes and skaters at the same time. Heavy, rapacious dragonflies with limpid
blue micaceous wings and terrible bulging eyes fly over the water. And right by the bank, where it is shallow,
huge black snails shine through the water. Tamarka and I immediately thrust our hands into the water and try to
pluck the snails out.
“Snail, snail, out of your shell, we’ll give you bread, and pie as well!” we cajole them.
But the snails remain deaf to our pleas and clearly do not want to come out of their snug little houses. We soon
lose interest in them and turn to the red soldier bugs. Red soldiers are little, with flat red backs, decorated with
black specks. They rush backwards and forwards one at a time, but some of them move in a strange way—two at
a time—their rumps coupled together. This for some reason alarms me, and I try to uncouple these abnormal
unions with a stiff blade of grass.
“Don’t touch them,” Tamarka grabs my hand, “they’re making babies.”
“Babies?!”
I let the blade of grass fall from my hand and turn anxiously to Tamarka.
“Is that really how they make them?”
“How else?” Tamarka looks at me mockingly.
“Mama told me that she and Papa bought me at the store.”
“Mama told me!” Tamarka mimics and gives me a mysterious look.
“Well! Well!” I press her.
Tamarka leans over and whispers in my ear. What she says is so awful that I push her away and scream with
tears in my eyes:
“You’re lying! You made it all up!”
“Girls, what’s happened?” Mama calls loudly from above. “Come back up here, it’s time to go.”
“Nothing’s happened,” I say sullenly, eyeing Tamarka with suspicion. Tamarka is, of course, lying, but then,
you never can tell with grownups.
That night in bed I close my eyes and pretend, as always, to be “another girl.” First I have light flaxen hair,
then a turned-up nose, then my eyes turn green. But when I get to the eyes, I suddenly and distinctly see the green
duckweed on the pond, a huge drangonfly is hanging over me with its terrible bulging eyes and rapacious
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triangular jaw and whispering loudly in Inna Alekseyevna's voice:
“Sectarains torture children.”
The dragonfly’s long body shakes, the cold eyes stare at me unblinkingly. I scream, but for some reason I have
no voice. I feel something invisible leaning against me, but I make a supreme effort and, pushing the recalcitrant
air apart with my arms, I rush up an endless staircase to Mama. Suddenly a repulsive bursting sound resounds
underfoot and I see that I have squashed two huge red soldiers. Their red backs with black specks are cracked and
oozing a whitish gruel swarming with tiny red babies. I scream with revulsion, my foot goes out from under me
and I tumble down into the sparkling, gold abyss …
In the morning, Dusya is there.
“Well, my little frog princess,” she says, sitting down on my bed. “What do you say we skip kindergarten
today? I’ve got the day off. Get dressed, and we’ll go for a walk. Here, let me help you. What is this, why are you
so thin? Just skin and bones. Doesn’t anybody feed my child when I’m not around? No one to take care of her
now that Dusya’s gone.”
“Oh, Dusya,” Mama laughs, “the child is fine. You don’t want her to get fat, do you? She’s a girl, after all.”
“A girl,” Dusya frowns. “So that means you can starve her to death? Who’s going to marry her so skinny?”
I suddenly remember my terrible nightmare and, sobbing, I scream:
“I don’t want to get married!”
“Oh my beloved princess!” Dusya hugs me. “You don’t want to marry, so fine, we’ll do without husbands.
Besides,” she adds in a strange, wounded voice, “we don’t need them anyway! We’ll get on the way we are.
Right, Nina?”
“Right,” I whisper gratefully, pressing closer and closer to her. “You know how much I love you, Dusya?”
“How much?”
Dusya smiles. “Soooooooooo much!”
“Have you heard, Dusya, how your darling disgraced us the other day?” Mama asks. “Rimma came by—”
“The one who smokes?” my nanny says sternly.
“Don’t you know the Rimma I mean, she lives on the third floor?” Mama looks surprised.
“I know your Rimma. Smokes like a chimney.”
“Oh, for goodness sake, Dusya! Keep it to yourself. Her husband doesn’t know she smokes.”
“I’ll say! If he did, he’d tear her dress off and give her a good whipping.”
The idea of Aunt Rimma getting a good whipping so appeals to me that I burst out laughing. At first, Mama
looks at Dusya and me disapprovingly, but then she too breaks down and we all three laugh until we can’t laugh
anymore.
“Oh no, you’ll make me late for work,” Mama suddenly remembers. “Goodbye.”
Now it’s just the two of us.
“I brought you a little present,” says Dusya, reaching into her big, black oil-cloth bag.
“Pies!” I cry.
Dusya’s pies are nothing like the ones they sellon the street. The ones on the street aren’t bad either, but they’re
fried and filled with jam. Any fool can make them. Dusya’s are baked specially in the oven, they are light and
boat-shaped. And the fillings are all different: cabbage, meat, eggs and onion …
“Now wash your face and brush your teeth!” Dusya takes charge. “Then we'll have breakfast and …” she
pauses enigmatically.
“Where are we going? Where?”
“To the three bears,” Dusya teases me.
“Dusya, where?”
“To the Town.”
And we set off for Young Pioneer Town on the trolleybus. We get off the trolleybus, go in the iron gates, and
find ourselves in autumn. Autumn - yellow and crimson, it crackles underfoot, hangs over head, gently envelops
us on all sides. Inside it something clicks and knocks evenly, like clockwork.
“A woodpecker,” says Dusya.
We begin looking for the woodpecker. But instead of the bird, we spy a ladder. It is growing in the middle of a
vast playground right out of the ground and up into the sky. It is the same reddish yellow as everything around it. I
climb up to the sky, up the ladder, higher and higher. But soon my legs begin slipping off the wet rungs and I feel
scared. I don’t know why I needed this sky in the first place, so inviting when you look at it from below, and so
frightening when you start climbing up to it and it tries to push you down. But going down is frightening too—I
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sit down on a rung between heaven and earth, hug the reddish yellow iron and prepare for the worst. I can barely
see Dusya way down below, and I know that if she were to say to me now, “For shame, a big girl like you!” I
would fall down and be badly hurt. Dusya slowly lifts up her face to me and says in a loud whisper:
“Come on down now, that’s high enough. What a brave girl you are! Lean one foot against the corner, that’s it,
and now there. Good for you. Now again. That’s it, now look how close you are to the bottom. Now jump. Whopah! Here, let me dust you off. What an acrobat you are! Now, how about the swings?”
“The swings!” the agile little acrobat replies. “When I grow up, Dusya, I’m going to join the circus.”
“You could do that,” Dusya muses approvingly. “They probably rake the money in.”
We go swing on the swings. Or rather, I swing while Dusya pushes me—I fly up almost to the crossbar, then
drop down into the abyss. The wind whistles in my ears, my coat and dress keep riding up to my head, the elastic
air beats in my nostrils—I become light and elastic like this air, I can no longer tell where I am, where the swing
is, where Dusya is. I become all of this together—I no longer exist, the only thing that exists is this mad flight—
up and down, up and down Then Dusya and I sit on a bench and eat, eat, eat the pies.
“So what did you do to Rimma?” Dusya asks, finishing off another pie.
Here’s what happened with Aunt Rimma. She came to visit and gave me a pink caramel which I, naturally,
popped straight in my mouth.
“Don’t swallow it,” Aunt Rimma says in an odd sort of voice. “You’re not supposed to swallow it, only chew
it.”
“Why,” I ask, puzzled by her solemn tone.
“It’s chewing gum,” she says with pride in her eyes.
“Chewing gum?” I don’t know what she means.
“American chewing gum,” Aunt Rimma explains. “Mentor’s sister sent it to us from America.”
“Oh, from America? Is that where the capitalists are? What is she doing there?”
“She’s living there,” says Aunt Rimma, condescending to my foolishness.
But I am not as foolish as I used to be. I know that Armenians live in Armenia. Our country is very big and
includes many republics: Armenia, Georgia, Azerbaijan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Ukraine, Belorussia, the
Caucasus and Transcaucasia. All this together is the Soviet Union. Americans and blacks live in America. Clearly,
Mentor’s sister cannot possibly be American. Nor can she be black. Yet Rimma goes on boasting:
“Oh! The underwear they have there! Lace here, lace there. And the children’s clothes! Through friends, she
sent me a blouse that had almost never been worn, and she sent Mentor a shirt and tie. I don’t need to tell you, the
quality has it all over ours. That’s America for you!”
I begin to feel a bit envious. By now I realize that Mentor’s sister is not the fruit of Aunt Rimma’s feverish
imagination, and that she does indeed exist. And since she sent American presents, that means she really does live
in America. Nobody in our house has anyone living in America, but Aunt Rimma does! My envy becomes
unbearable. So I decide to slay our boastful neighbor on the spot:
“Well we have cockroaches! This big! Lots and lots of them!”
“Your Rimma is a big liar,” Dusya concludes, after listening to the whole story. “Where on earth would a
Soviet person get foreign relatives from?”
With Dusya it’s always nice and comfortable. But strangely, she never makes me want to be her. Probably
because she is too good: not one word stings or irritates me or yanks me out of my world. Her words gently
soothe, but they do not attract me because they conceal no surprises. What attracts me is uncertainty. It may be
that I am never bored with myself because I can never get used to myself.
“It’s me,” I say, but the idea takes me unawares every time, startles me. How can this be “me” if I am one
person in my short pink dress, and entirely another in the lilac dressing gown? My “I” is as elusive and inscrutable
as a foreign land. It attracts me and troubles me.
I feel this especially keenly on the metro in the morning, when my father is taking me to kindergarten. We get
on the train—and go from light into darkness. Squeezed between passengers, I press up against the glass doors
marked DO NOT LEAN and try to catch the moment that separates darkness from light. But since my father
sticks to his rule of not sitting in the first car or the last, we always sit in the middle and by the time we approach
the line embracing the two worlds, I with my eyes open as wide as wide can be, the train picks up speed—and the
black tunnel swallows us so fast I don’t have time to collect myself before the light has turned into darkness.
Then my other face appears. It rises up from the depths of the black tunnel to meet me, presses against the
glass door from the other side and stares at me. My other face is almost exactly like mine except for one thing—it
is transparent and the long black pipes shine through it as it runs along them, as if along rails. The spectacle of my
1157

own face, existing separately from me in a black world, fascinates me. I begin carefully twisting my head up and
down and my face repeats these movements. But the face also changes: its eyes narrow, then grow wide, the nose
becomes longer, then flat and thick, the mouth constantly changes size and expression. All these changes in my
face, separated from me by only a thin pane of glass marked DO NOT LEAN, fill me with a palpable sense of
ecstasy and horror, just as when I looked down from Lenin Hills into the sparkling and all-encompassing abyss, I
felt an unbearable desire to jump down into it.
Mirrors have always attracted me, and not because I love to look at myself, as Mama supposes when she finds
me in front of one. I go to the mirror to feel horror. But it also gives me a strange satisfaction. If I stare into the
eyes of my reflection long enough, a quiet ringing begins in my head, then the sound swells, and I stop feeling my
body, stop understanding where I am, where my reflection is and which of the rooms is real—the one where I am,
or the one in the mirror.
There is something shameful in this pursuit, and I do not like to be caught at it. This is why now, on the metro,
I try not to let my father see what I am doing. But then the train comes out of the tunnel and my face is
obliterated. A minute later, though, my other face is approaching me again from the depths of the next tunnel
where it waits for me in the dark. The din of the darkness swells, a strange sound appears in my ears and expands.
The face of the woman in the lilac dressing gown races along the black rails, constantly changing and refusing to
let me fuse with myself.
30.10 Parade Of The Planets\fn{by Larisa Vaneeva (1953-

)}

Novosibirsk, Novosibirsk Oblast, Russia (F) 7

Saveleva, E.P., actually sang to herself as she returned home that night. At long last she had started humming
again, just as she used to before her marriage to that creep who had driven her to her wits end, and the fact that
she once again could sing further improved her mood. They’d let her into the metro, although the escalators had
already stopped working. It’s a good thing they still let me into the metro, thought Saveleva with joy, rippling
with the laughter of a bemused mermaid as she stood on the motionless escalator steps.
It’s possible she fell asleep on those steps and awoke only the next morning, sometime between five and six
o’clock, and returned home on the commuter train. Where else could those three or four hours have gone?
Saveleva later recalled the escapades of that night and her encounter in the empty metro car on the long span
between the Komsomolskaya and Kurskaya stations, with them, the redheads, all four of them absolutely carrottopped, three men and a girl, so modestly dressed you’d never notice them in a crowd were it not for that fiery red
hair and those slanted eyes, deep green with truly abysmal sorrow …
Saveleva guessed immediately. As soon as she flew through the slamming doors—overjoyed by yet one more
stroke of luck, because it was entirely possible that this was the last train for the night and now she wouldn’t have
to waste money on a taxi—she immediately understood it all. And they too immediately understood that she had
guessed. All of us at once immediately understood everything, including the fact that the realization wouldn’t do
any of us any good. They probably didn’t see me coming and didn’t have enough time to turn me away. It’s quite
simple. All they had to do was put me in another metro car. But by this time I had already gotten on. I repeat, I
was overjoyed at my string of good luck, because, for example, they don’t let my seventeen-year-old daughter
into the metro anymore, but they let me in. Even though it was already past 1:00 A.M. And the escalators weren’t
running. And there was not a soul around. Plus, there I was singing to myself out of this wonderful feeling of
innocence and purity. I had just begun to sense something, a new Exit, a positive platform—you know what I’m
getting at—when I ran head-on into them. The main thing was that I still hadn’t managed to figure out what was
going on. Where that sense of purity had come from. An infant’s innocence. In principle, I should have hanged
myself. But it all turned out just the reverse.
We stared at each other. And instantaneously understood it all. And I understood that for them this understanding was hardly desirable. They hadn’t planned on making contact. It’s possible that now I was supposed to be
exterminated … my mind sterilized … but I remember everything … except for three or four hours. Perhaps at
some point earlier they had wanted to make contact, but not anymore. Now they were getting ready to fly off
without having accomplished a thing. We’re hopeless, you see. Even though they’d come to us with good
intentions. They’d doubtless been all for us back home. But now they were bitter and they were pulling out any
way they could. Their encounter with me made them absolutely nauseous. They almost puked when they saw me.
But what could they do? They sat me down across the aisle and twisted my head around so that at least I wouldn’t
watch. I rode the whole way with my head turned around—the pain was awful. It still hurts. But by the time I was
supposed to get off, they were gone. It’s hypnosis, you see … and Saveleva hasn’t been the same since. Since
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then. Because even though contact hadn’t actually been made, there had been contact. There had!
Saveleva, E.P., took a deep drag, fanned the smoke, narrowed her watering eyes, and tossed the cigarette into
the spittoon. Naturally, she missed.
“Let’s go,” she said to the stranger with the sallow triangular face as she took him firmly by the arm. They
entered the metro and were swept up by the human stream. Her legs had been aching since morning, and it was
difficult to stand on the swaying floor. Her legs would have to be amputated, the doctors had predicted, if
Saveleva continued to abuse nicotine. At times her legs would give out entirely. Saveleva would fall, most often in
the metro. For that reason she held on firmly to the stranger’s sleeve. In fact, she even draped herself on the
stranger, hiding a bit behind his back out of fear that they might not let her in after all. Every morning on her way
to work she was afraid of being stopped at the turnstile, and she heaved a sigh of relief each time she managed to
pass through. Otherwise, it meant being late for work. You see, they don’t let her seventeen-year-old daughter in
anymore, and a lot of the time the kid wouldn’t get home until dawn, days—sometimes even a week or two—
later. It’s a long and difficult trek over crisscrossed urban terrain.
And that’s exactly how Saveleva, E.P., found herself somewhere beyond the city limits at an unfamiliar
summerhouse that cold and windy Monday morning. The stranger walked ahead and she followed in his tracks,
tripping and falling into snowdrifts. She just couldn’t be late for work, there was a staff meeting at 10:00 A.M.,
and the night before she had dragged herself all the way home despite the late hour just so she could get some
sleep and regain her senses in her own bed. The stranger’s powerful attraction convinced her to alter her normal
route. You have to be able to set priorities in life. In the given situation, the stranger needed her badly—he’d
almost knocked her feet out from under her at the newspaper stand when he announced that she was a biospheric
entity and that she alone could help him. That meant she had to help, right? Saveleva was known for her
sympathetic kindness, and, after all, work, well … work wasn’t going to run away.
God knows she put out. You’re always using me to fill in all the gaps. The slightest thing happens and
Saveleva gets sent on assignment, let Saveleva write the features on those damned Starry Towns and Camp Lightnings. On the last trip, one of the scout leaders in Adler had almost wasted her with a signal pistol … Saveleva
was wearing winter boots, rayon tights, a suede miniskirt, and a short sheepskin coat. Her frozen kneecaps
glistened like a teenage girl’s. All her clothes were from back then. Ah, mini-youth. Despite the fact that her
daughter was only seventeen, they looked like sisters, and Saveleva, after all, wasn’t even thirty-five. True, when
her daughter goes on a binge and comes home beaten up—she’s already had a lung and a kidney punched out—
Saveleva looks even younger.
Shhh … Saveleva looked around in alarm. The garage under the building where he’d taken her looked more
like a laboratory: the streamlined dull-black surfaces of some sort of lab apparatus, the fluttering needles on what
seemed to be meters—that’s a vacuum chamber, I can get the temperature in here up to thousands of degrees—
drills, gas masks, retorts.
So where’s the car? Saveleva thought in disappointment. There were only heaps of black cable lining the
cement walls and floor of the garage. Blue compression tanks the size of human beings. I’m a clean-air advocate,
and wheels are a luxury, don’t you agree? What can I say, said Saveleva. Say it as it is, said the stranger.
Protective plating, a welding table … careful! Saveleva got tangled in a bundle of wire and lost her balance. Just
don’t touch anything.
Without changing his pace, the stranger yanked at a lever and connected the circuit. A blinding arc shot
through the air, followed by a flourish of plasmic sparks. She edged back. He grabbed her by the coat: One more
step and you’ll make a giant fireworks display out of the place! He let go. Saveleva felt another jolt. Stop! An
exposed fuse panel on the wall with copper-wire terminals. She smiled helplessly. Among the yellowish, smokedarkened cutters one stood out as conspicuously white. Memories of yet another scout leader. This time from
Barnaul. A Siberian bear …
Shhh … the stranger put his finger to his lips. Saveleva listened with him. The clatter of a train grew in the
distance, the concrete walls began to shake, resonating with the clicking on the rails, dust floated down from the
ceiling, and the lamp over the table began to swing …
“I managed to generate a biofield,” the stranger muttered, his face deadpan, without moving his lips. “If I
hadn’t succeeded in generating a biofield, I would have blown up the train line.”
“How could you … how can …?”
Blotches appeared on Saveleva’s face. Insulted to the point of tears, she accidentally twisted her sore neck
while trying to focus on the ruler that hung from the ceiling. The ruler markings were blurred and got no sharper,
no matter how hard she focused. The stranger beat out a taunting sort of rhythm with his leather boot. The dimly
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lit metro car rocked evenly back and forth, the drivers were not announcing the stops, were not saying, “Watch the
closing doors,” there was no one else on the train but them, and this was when Saveleva, E.P., pain shooting from
her neck to her shoulder blade, saw the reflection of the redheads in the window …
Once again before her eyes appeared the picture of her innocent late-night good fortune. The snow-covered
boulevard was frozen in a mysterious chorus line. Only her unevenly winding footprints disturbed the sparkling
white shroud. She felt the urge to dance, jump up and down, and sing like a young girl on her way home from a
first date, like an innocent, fresh-faced child rejoicing at the sun. The amazing thing was, though, that by now she
was completely sober. Damp slabs came loose from the rooftops, whistled as they fell, and crashed with a heavy
bang on the sidewalk, exposing a deep metallic carmine around the lampposts that looked like heavily painted
women’s lips. The moss-covered, smoke-stained skeleton of a tower floated past in the moonlight and disappeared, just like an old raven, behind a contemporary high-rise. It couldn’t be she’d gotten off that easy. Her
blissful mood made her uneasy. Could it mean she wasn’t going to have to settle the score with herself for this
one?
She sang to herself. The doctors had warned Saveleva not to stay in her apartment alone. Especially at dawn
and dusk, “between the dog and the wolf …” As a result of alcohol and nicotine abuse your condition is
borderline. Saveleva had told them she lived with her daughter. But Saveleva failed to add that her daughter
frequently disappeared for months at a time. In the past Saveleva had kept a permanent lover, but recently she’d
sent them all packing. People are like mold in the crevices of the planet, where the more densely settled plains
resemble mossy trails of jet exhaust. The pathetic mold of life. The thin mold of life. So thin and fragile, caught in
the chaos of inorganic matter. Ultraviolet, a clouded pane of glass.
Entering the stairwell, Saveleva somehow made out in the dark corner near the radiator her daughter’s thin
shoulder illuminated by a ray of light from the broken window. A hairy paw held back the shoulder, and a syringe
jutted from the bluish forearm skin near the elbow. Saveleva went and hid in the bathroom and for a long time
kept banging her head against the wall, plugging her ears so as not to hear her own screams. Then she sat down at
the table and spent the rest of the night writing an essay on Young Pioneer Scouts. She didn’t beat her daughter
this time, although in the past she would beat her mercilessly with whatever was at hand. Once she had broken her
daughter’s arm with a boot brush. Since then she had stopped beating her. Now whenever her daughter shows up,
there’s a bath and supper, clean pajamas and iodine waiting for her. Then they crawl into bed together and sleep in
each other’s embrace, like two sisters. Everyone says they look a lot alike, only her daughter is taller, broader, and
older.
The next morning Saveleva takes the bed linens to the laundry to be sterilized and carefully washes down the
bathtub with disinfectant, even though she doesn’t believe in casually transmitted syphilis. At the editorial offices
Saveleva doesn’t talk much about her daughter. Everyone thinks the girl’s a journalism student in Sverdlovsk. And
it’s hard to get in there, if not as hard as Moscow. It takes good connections and the lowest form of pulling strings.
The university’s been turned into a kind of privileged kindergarten. A regular Institute for Young Women of the
Nobility …
*
“No,” Saveleva sniffled. “Don’t …”
The stranger jumped up and stretched. “Should we keep moving?”
He opened a door in the wall. A metal staircase wound upward through a narrow shaft. Saveleva went first,
conscious of the faint wafting of her perfume and the gracefulness of her movements. Removing her hat, she fixed
her hair quickly and with a sort of casual abandon. A small head with a little bun pinned at the nape, a couple of
stray wisps winding down her long neck. A neck like that was meant for kisses and axes. Saveleva’s husband had
made several attempts at strangling her. Saveleva turned around coquettishly. She knew she made a good
impression, even when she was trembling slightly from a hangover. Saveleva periodically plucked out gray hairs
because she considered dyed hair vulgar. When she was younger, her husband had insisted that she was born for
lovemaking. Saveleva called her husband Nikola. She had been absolutely sure of herself and of his faithfulness
to her until she caught them in bed. Not that Saveleva herself was without sin. She still remembered that assignment at Artek. Blue waves and hot sand certainly make you weak, don’t they? Though, come to think of it, the
beach was pebbled. Except for Urek, you won’t find decent sand anywhere along the whole stretch of the Black
Sea coast, unlike the Baltic, where the sand is fine and white as salt. She had always preferred northern scout
leaders. What irked her most was that the bitch had rearranged all the dishes in the kitchen. Saveleva always
stacked the plates one on top of the other, cups inside cups, rationally, to save space, but that bitch had lined up all
the cups on saucers, as if they were on parade. At that point she and her husband had been living together for
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about ten years, and once over the initial shock Saveleva soberly rationalized that after all the tempests they’d
weathered, this shouldn’t bother her. She put all the cups and saucers back in their places. That was when she
developed her almost satanic powers of observation. Over the next five years she would return from assignments
to observe the cups and saucers in the most unusual places and in the most varied combinations. But her patience
exploded when she found wine goblets in the bedroom, turned upside down, cloudy with condensation, stuck to
the paint on the windowsill. The windowsill was damaged beyond repair. Ever try to remodel in .the middle of
winter? Now you’ve done it, she said to Nikola and tried everything possible to make him leave. She essentially
threw him out, though over the phone she carped at him for heartlessly running off and abandoning her and her
daughter. She called everyone she knew and everyone she knew called her, and she informed them all that that pig
Nikola had finally abandoned her and her daughter, and to punctuate her words she systematically threw the cups,
saucers, goblets, plates, and all the rest of the chinaware at the wall until the rug was blanketed with white shards.
Before hanging up, having worked her way through their wedding china, she finished it off with the bottle she’d
just sucked dry, then fell asleep in the armchair, hugging the telephone.
“Would you really agree to live side by side with creatures like those?”
There were containers swarming with spiders—large and small, fat and paper-thin.
“Poor creatures! Poor, unfortunate, dear creatures! Why don’t you let them out?” Saveleva shouted.
Roused by the light, the spiders scurried about anxiously. They tried to make their spindly little legs stick to the
cellophane wrapped around the front panel of the container, but they would lose their grip, roll up into a ball, and
fall.
“Let’s let them out! Let’s let them out so they can crawl all around us, over the walls and the books, and weave
a huge web that you and I can get caught in!”
Spiders are the dearest creatures around, and they’ve done a great deal for science. It all started when I had to
milk the gossamer out of the spiders and suspend bits of straw on the strands. It took a lot of effort before I got the
hang of it! But now I can complete the whole procedure in five minutes …
The sealed retort in front of Saveleva contained a piece of straw suspended on an invisible strand.
Try staring at it. Without taking your eyes off it!
Look! Notice how it started to move … and now it's moving … moving in a circle … counterclockwise …
always counterclockwise, around the axis … that’s the direction of the force of your gaze … water swirls in the
same direction in a funnel … your hair’s twisted in the same direction on the nape of your neck … and lotus
flowers turn the same way in your chakras …
Concentrating, the stranger guided her from behind, kissing the back of her neck. Saveleva brushed against his
aroused flesh with her spine, and that’s probably what made the straw in the retort spin faster and faster.
What are you doing, exclaimed the stranger in astonishment. No, what are you doing!!!
Still spinning, the straw began swinging jerkily back and forth.
I was just narrowing and relaxing my eye muscles …
I get it, an overlay of telekinesis, the stranger said, calming down. But please, leave the muscles for later. You
can’t imagine how important this is to me … a whole stage of work completed … see, there’s a lot of interference here—the heat, static … but the idea itself … the idea was correct. That’s why I love my spiders so
much.
It was the spiders who gave me the idea of creating an artificial biofield, although there’s no form of energy
more organic, more natural and vital. Has it ever occurred to you that the key to human existence lies precisely in
the transmutation of this energy into a higher psychic power, into spirit … into the divine … into the cosmos,
toward those redheads of yours, if you will? Aren’t we more than just milking cows—he stopped short, pondering
for a minute—in order to manifest the unmanifest chaos contained in each of us, to metamorphose it creatively,
uniting the material world with the spiritual.
“I read something like that somewhere,” Saveleva said, absentmindedly describing circles with her wrist while
continuing to amuse herself with the straw.
But the times nowadays … the times are near overflowing … do you hear … an ocean of will could wipe out
all the dams, turning the flow of thought into chaos … if only it’s not too late … is it a panacea I’ve created or …
do you hear me …?
Gossamer strands, straws, vacuums, retorts … how simple … how very simple, there are no surprises left in
the world … not because you’ve forgotten how to be surprised … look at the way you’re swinging my straw
around, destroying the experiment, just as people who haven’t seen the light do … you can be surprised from a
distance, by words, but when you see it for yourself, you understand that’s the way it's supposed to be …
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Bonpo … What’s really real, what’s vital, is that there are four redheads sitting in front of you, three men and a
girl, only not one of them is a man or a woman, they’re just forms, and in the glass, it turns out, you can see that
they’re holding what looks to be a map of Moscow on their knees, and if Saveleva, E. P., were a bit younger (she
sagged like a leather wine pouch) and lighter on her feet, she certainly would have flown off with them.
Suddenly the girl lifts her head. Even in the shuddering glass, in the interweavings of merging cables, you can
see how her hair shines, like a fiery helmet. Saveleva’s afraid. Now one of the men raises his slanted green eyes.
Saveleva’s frightened. Then the rest tear themselves away from the map. But Saveleva has neither the strength nor
the courage to face them …
“I’ll tell you frankly, I got fed up with all this a long time ago. Maybe I ought to go someplace like Madagascar. Or visit the walruses in Alaska.”
“Be a little more patient.”
Patient? Sure, why shouldn’t I be patient? … The sounds flowed, collecting under the ceiling. All she did was
be patient. Business as usual. The usual, I tell you, business. You, of course, will save us. But I don’t buy it. She’s
patient because she doesn’t want to get mixed up in causes. All her friends and acquaintances, too, keep as far as
possible from causes and are patient. And when somebody gets close to overstepping the mark, he gets told in no
uncertain terms that he’s either a fool or a provocateur.
It happens sometimes that Saveleva, E. P., oversteps the mark. Out of stupidity. Like right now. What devil had
got her by the tongue?
Never, moreover, on real issues. No, it would be one thing if it were … a conscious act. Once Saveleva ripped
the newspapers off a public display stand. The result: ten roubles and a whole hour wasted placating the militia
officer. A whole bottle of cognac!
Another time, you see, her conscience got worked up at the local trade union committee. That time it was a bit
more complicated. She spent a whole week trembling, but what were the consequences? You’ve shown your true
colors more than once. Without so much as an explanation they refused to grant her a tour pass abroad, even to
Bulgaria! So her rightful turn at that family resort landed in someone else’s pocket, so what else is new? At that
point her daughter had just started clawing at the door after midnight. Two weeks of sea breezes would have
allowed her and her husband to make up for the gaps in their daughter’s upbringing. What a joke. Of course, they
practically never saw the girl, working year-round, and with her at camp in the summer. Two weeks’ vacation
together in a different setting with the tension off might have brought them a bit closer, all three of them.
She really let the trade union committee have it! Though she knew damn well you couldn’t squeeze those fat
asses for anything. They’d get together for a little chat and go their separate ways. Still, there was some
satisfaction to be had in seeing their faces swell up. The chairwoman had a diarrhea attack. Saveleva shouted so
loud you could hear her all the way down the corridor. She was on a roll. She managed to weave into her story the
entire overfed million-strong elite and something about the Chinese—how all the revolts in China had started with
peasant uprisings but then the next peasant leader set up a new dynasty.
Are you suggesting an analogy? Do you have any idea what you're saying?
The hell with analogies. The hell with you all! shouted Saveleva. How long do you think you can continue to
make fools of us!
Well, it wasn't her best performance. But it put a stick in their spokes. Her boss was a real sweetie. A brother
by the bottle. Her boss was in his cups when he called her on the carpet, so he used the familiar form of address
with her.
Listen, my dear, there’s no need for me to prove to you that you're not a camel, you know the score, but you
forget that you work in ideology! On the ideological front lines! Gradually raising his voice to a thunderous pitch,
his fists clenched, he slowly and imposingly rose from behind his mammoth table, then, losing his balance, he
keeled back and sank into his armchair.
“Get out of here,” he said, waving her off weakly. “Talking to you is like … And watch your tongue in your
pieces! Everything gets back to me! Everything! Keep your opinions to yourself, if you’re going to work at a job
like this! Adieu!”
“Is it all right if I take off my boots?” Saveleva suddenly asked.
“You can take everything off.”
Saveleva undid the zippers, moaned, and carefully extracted her swollen, battered feet. She stretched out her
short, still outwardly strong legs, shiny from the elastic. She’d had a complex about her legs until someone convinced her that plumpness and a slight crookedness added a special charm, a wild hypersexuality. Long-legged
women are cold. Still, she wasn’t entirely rid of it. That sensation of having two halves: the most exquisite
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Chardinesque bust and the Tatar-Mongolian bottom half of a stone maiden. As if a magician had cut her in half
and set her in a gaping cast-iron mold. If she keeps smoking at that rate, two packs a day, she’ll be able to forget
about her complex entirely …
There were times when by the end of the day Saveleva could barely crawl and would curse her high heels, but
yesterday, she remembered, she’d had no trouble walking. How strange that she had been so pure, so happy the
night before. The snow swept away her tracks, and only gentle indentations, like shadows on the face of an aging
woman, reminded her that she was surrounded not by a white desert or the shroud of the unmanifest chaos of
inorganic matter, but by human habitation. On the way to the metro she didn’t meet a single soul. Or was it that
she had finally been expelled from the ventilation pipe of passion and that’s why it was so heavenly walking
through the snow blanketing the earth, along the undisturbed path in the garden, seeing the unfrozen patches of
water in the river, the foggy thickness that hid the city. The snowy shroud was untouched. Angels—illuminated
lampposts, if you looked closely—rose above the purity-dusted city, their wings of light dissolving into the starry
Sky.
At dusk and at dawn E. P. Saveleva would see a rope extending from the heavens. From a fluffy cloud hung a
long, long tether with a noose at the end. All you had to do was walk up and stick your head in. And up above
they’d try to yank in such a way as to pull you neatly above the cloud. It was like the children’s game of
fisherman, in which a magnet on the end of a thread is used to catch fish.
Then there are the dreams she keeps having, in which she can barely, and with incredible difficulty, move her
legs, while in her arms is a three-year-old child, her eternal burden, a boy who has to be saved, come what may.
But in the end he betrays her, going over to the side of her tormentors. I’ll draw you four pictures of
Beria,\fn{Lavrenty Pavlovich Beria (1899-1953), head of the Soviet secret police (from 1838) .} shouts the boy, her eternal
burden, in order to be saved. And he gets taken away.
Saveleva also gets taken away, to the executioner’s block, and then her numbed extremities are chopped off—
wham! Saveleva’s leg flies off the ax. Wham!—the other leg. She sees the stumps of her own steaming flesh.
Flesh and blood. The executioner wipes the sweat from his brow. And always, you know, on Thursday
nights.\fn{A note reads: An old superstition holds that the dreams one has on Tursday nights come true.}
Before her eyes arose once again the picture of the nighttime metro. For the first time she began to have doubts
about it, the redheads and all. Perhaps she’d just had too much to drink and babbled whatever came into her head.
What had she managed to concoct? A dozen men sleeping and dreaming of marrying her. Every last one of them
wanting to screw her. The next morning the mistress of the apartment where they had been drinking announced to
Saveleva that she couldn’t feel anything, that what she had needed was spiritual contact.
You think I felt anything? Absolutely nothing … my soul aches, it’s begging, why can’t you understand that?
That may be, but I also know perfectly well—Saveleva was indignant now—that in a month you’ll swear to
everyone that he was a total zero …
Because of the hostess’s soul, Saveleva spent the whole night running around the apartment, unable to fall
asleep, her bare body wrapped only in a robe. The guy she’d been set up with, the worthless heap, had long ago
crashed in the kitchen. At first they’d agreed to do it all together. They got rid of the extra guests. But then the
hostess began to have doubts. Instead of offering any support, Saveleva’s partner just yawned. The hostess began
to have more serious misgivings and refused.
They broke up into pairs, one in the kitchen, the other in the main room. They drew lots. Saveleva and her
partner got the mattress in the kitchen. Without giving it a second thought, he fell asleep. She grabbed a bottle and
went wandering through the apartment. The hostess’s john called her over. Saveleva, bottle in hand, arranged
herself at their feet, and she and the john started working on the hostess so that the three of them could sleep
together. The john had gotten a suntan someplace during the winter. He was a poet. All poets sleep with two
women, one on each side. Leo Tolstoy slept with two Gypsy women.
But the hostess wouldn’t budge. She threatened to leave. She chased them out. She asked them to wait until
morning.
Wait for ten hours, and then do what you want.
Why ten? That’s absurd. A quarantine.
I’m asking you, I’m begging you, leave …
The hostess had just been released from the hospital a few days before. She’d almost croaked right there in the
hospital ward. Now she watched her john lovingly, never taking her eyes off him, just the way they do in
operettas.
Saveleva sat back down with her bottle on the edge of the couch. The john was all worked up and kept sticking
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his leg out onto the floor, and the sheet kept slipping off him. The hostess would cover him up securely, as if he
were an infant who’d kicked off his blanket in the heat. The two of them in chorus attempted to convince the
hostess not to be so egotistical. Not to let personal feelings get in the way. To forget about her own ego once and
for all
Besides, he’s an absolute zero as a personality, Saveleva argued, a jerk, a lousy little poet.
I’m an absolute zero as a personality, the john echoed pleadingly.
The main thing was, were they planning on abandoning her? No, of course not, they wouldn’t do that. If she
wasn’t going to do it, they wouldn’t. Without you we’re not interested. Of course, they could lock themselves in
the bathroom, but afterward she would surely kick them out into the cold in the middle of the night. And besides,
they were friends. That’s the main thing. They couldn’t possibly lay an insulting blow like that on a woman who’d
just gotten out of the hospital. The john kept turning on and off, now rubbing the back of his neck on the pillow,
now scooping the hostess up in an embrace and kissing her hard on the lips. With his free hand he simultaneously
groped under Saveleva’s robe. He did this as he stroked the hostess. Saveleva was horrified to find his hand
everywhere, as if he were stroking her not with one but with three hands. He managed to get under her robe, grab
her breast, and pinch her buttocks exactly as if he were a multiarmed Siva. Saveleva well remembers how she
couldn't get hold of his hand. In the meantime the hostess kept shoving her away. Saveleva barely extracted
herself from this orgy of extremities. In the end they had to make do with cognac and cigarettes. She and the john
drank from the same side of the glass and smoked a single cigarette, and Saveleva withdrew. In the kitchen she
found a half-bottle of vodka in the refrigerator, and stepping on her sleeping partner, she gulped it down without
anything to eat.
It’s possible that Saveleva had simply had too much to drink in an attempt to drown her sorrows and that was
why she had imagined seeing those four redheaded aliens from the UFO, what people used to call angels. After
all, drunks often see double. In point of fact the glass reflected not four, but two or maybe only one.
The staircase once again changed its shape. The climb became more difficult, the stairs narrow, slanting at the
corner. You had to put your foot down sideways. Saveleva’s legs were like weights and refused to mount the high
duralumin steps. By the time she got to the top she had banged up her toes. Panting, she plopped herself down on
the soft green floor. Saveleva, E. P., wiped her face, sighed deeply several times, and looked around. They were in
the attic under the roof, but the roof was glass. Snow lay in a solid mass clearly visible through the glass.
Snowflakes descended slowly from an open square just overhead. It was warm, dimly lit, and the thick layer of
snow pressing against the glass made the space seem closed in. But it wasn’t stuffy. On the contrary, Saveleva
suddenly found she could breathe as easily and soundlessly as if she were in an alpine meadow.
“Have you figured it out? You’re in a pyramid. Look!”
Saveleva remembered how she had barely crawled to the kitchen that morning. More precisely, at 3:00 A.M.
They had stuck a glass in her hand. I like that Western way of life: You haven’t even managed to wake up yet and
you stick out your hand and there’s a cognac … said the impoverished poet. Why can’t you understand—we’re in
love, explained the hostess. Nevertheless the john, who sat across the table from Saveleva, was squeezing her
knee between both of his as he polished off his hot dogs. He had an amazing appetite. The hostess kept flinging
him food from the refrigerator. He fished olives out of a jar with his fingers.
Sit around for a bit, don’t go, coaxed the john. It’s terrible, but it seems she loves me. Saveleva felt nauseated,
the shuddering passed, but she still mapped out the shortest route to the bathroom in her mind. Which is it, the
second door? Saveleva kept asking anxiously. Let’s drink. Let’s drink in a circle, like a peace pipe. Once again
they loved each other. Friends. Saveleva even exchanged a tender word with her partner. Although he really
wasn’t up to it. He was trying to figure out what condition he was better off showing up at home in: Should he get
even more drunk or would that be doubly suspicious?
They started arguing about the origins of the Slavs … who were the Russians really, and did any such nation
even exist … People always argue about origins the morning after. As for Saveleva, she felt that her TatarMongolian bottom half was giving out. As for the Byelorussians, now there’s a pure race. Each praised his own.
Thank God there aren’t any kikes among us. Or are there? If I were a Jew and not a Byelorussian, said the poet, a
full-blooded Jew, such a show I’d put on for you now!
“Now, now, now.”
The green floor began to move beneath Saveleva. There was the heady aroma of grass and damp earth. The
grass rose in a springy, swelling wave to its full rustling height.
Parade of the planets, said the hostess’s john, by the year 2000 all the major planets will be lined up in a row.
When the Sun and the Moon and Tranquillity and Jupiter move together, then the white age of Satya will return.
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Oh, my life, my ragged and difficult …
John Lennon, just murdered halfway around the globe, started singing that old tune by the incomparable
Beatles, the music of Saveleva’s marble university, cool vestibules, overheated classrooms, a song that evoked
simple happiness, the joys of family life around the hearth, of hard work, in a voice that cracked slightly in the
upper register, a song to which … well, how could you help but love one another, when May and June and July
were fine, and the daisy field outside the window opened out beyond the concrete wall to a world of birds, lions,
antelopes, and monkeys, a heavenly design created so that all might achieve harmony and beauty, gradations of an
image expressed in matter and illuminated from within by the light of an idea … everything about it inclined you
to unity, to a common cause that filled the air, to forget the individual, to meld egos, and to wallow in the nirvana
of love, of fresh river air and water, of a place where there was no need for wine …
Saveleva’s legs suddenly weakened, she lost all sensation in them, then they warmed up and seemed
transparent. The pyramid was flooded with light, and the stranger, sitting under the slanted wall like Atlas under
the snowy weight cast upon his shoulders, slapped himself on the right cheek and his coal-black left eye pierced
right through her.
Had the grass lifted Saveleva or had she floated up under her own power on an invisible cushion of air?
Saveleva gave him a spirited wink. Placing her feet wide apart and performing a series of frenzied body
movements that invited him to dance, Saveleva started to vibrate from the powerful stream of energy running
through her spine, then went into a sequence of stunning ballet steps, just as she had once done in her youth,
across the thundering parquet boards, her hair sweeping along the floor, and her partner tossing her into the air
and spinning her in a saito.
No, she would yet dance in this life! She’d still do a mean shake, twist, and Charleston, disco style. She’d turn
on the heat, light up the lights.
Saveleva knew that a high like this required a lot of energy. The air around seemed to resound and vibrate with
a muted roar. Saveleva did a wild shake, discharging the energy that streamed over her as if from a bottle of
champagne. Brut! She was already starting to gag on the energy, but wanted more and more. This was real,
unadulterated delight.
What a high, came the voice of her daughter. Through transparent walls, trees, buildings she saw the little
ragamuffin slouched against the dirty wall of an underground pedestrian crosswalk. The girl wanted to go inside
the metro to warm up. But they wouldn’t let her in. Saveleva’s daughter had always despised her, as all drug
addicts despise alcoholics. Alcoholics are crude, uncultivated creatures who don’t understand or know how to
achieve a pure high, her daughter thought. But still, when she wasn’t on the needle and when there wasn’t any
money, vodka would do, and that was when the girl would turn into a dirty stinkpot, wandering from bar to bar.
Interesting, what would she say if only for a moment she could taste the high Saveleva was experiencing right
now!
Saveleva’s body movements became more and more constrained, more labored. She fell into the tall, waving
grass as if into a stack of hay and pulled the stranger in with her. The love vine began to wrap them in a cocoon,
then blossomed in bright color, emitting an aroma as if from an atomizer. It blossomed, ripened, pollinated, grew
heavy with fruit, withered, and sprouted anew. Through the mound of grass, from beyond the glass of the
pyramid, the redheads watched her. The redheads watched her from beyond the glass of the metro.
The grass grew into her hair so that she couldn’t lift her head, then it started to grow into her spine. They
looked at each other in the glass like animals from separate cages, and maybe it was she who looked at them the
way an animal in a cage at the zoo looks at visitors, volunteer protectors of flora and fauna, friends of nature, who
have gotten it into their heads to destroy all the zoos and release the animals into the wild, into their natural
habitat, and the beast, indifferent and lazy from too much food and too much sorrow, suddenly understands—
suddenly understands the desire, the call, the kinship.
But the cage, the steel bars. The locks.
Along the tree-spine with roots of hair slithered a lissome snake, whispering truths. Approaching the end,
Saveleva decided that this truth was the most wonderful thing in the world. Beyond all doubt, it was the most
wonderful thing in the world. Strange that in other moments of peace she forgot about this.
Oh, it’s the most wonderful thing in the world!
But Elena Petrovna Saveleva never did find out why she was so happy that winter evening as she hummed a
simple little song on the motionless steps of the escalator. Perhaps she had fallen asleep, otherwise where else
could those three or four hours have gone?
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28.155 Eve Eve\fn{by Yuri Buyda (1954-

)}

Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad Oblast, Russia (M) 3

Evdokia Evgenievna Nebesikhina aroused in everyone the anticipation and presentiment of unstinting love and
never-ending happiness when she arrived in the little Prussian town with one of the first special trains that
delivered the Russian settlers to Eastern Prussia after the war.\fn{ After World War II, approximately half of East Prussia was
given to Poland, and the Russians kept the other (northern) half. They still have it .}
The settlers listened in timid confusion to the ringing names of the ancient towns—Koenigsberg, Tilsit,
lnsterburg, Welau—while they took the measure of this foreign land, with its cramped fields and clean-swept
forests, narrow, tarmacadam roads and stone houses with tiled roofs which sheltered the heads of people whose
children had burned their villages. They stepped in timid confusion over the small blue cobblestones of the
railway platforms and stuck close to the officer and soldiers of their own army, which was already comfortably
quartered and settled in these “burgs.”
Evdokia Evgenievna was the only one who looked around with a simple and natural smile, as though she
might have been the legal heir to this seven-hundred-year-old estate where the cramped fields, polders and white
dunes ran right up to the cold waters of the Baltic Sea. The soldiers and officers glanced curiously at this tall
golden-eyed beauty carrying a small suitcase who kept herself to herself.
“A magnetic woman,” a sergeant with a black moustache said loudly, but she simply cast him a slightly
mocking glance and set off with an assured stride towards the children’s home. Next morning everyone already
knew that a new nurse had appeared in the children’s home.
Evdokia Evgenievna:
Eve Eve.
The sergeant with the black moustache was right: Eve Eve proved to be a genuinely magnetic woman. Men fell
in love with her at first sight, children came running the moment she called, and even women forgave her for her
beauty. The burnt and ruined little town, that had changed hands twice, that was populated by Russian soldiers
weary with home-sickness and silent Germans dizzy with hunger, who washed the pavements with ashes instead
of soap and sold the virginity of their scentless daughters for a piece of soldier’s bread—this long-suffering,
flame-scorched little town came to life when Eve Eve appeared. The apple and chestnut trees suddenly blossomed
luxuriously, the birds that had been waiting out the war in regions where no newspapers are published suddenly
returned, and the dreary black bulls and their East-Friesian brides rediscovered the urging of desire.
Absolutely everyone attempted to pay court to Eve Eve—generals and soldiers, officers and quartermasters,
from every branch of the forces based in the little town. Her name alone was often sufficient cause for a quarrel
that was decided by the breaking of teeth. Two young pilots who quarrelled over the golden-eyed beauty took
their fighter-planes up into the air to resolve the quarrel by playing aerial “chicken.” But she just laughed, and the
only presents she would accept were flowers, although the coffers of the Eastern Prussian Reparation Fund were
wide open to her.
Just imagine our astonishment and indignation, when we learned that Eve Eve was living with dumb Hans!
With that lanky oafish youth that even the Germans laughed at. He worked in the children’s home as watchman,
stoker, gardener and herdsman. He was disciplined and meek: even when he was scolded, he merely nodded in
assent, struggling to stretch his lips into a smile—he could never do this, because a fragment of a high-explosive
shell had pierced both his cheeks, knocking out half his teeth and ripping out his entire tongue. He was seen one
morning coming out of her room. How and when they had come together, how and when they had realized they
needed to be with each other, and how they managed everything without words, God alone knew, the God who
watches over the dumb and the beautiful. She replied to the question from the head of the children's home, Major
Reprintsev with a disarming smile and the words:
“I love him. I feel sorry for him.”
And that was all—from a woman of whom a single glimpse was sufficient to turn the head of any male being
from a general to a sparrow.
Her laughter also paralyzed our feeble attempt to ostracize her. The most insistent were treated to the sight of
her nickel-plate browning, with an inscription on the handle which showed it was a gift from Marshal
Zhukov.\fn{Gregory Konstantinovich, Zhukov (1896-1974), Soviet military officer; he oversaw the Soviet occupation of East Germany
in 1945, returning to Russia only in 1946.}
At night the men living on the nearby streets tossed restlessly in their beds, chewing on their cigarettes,
listening to her groans of happines and the provocatively meaningless bellowing of her beloved. Men even came
from the air-squadron stationed seven kilometers outside the little town to get a look at him. They were wary of
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touching him—partly out of a desire not to quarrel with Eve, partly, in all honesty, out of respect for his physical
strength: Hans could unscrew the rusted nuts on the hub of a car wheel with just his finger and thumb.
When the commandant, Colonel Milovanov, took advantage of some plausible excuse to put Hans away in the
lock-up, Eve Eve simply came and took the keys from the desk in the commandant’s office, and simply let the
dumb youth out, while everybody there, including the sentries and Colonel Milovanov, just gazed at her in rapture
without saying a word. Hans carried her home in his arms.
“Ich liebe dich,” she said to him without the slightest shame in front of everyone. “I want a child. I want a big
fat belly.” Then, swallowing the first sound of his name, she called to him in a voice that brought even the phallic
barrels of the tank canon swinging round towards her:
“Anss … Anss …”
Time passed, but Eve did not get pregnant. With the permission of Major Reprintsev, she adopted a ten-yearold little boy with one arm, whom the children had nicknamed Jesus. He was a taciturn lad, and his only
entertainment was to fire his catapult at the German inhabitants, who were scared stiff of him—he fired steel ballbearings that the tank crews had given to the children’s home as toys.
He regarded his new position in life with total indifference. He wouldn’t allow Eve to dress him or undress
him, he went to the bath-house with the soldiers, and he took his meals with them as well, he only came home to
sleep at night. Eve Eve meekly bore his insults, and waited meekly for him to come home, so that when she was
sure he was asleep, she could kiss his closed eyes.
The children in the home did not like him and they were hard on him in all their games. When they began to
play at war, he usually ended up with the role of prisoner under interrogation. They beat him with double lengths
of telephone cable, burned his belly with a cigarette and stuck needles under his nails. Jesus gritted his teeth and
refused to talk, driving his “enemies” into a frenzied rage.
“It will end badly,” the head of the children’s home warned Eve.
He was proved right. One day when they were playing at war, the lads hung Jesus on a pine tree and organized
a competition in markmanship to see who could throw a stone so it hit his cramp-twisted mouth. When one of
them did hit it, it opened, and out tumbled an exorbitantly long purple tongue.
Hans carried Eve to the hospital after she fainted. Doctor Sheberstov unbuttoned her overall and whistled when
he saw the monstrous scar stretching in a sinuous patch from her left breast to the golden pubic hair.
“Where did you get that,” he asked, when Eve Eve came round and he had given her a thorough examination.
“Near Warsaw. I was a medical instructor in the infantry.”
Doctor Sheberstov swallowed.
“Evdokia Evgenievna, I think I should tell you, that … it is very unlikely that you could ever have a child.”
She lay there on the couch in silence, her eyes closed. Then she sat up and looked up at the doctor, who had
hidden his hands behind his back.
“Then what do I need this for,” she asked in a quiet voice, touching her breast. “And this? And this? So all I’m
good for is to be a whore?”
“It’s the war.” The doctor averted his gaze.
“My God, what for?” She closed the overall with sudden movement. “Why me?”
“The war affects everyone,” mumbled Sheberstov, “they’re not to blame …”
She didn’t leave her room for several days. She lay face down in her bed, sometimes asleep, sometimes awake,
listening to the dull roaring of her blood. Someone knocked at the door. She didn’t answer.
“Eve,” called Nastya, the matron, “Eve, don’t take on like this. Let’s go, they’re probably still at the station.”
Evdokia raised her head from the pillow with a struggle.
“Who?”
“Who? The Germans, of course.”
“Which Germans?” She didn’t understand.
Nastya leaned over her.
“What’s wrong, girl? Are you really that sick?”
“No.” She sat up on the bed. “What’s happened?”
“They’re deporting them all. All the grown-up Germans, and all the little boy and girl Germans. A stone and a
half of gear apiece and aufwiedersehen! My landlady unscrewed the brass door-knob for a souvenir.”
“Why are they deporting them? I don’t understand.” She glanced out of the window. “What have they done?
Where are they gojng?”
“To Germany. Those are the orders from Moscow. Don’t go dashing off, I’ll get my boy-friend and he’ll have
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us there in a jiff in the car.”
The sergeant with the black moustache helped the women out of the car and yelled at the sentry:
“They’re with me!”
They were allowed through. .
Far ahead of them a steam locomotive panted heavily at long intervals. The doors of the goods wagons
rumbled as the soldiers closed them, paying no attention to the Germans standing dead still in the openings; the
officers put on the seals.
“Hans!” Eve shouted into the nearest wagon. “Anss, my darling!”
A young officer in a Ministry of State Security uniform turned his back and broke match after match as he tried
to light a cigarette. She dashed along the train, lit by the slanting beams of searchlights. Pudgy Nastya ran after
her.
“Anss! Where are you? Where are you? I won’t let you go!” Eve shouted.
Soldiers ran up out of the darkness, forced her down on to the platform and pressed her against the
cobblestones.
The train clanked and began to move.
“Anss!”
Eve broke free and staggered into the waiting-room.
“A telegram!” she yelled in a frightening voice at the young telegraphist behind the window. “To Comrade
Stalin. Urgent Express!”
The State Security man she had passed shortly before came up to her from behind and cautiously took hold of
her elbow. She pushed him away sharply without even looking at him.
“A telegram!”
The girl behind the window turned away.
“Please,” the State Security man said in a loud whisper, although there was no-one in the room but them.
“Let’s go. It’s an order, you understand? An order.”
She stared at him for a few moments as though she were blind. He led her away by the arm. In the doorway a
panting Nastya took her arm and supported her.
“Let’s go, my dear … thank you, young man … let’s go.”
In the car the sergeant with the black moustache dwelt over his cigarette, then, gazing into the darkness, he
suddenly said: “Colonel Milovanov shot himself.” He breathed out a puff of smoke. “Because of his Elsa.
Deportation …”
He pressed on the clutch.
The next day Eve Eve collected the pay due to her and bought a ticket to Moscow. Wearing a fashionable,
close-fitting suit and high-heeled shoes, smelling of perfume, she appeared at the station one minute before the
express was due to depart.
We never saw her again. We only learned later that she stood in the lobby of the carriage for a long time,
smoking a cigarette and refusing to answer the conductor’s questions—he suspected something was amiss, alright,
when after Vilnius he glanced out into the lobby again and saw the door wide open and a slim woman’s handbag
dangling on the handrail. Her mutilated body was discovered in the brambles growing alongside the tracks: a
bullet-hole in her temple, a nickel-plated revolver clutched convulsively in the hand of her broken arm, her legs
smeared with blood and creosote—she was dead, of course she was dead. But this was no longer Eve Eve. No,
this was not the golden-eyed Eve Eve who gave everyone that trembling feeling of anticipation just below the
heart, that presentiment of unstinting love and never-ending happiness …
This was just a dead woman, but the other—she was Eve Eve, and that says it all.
28.112 The Bloody Women’s Ward\fn{by Marina Palei (1955-

)}

St. Petersburg, Leningrad Oblast, Russia (F) 9

A yellow river in a tranquil spot. A river with locks. Opposite them a provincial two-storey hospital, which
looks more like a lock-up, and lends the otherwise featureless bank a forlorn air. From the ground-floor windows
neither the locks, the sad water nor a much trodden river bank bristling with prohibitory notices are visible.
But then, one day in summer, the moment comes when something enormous, dazzling, wholly beyond our
control suddenly rises out of the earth and the thick July green and black carpet of grass. Growing gradually out of
the tall grass, it rises slowly, soundlessly, ineluctably with the majestic levity of the sun.
It is a boat.
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It looms ever higher to hover motionless at its zenith as if wondering whether to break free and float off
upwards, but after a moment’s reflection cleaves smoothly through the grass to sail away behind the arbitrary
confines of unfreedom.
Inside those windows reeking of ether and institutional soup is the domain of Philip Arnoldovich Razmetalsky,
Director of the Department of Gynaecology and Obstetrics. He is conducting his surgery, and is sitting side on to
the window in a mock Chippendale chair miraculously washed up on this shore. His irreplaceable Darya Petrovna
graces a sturdy stool opposite him. By the door stands a woman with a hang-dog expression on her vague
lethargic features, evidently feeling far from happy.
“Well now, light of my life,” Razmetalsky drones by way of introduction. He inspects his nails minutely,
amputating small pieces of flesh with a razor blade. “What have you got to tell us?”
The woman keeps her mouth shut. She knows you can’t get the better of Razmetalsky. Silence is the best
policy.
Razmetalsky has also decided against his ritual monologue. For twenty-two years he has been coming out with
the same empty, impersonal words and now can barely bring himself to utter them. Darya Pe1rovna, her eyebrows
arched, is purposefully writing something in what looks like an accounts ledger. The accomplished repetitive
movements of her hand suggest she will still be entering figures on Judgement Day.
“Okay, sweetie pie. Go straight back home,” Razmetalsky finally drones, continuing to wield the razor blade,
“and do just as you please. Take quinine if that’s what you want to do, or whatever it is you all poison yourselves
with. Try lifting your good husband off the ground, I take it he’ a good size. Your husband is a good size, I
suppose?”
Beyond the window there is no sign of a boat, water or the river bank. A yellow notice announces

Sunday 14 July
Day for Commemoration of Deceased Workers
“Did I or did I not see you two months ago? I did. Did I or did I not perform an abortion? I did. Did you have
any complaints? You did not.”
Razmetalsky inspects his cuticles from every angle, moving his head this way and that in time with his words.
His nails have the glossy sheen of cling-wrapped gammon. “Do you now want me to rupture your womb? Do you
know what I get if I do that?” Without putting down the razor blade he extends his professionally elongated
fingers and interlinks them with the fingers of his other hand.
The woman has not moved from her earlier position and decides to attempt a smile.
Razmetalsky brings the window formed by his hands up to his face and lines her up in a telescopic sight.
“The clink, sweetie pie. Do you think I want to end up behind bars? I do not. Not by a long chalk. Away with
you, sweetie pie, and trouble me no more.”
The woman, as far as we can judge, has not altogether taken in the bit about the rupture, but has understood the
bit about landing behind bars, and, more specifically has gathered that there is no prospect whatsoever of another
abortion. She has heard it said that if Razmetalsky is not in a really bad mood he lectures his patients on the
subject of birth control. Here her information is only half correct. Razmetalsky delivers his lectures only when he
has temporarily set aside his razor blade, sat himself down in the abortion theatre with a martyred air and is
bearing his cross in the form of a pair of uplifted female legs. Then, with Darya Petrovna lovingly maneuvering
the surgical basin into which the bloody tatters are to slop, Razmetalsky delivers his lecture in his dull
monotonous voice, and seems to the woman the lord of all creation.
For all that he has not lost the ability to marvel. Even after twenty-two years in this practice he still marvels at
the unassuming way life shamelessly effects its birth even on scraped and stony ground. The woman can’t
understand it either, but she does not marvel. Her only concern is to prevent it from happening.
“That’s all, Znobishina,” says Darya Petrovna, parting her lips just enough to let the words out. “I’ll be round
to see your Zina on Friday.”
As she disappears through the door it still has not clicked with the woman that she has been saved. As usual
Darya Petrovna will do what the doctor is afraid to do, and Razmetalsky, without for an instant betraying that he
knows perfectly well what she is up to, finds this arrangement entirely satisfactory.
Outside the window a woman screams. The sound is like a fork scraping on glass.
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“Well, how did the bloody woman expect to be able to keep it, in all honesty?” the doctor addresses Darya
Petrovna, nodding in the direction of the scream. “How could she go full term when yesterday she was thrashing
around in the bushes with one of the surgical cases? She’s six months gone and he was going full gallop on top of
her. What sort of way is that of keeping it?”
“Well …” Darya Petrovna begins but only for appearance’s sake since it is a purely rhetorical question.
"We ought to keep the whole bloody harem locked up in the ward so the sluts dont get out into the yard. Next
thing you know she’s whining about bleeding.”
The door opens and a flabby creature who could be aged sixteen or thirty enters transporting an enormous
bulge tightly wrapped in black crimplene. Its hair lacklustre and thin, in rats’ tails, with a fringe. It has a pair of
spectacles on its nose.
Razmetalsky is still absent-midedly pressing the button at the side of his institutional table-top, an amenity he
installed himself and of which he is properly proud. In the corridor a sign lights up over the subdued women like
over so many Pavlovian dogs:

COME IN
“Well, my dear hopeless person, what have you got to tell us?”
Razmetalsky’s eyes glaze over and he sets the razor blade to one side. “It’s virtually time for you to be giving
birth and only now do you deign for the first time to honor us with your presence. If we have any problems with
you, do you know what I’ll face?” His fingers criss-cross again like the lattice of prison bars. He brings the
window up to his face and lines her up in his sights.
“What about the boyfriend? Are you getting married?” Darya Petrovna puts in her oar. She already knows the
answer, and is confidently filling in the patient’s details without any need to look over to where the woman is so
eagerly and hurriedly nodding affirmation.
The doctor meanwhile looks at the ceiling through the wooden gynecological tube, rotates it one way and the
other, sighs and pulls a tape measure out of the top pocket of his white coat. With an expression of pained
tolerance he takes up his position by the couch with its covering of cold oilcloth.
“Have you sat all your exams?” Darya Petrovna asks, peering over. “Slip it all off quickly now. That’s the idea.
Lie down over there.”
“I got ‘only average’ for all of them,” the mother-to-be tells her, pressing her thighs together in an attempt to
peel off the crimplene frock. “I’m taking maths in autumn. I sit in ninth grade.”
“In ninth grade you’ll be bringing in specimens,” Razmetalsky says poking her belly. “Lie down now. That’s
the way.”
The mother-to-be bares her belly, tight as a drum and bisected by a brown stripe. The doctor, knitting his
eyebrows, listens to the foetal heartbeat, wearily speculating as to who and under what circumstances could have
so lost his head as to choose to assail the virginity of this wholly unalluring female.
Beside the doctor’s couch the patient’s effects are piled in bashful disharmony on a stool: the black crimplene
frock, a synthetic blouse with a pointed collar (You tell them to steer clear of synthetics. And what do they do?) a
much laundered surgical corset the color of a piglet, with mauve suspenders and coarse brown stockings. The pile
is crowned by blue bloomers so thick they stand erect, a garment coyly described in provincial shops as “warm
undergarment, female,” the very sight of which takes you back to the lean war years and the Leningrad Siege. No
petticoat, naturally. (“Too hot in summer, doesn’t keep you warm in winter anyway.”)
Heaven knows why she would wear bloomers in hot weather like this. Heaven knows why she pulled on that
hot, black synthetic frock.
In fact not only heaven knows but Razmetalsky himself knows full well that the poor silly girl has put on her
best clothes to come and see them. And you would be quite mistaken in supposing he doesn’t know who her
seducer was. He does not know, of course, the actual name of the pollinator but you don’t have to be a Maigret
\fn{Inspector Maigret, the popular fictional French detective of police, whose specialty was the deduction by psychological insight into the
criminal mind, created by the Belgian-French novelist, Georges Sim (1903-1989) .} to work out that her seducer performed his
lustful act while under the influence of drink. A fair working hypothesis would be that he was a fully professional
alcoholic—a seasonal worker, long-distance lorry driver, or a P.E. instructor. What difference does it make?
At least they don’t show Western films in these parts, Raz- metalsky reflects sourly, his eyes still resting on the
erect blue pantaloons. I would prohibit screening them for all time, on pain of death. However, the dreadful fact of
the matter is, the doctor inwardly expostulates, that it would make precious little difference if they did show them.
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Life goes on reproducing itself in an endless chain in the same dismal way, lolling indecently, its sins unshriven.
All the same, the authorities have no business letting people see Western films. That is simply sadistic towards the
local people. God knows! Over there they probably think this is just one big burial ground. Actually, who’s to say
they are wrong?
“Well now, own up. Have you been having sex lately, or have you not?”
The doctor is talking to a different patient by now, a strawberry cheeked woman of boisterous appearance with
sweaty flaxen curls over a smooth forehead, His patient has pinched her nose as if to blow it. She is giggling and
obstinately refuses to answer, A week ago her husband, the manager of the regional department store, a man
concerned for his wife’s welfare and open to innovative notions, made a private arrangement to have her fitted
with an “American coil” in the provincial capital. Razmetalsky’s duties extend to monitoring the success or
otherwise of this operation,
“What are you laughing about?” Darya Petrovna intervenes. “Yes or no? You must remember: doctors or
tailors do not think like men.”
“I don’t feel it the least little bit,” she says, deftly changing the subject and skipping up without the least
embarrassment on to the universally hated couch. “Just as if it wasn’t there.”
“Have a good look in your bed. Perhaps you’ll find it there.”
Razmetalsky grumbles, but almost without his usual tetchiness. He draws on his gloves.
On this uplifting note his surgery concludes for the day.
*
In the midst of the bottomless awfulness of the muds of autumn a young doctor, Yevgeny Razduvaev, arrived
from Leningrad. In fact he was a Leningrader only in terms of his “highish” education, and his roots were very far
from Leningrad. On top of that he was unmarried, so on his graduating it was decided not to let him stay in the
city but to send him to the much trodden banks of the yellow river.
Doctor Razduvaev spent a great deal of time and energy tramping round institutions and government offices in
a vain attempt to prise himself from the grip of some and to insinuate himself into the control of others. He merely
exhausted himself and arrived at his destination in a worse than usual frame of mind. To soften the blow of his
defeat he took to stating loudly, publicly and with every appearance of robust self-confidence that it was much
easier to get a place as a postgraduate from the provinces, and that a three-year strut here would give him first-rate
priority for … and anyway nowadays there was a proper recognition of the value of practical experience rather
than giving postgraduate places to all those string-pullers. By the time he had finished you would have thought
young Doctor Razduvaev had chosen to work in these parts of his own volition and in pursuance of a sturdy belief
that things had to get worse before they could get better. From time to time he really was visited by illusions, as
sweet and evanescent as cheap perfume, that he was the master of events rather than their victim.
His superior, Razmetalsky, initially showed signs of some slight reanimation on the arrival of someone he
“could talk to,” only to relapse into his habitual embittered state once he had worked out his junior colleague’s not
very sophisticated strategy, which he did even before it was articulated. Razduvaev’s face simultaneously
registered infinite scorn and inveterate pessimism. And to make matters worse the latter appeared to be the
product of the former. Razmetalsky instantly recognized himself in Razduvaev as he had been twenty-two years
ago, and very soon took an intense, and abiding dislike to him. This stemmed not from any envy of that glowing
postgraduate career in Leningrad, which was as remote from Razduvaev as it was from him, but from the fact that
it forced him again to face his own shameful earlier impotence. He could not but recognize the humiliating
similarity of their doomed aspirations.
In just the same way a father recognizes through his son the impossibility of changing destiny. The way he nips
a piece of bread off the loaf, the way his voice falls at the end of a sentence, the way he sleeps with his leg bent.
God! Exactly, but exactly the same.
Next the hospital director fell ill and was plainly going to be out of commission for a long time. Razmetalsky
was appointed to his position, and he in turn appointed young Doctor Razduvaev to his own job, thereby
aggravating the similarity of their paths by his own hand and bringing the two ruts of their destiny together into
one.
The nurses took an instant and unanimous dislike to Razduvaev, calling him behind his back all sorts of names.
He was well aware of this but was evidently untroubled whether he enjoyed the love of the common people. He
soon got into the habit of summoning one or other of the nurses into the doctor’s office (which in a grander
institution would have been called the house-surgeons headquarters). Here he made it abundantly clear that he
didn’t give a damn about what they thought he was after, and stretched and grunted with elaborate casualness.
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Without any softening of his stern administrative expression he would then discard his white coat, his woolen
shirt (“Made in Poland”) and his vest (Russian). The luckless nurse’s duties included “treating the doctor” by
giving him poultices or applying cupping glasses, and sometimes giving him a massage. But who’s to say what
they really got up to. All we know for sure is that once in the small sleepiest hours of the night Razduvaev passed
the duty nurse’s room on his way to relieve himself and overheard a conversation of which he was unmistakably
the object.
“He can go jump in the lake. I wouldn’t even let him sniff it through a blanket. There were no studs around
here before and there still aren’t.”
He got wind of other rumors as well, rumors which were circulating among the patients. They complained in
cowed whispers that he didn’t know how to do a proper job and made them bleed allover again. They whispered
that you had to go back to him a second time to get everything finished off properly. Razduvaev ignored them
utterly, considering it beneath his dignity to start explaining himself, but made it clear to the women by his
demeanor that the problem lay in their faulty organisms, in defective home-made surgical instruments and the
inadequacy of the local facilities.
The voice of the people made itself heard to Razmetalsky, but he had no one to replace young Razduvaev, so
he continued his labors on the banks of the diminutive river. When the people’s protests began to take the form of
inelegantly written complaints, Razmetalsky demonstratively conducted a series of political instruction sessions
with the nurses.
Just before the November celebrations of the anniversary of the Great October Socialist Revolution\fn{ Socalled, in memory of the month (October, 1917) in which the Russian Communist Party siezed power from the Provisional Government of
President Kerensky, and the Russian State was plunged into a vast social experiment which ultimately resulted in its (largely peaceful)
fragmentation in 1991 into 15 independent countries .} the weather abruptly turned cruelly cold. The windswept half-dead

earth lay numb and frozen waiting to be bandaged by the healing swathes of snow. It was a season when the
number of women patients in the Department of Gynaecology trebled. They cautiously sidled their way between
the hospital beds lining both sides of the corridor. In one hand they held out in front of them an aluminium mug of
thin kissel. With the other they kept holding together the neck of their ragged hospital gowns with the black
institutional identification marks stamped all over them. Their female appurtenances were cruelly chilled in spite
of their “warm undergarments, female,” or perhaps because they disdained them.
The store director’s boisterous curly-headed wife with the problematical coil found herself in one of the
hospital beds which was at least inside the ward and not in the corridor. The director came every day and irritated
Razduvaev, who heaven knows was already irascible enough, by tearfully repeating that if his wife had “ladies’
cancer” then the doctor should tell him straight away for the love of God … he had connections … they would see
the doctor was not left out of pocket. His curly-headed wife did not, thank heaven, have cancer, but this was of
little help to Razduvaev who lacked the most elementary supplies for treating much less demanding medical
conditions than that. When the penny dropped with the store director\fn{ When it dawned on the store dirrector.} that his
wife was being treated with nothing more than the grayish kissel and vitamin C, he hurriedly and heatedly began
assuring the doctor that tomorrow he would be off to the provincial capital where his brother-in-law, etc., and
Razduvaev gave him a prescription for penicillin.
That prescription had the consequence that at his next five-minute political education session Razmetalsky
with his demonstratively monotonous tone and diction publicly reminded young Doctor Razduvaev that medical
help in the USSR\fn{Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, as the Communist Administration in Russia was officially known .} was
free. In order that he should be left in no doubt about this and should never again be tempted to try to obtain
medicines for patients at the expense of their relatives, he gave instructions for the cost of the prescribed drug to
be deducted from Razduvaev’s salary. He had prudently obtained the prescription from the store director lest he
might use it again.
Razduvaev showed no sign of being unduly discomfited by this educative measure, particularly since what was
deducted from his pay packet was the minimal official price of the penicillin rather than its black market price. He
was, however, duly instructed and also remembered the popular saying “nothing ventured nothing lost.”\fn{ Significantly, in America this saying is: “nothing ventured, nothing gained”.} The upshot was that shortly after his public dressingdown he was observed in the abortion theatre giving unorthodox instructions in the methods of his barbaric trade
to a young probation girl student from the provincial capital. The terrified doctor-to-be was sitting before the
dilated womb of an unsuspecting anesthetized patient while Razduvaev crouched behind her like some furtive
demon, directing the circular movements of her untutored hand (in which she clutched an obstetric spoon) in the
bloody cavity. With his other hand he was meanwhile firmly and unhurriedly squeezing her large breasts.
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As far as the prescription business is concerned, one can understand the actions of God’s representative on the
banks of the sleepy river. He was a subordinate, a victim of centralization and of much else besides. More difficult
to understand perhaps are the doings of Heaven, which after all is unencumbered by petty passions and such
trivial snares. To cut a long story short, the curly-headed, boisterous wife of the store director, who seemed a cross
between a bird and a monkey, and who had spent her days in the hospital worrying about nothing more terrible
than her flaxen curls and her pink toffee-like nails, died. God took her to himself so suddenly that nobody even
got around to removing the hair rubber from her childish fringe.
Inevitably all this happened in the chaos preceding the November Revolution celebrations. From beyond the
hospital wall an accordion wheezed and shrilled and brought back memories of paper flowers, herring bones, and
white-capped quarter-litres of vodka. Through the quarter-light of the windows the wind brought snatches of a
bowdy ditty:
She went for all the fun and frolics
Lesbians and alcoholics...

As luck would have it, just as the slight female body, covered with a white sheet, was being wheeled along the
corridor through all the beds to the shower room Razduvaev was in the process of issuing orders to the duty nurse
to hunt through the store room (which housed piles of canvas overshoes which had lost their ribbon ties, worn-out
slippers, a trolley with no wheels festooned with the transparent blood transfusion tubes which patients and
convicts so enjoy fashioning into souvenirs). There she was to dig up a banner with the requisite slogan for the
holiday, and hang it up over the main entrance.
Shortly afterwards he could be heard calling through the doors of the abortion theatre, “I told you in plain
Russian to put up a banner and what have you put up? That is a flag! Don’t you know the difference? A flag is a
rag on a stick, and a banner is a rag on two sticks!”
Outside the hospital windows the crucified earth stretches the length of the river bank.
*
Nothing out of the ordinary happened that winter. The drainpipes burst, Doctor Razmetalsky’s salary went up
seven roubles a month, Darya Petrovna won an electric samovar in the state lottery but lost the ticket, and
Razduvaev had an obscene tattoo removed from his left buttock. We could, of course, make young Doctor
Razduvaev marry the deflowered schoolgirl in the crimplene frock, specs and rats’ tails (she was certainly fibbing
about marrying her inebriate seducer) and react by becoming chairman of the local temperance society. One day
his wife’s seducer … and so forth. Why not? But let us come back down to earth, if only to find out what it is that
Darya Petrovna is contemplating with such surprise and disapproval, shaking off the soapy droplets which
periodically run down on her eyebrows.
She is stark naked and standing with a zinc tub in her hands in a long line of similarly naked women with
similar tubs. They are awaiting their turn at the only tap in the women’s bathhouse. It is an enormous fat brass tap
evidently intended to dispense torrents of cold water or, if required, hot water. Today, however, a solitary dewdrop
depends from its nose and obstinately refuses to fall.
“Fedka must have been at the bottle again this morning instead of seeing to the boiler.”
“Yeah. Bet he’s pissed.”
“Perhaps the water tower’s packed in. The pipes are all rusted.”
“Yeah. Bet its the pipes.”
“Wouldn’t put it past them to cut the water off altogether, girls.”
“Yeah. Bet they cut it off.”
So they amiably gossip away, naked, meek, tubs in hand, conscientiously standing one behind the other.
Women’s lot, predetermined no less than the alternation of night and day, is to be read on their glistening bodies
as if on a map: the mastitis scars on their sagging breasts, the Caesarean scars on their bellies, the drooping stringlike veins on their ruined legs, the swollen stretch marks on their withered hips, flabby bellies folding like aprons
or purses which have given birth so many times.
But we would be wrong to suppose that the uselessly hissing tap was the object of Darya Petrovna’s stern
scrutiny. Eventually that was put to rights and a trickle of cold water issued from the tap. Darya Petrovna’s turn
came to rinse away the foam creeping down into her eyes. Now we can at least see clearly what it is that has so
held her gaze, blurred for want of her spectacles. It is the bulge, slightly pointed in a way that makes people say it
must be a boy, of a woman sitting on a bench gray with soapy water. The sun is now past the equinox, but it was
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last summer that Darya Petrovna had clandestinely aborted Znobishina’s unwanted foetus with her own hands,
after she had again, like a cat, conceived two months after her previous termination. But if Darya Petrovna’s
efforts had been unsuccessful, three … seven … nine months. No, she should already have had the baby. What
was going on? A new bun in the oven? From the frying pan into the fire.
In July Znobishina gave birth to a yellow baby boy. Once again the sun is scorching the faded banks of the
little northern river. Doctor Razduvaev is making his rounds of the obstetrics ward with the pediatrician, jocularly
remarking each time he sees a female infant: “Another bloody woman sees the light of day.” The tense guilty
expression is frozen on Znobishina.s face, even though hers is not a girl.
She is past fifty, and her husband is ashamed to face the neighbors, but as God is her witness she had done
everything she could. And there now, to make matters worse, there must be something wrong with the baby.
Everybody except her gets their baby to feed, and the women in the ward are all eating to make sure they produce
milk, while she is munching away for no reason at all and just taking up a hospital bed for nothing. She is
unbearably ashamed of this unasked-for idleness.
She is ashamed to pester Doctor Razduvaev, weighed down as she is by the feeling that she is a sponger and
unsettled by an incomprehensible yet tangible sense of her own harmfulness.
The other women have told her long before any doctor got round to it that she has given birth to a gray-yellow
frog-like baby. Now she is learning to lie facing the wall.
The other women have told her the main news, but there was more to it. They did not, for instance, know that
even the midwife, Alena Grigoryevna, who has seen quite a few gruesome sights in her time because of the
prevalence of hooch distilling in these parts, had been shocked by the boney greenish monster, and that she was
responsible for its becoming known in the department as Znobishina’s Goblin, and later simply as the Goblin.
Needless to say neither were they to know that the nurses laid the blame for what had happened squarely at the
door of Doctor Razduvaev. This was because Razduvaev used to bring variety to his irksome night shifts by
dragging one of the younger nurses into his office supposedly for the application of cupping glasses and poultices,
and he would amuse himself by scaring the wits out of her with lurid tales of the unspeakably deformed babies he
had supposedly seen during his years as a probation doctor, but which he had in fact culled from a celebrated
monograph by Kaspar Friedrich Wolf.
“D’you know where he had his male organ?” he would ask, pausing for effect and opening his bulging eyes
even wider> He flicked the side of his neck: “Right here!” Outside the window the darkness was impenetrable,
and the frightened little nurse squealed in a way he found immensely arousing.
“He called down this misfortune, the goggle-eyed goon!” The midwife concluded angrily, carrying with her all
the paediatric nurses who blamed Razduvaev even for the Goblin’s frog-like eyes, full of lumpy, grayish jelly.
In short everybody knew that this was a non-viable infant not long for this world. It remained to be seen how
long his severely curtailed life in this vale of tears would last.
Two days later, when Znobishina still had hopes of seeing her damaged son sucking at her breast, the midwife
Alena Grigoryevna marched into the ward with a glass jar and announced, in a way that implied Znobishina was
perfectly aware of the fact, that her milk was poisonous and the doctor had given strict instructions that it was to
be collected separately, not mixed with that of the other mothers, and poured straight down the lavatory.
The days passed, the, Goblin has survived a whole week. This clearly came as an unwelcome surprise to the
staff. Razduvaev at the request of the paediatrician summoned analysts, consultants and specialists from the
provincial capital, thereby legitimately sharing out the burden of responsibility. They advised him of a rare and
difficult diagnosis. The mother and foetus were incompatible but not, as was common enough, because of the
rhesus factor\fn{Usually called the “Rh” factor, but so-named in 1937 by the American pathologists Karl Landsteiner and Alexander
Wiener, who discovered the first of them in the blood of the rhesus monkey .} but because of some other factor, one of many
which had not been fully studied or which, indeed, was completely unknown. It was all the more puzzling because
Znobishina had already had three perfectly normal healthy children.
How can a child be born incompatible with his natural mother?
There it lies in the light of the moon, alongside the dozing night nurse, in its little hovel in the linen room from
which the compressed yellow piles of institutional nappies and bed sheets have been hastily removed. It is not
asleep, but it lies there quietlly, wisely not counting on anyone’s sympathy but also because its throat is not of a
shape formed for crying, laughing or human speech. Occasionally the creature emits an incredibly high-pitched
sound, faint, plaintive, and quite inhuman. It is like the trilling of a grasshopper or a truncated cheep of a cricket, a
sound emitted by an insect which does not involve a throat. Its legs have turned-out, flattened feet never designed
to walk this earth. Its arms are a spindly crossbar of twisted bones never adapted to work, fight or caress. Its
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sightless eyes will never distinguish what has been from what is still to come. He is doomed to drift in torment
and blindness from having no beginning into realms of infinity, alien to this world of darkness.
*
Far from this place, beyond the walls of this hospital, beyond the much trodden banks of our yellow river, a
field extends. It resembles the reflection of the sky at the bottom of a lake, and the sky shines above it like a
dazzling sea. A blue sea and a green sea, one reflects the other, kissing with sweet abandon, and seeing their
radiance man and beast are at ease. On the shores of this sea, beyond the forests and the hills and the dark wooden
churches, villages are scattered with names like Yalozar, Tyasma, Andoma, Pantoga, Megra, names that roll
around in your mouth like crunchy nuts, and if you chant them one after another, they sound like ancient spells to
protect against sickness, old age and death. Even unspoken, their sorcery protects the hay-makers.
The hay is being gathered now in the field, and the flowers at the edge of the field peep out in astonishment at
the five-ton truck. The probation girl student is relieved that she was sent to help the collective farm with haymaking and get some fresh air. She quickly makes herself at home among the locals, who promptly throw off all
their clothes.
“We’re all friends. Who cares!”
Her notions of the ponderously patriarchal life of the peasants are abrupty modified. Actually they do keep
their boots on:
“Don’t want to tread on a snake, do we?”
On second thought the girl decides to keep her trainers on.
And the world goes round, blue and white, yellow and green, redolent with the heavy fragrance of all the
tinder-dry herbs, pregnant with the buzzing of horseflies, the rustling of the breeze, the darting head scarves and
busy hands, remorselessly healthy, merry and free.
The girl first rakes the hay together, then passes it up on a pitch-fork, then runs off to a stiflingly warm thicket
in the distant forest where she has found a spring which fills the billy can to the brim in an instant and covers its
sides with condensation. For this she is eventually rewarded by being allowed to stand on the top of the growing
haystack and receive the hay. Caught up in the work she takes to trampling the hay down, running quickly around
the top of the rick and not noticing how far she has risen above the ground or how her firm foundation of dry
grass is getting ever narrower. Finally, firmly grasping the crown of the hayrick, the girl entwines her slender
body around it, stamping up and down, round and round she goes until the horizon breaks into pieces and turns on
its side.
“Can you see Leningrad from up there yet?” they shout up to her from down below.
Then hot and light as a feather, and sweating she slides down a pole and lands right in the rough arms of the
deft farmer who is the only man among all these women this season. He casts an appreciative eye over the wellmade hayrick and then unhurriedly over the girl, adjudging, “like she’d been played on a piano.” It is not
completely clear whether he is referring to the hayrick or the girl, and it is June and everyone is having a good
time, and it is as clear as day that you will never die.
*
“… I like it better on the farm than there because you can see what you’ve done straight away and you’re in
the fresh air. And also the head doctor created a special job and made me look after a very pathological baby
which is going to die anyway because he’s been born a monster and his blood is all useless. We are not allowed to
let the mother have the baby and the specialist clinics won’t take him because he might die at any moment and
spoil their statistics. His mother is taking up a bed and we can’t discharge her until the baby has died. It’s only
mothers who reject their babies who can leave …”
This evening when the girl came on duty the pediatric sister told her, “Don’t give the Goblin anything to drink
for the next twenty-four hours. Is that understood?”
The girl nodded. Presumably there were some more tests to be done which required the patient to be given
nothing to drink. He seemed already to have had every test under the sun. His ridged skull with its taut swampdweller’s skin is peppered with needle-marks which look like insect bites. For the first week the nurses’ attitude to
the Goblin was one of puztlement and curiosity. They felt sorry for him. The second week they were a bit irritated.
“Why do they let him go on suffering? He’s worn his mother out as it is.”
When his unlawful life extended into the third week, despite Razduvaev’s assurance that it’s only a matter of
hours, the nurses turned against him, with his stinking inhuman green urine and all the absurd hygienic measures
which made life really difficult for them. And all this for a baby which quite obviously was non-viable.
“I saw them hustling the bulls’ tails on the farm today. I thought that was just an expression but there it’s
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something that really happens. If they’re being stubborn and don’t want to go somewhere the herdsman does it. It
must hurt terribly. Mum, do you think you could send me fifteen roubles or so by cash transfer?”
The young probationer is sleeping, her head lying on her unfinished letter. The up-ended horizon is dancing
and breaking into pieces. Round and round and round,.. Nearby magnificent stacks of dandelions are swaying in
the sky, and in front of them a dazzling spring is playing in the sunshine like a fountain.
“Don’t give him anything to drink today. Why? I’m so thirsty.”
It is quiet in the department. Only from the doctor’s office voices are heard talking about something which is
evidently not official business. Today is Razduvaev’s birthday. Alena Grigoryevna is methodically diluting spirit
in a measuring jar. Darya Petrovna is shelling boiled eggs, chopping them up and mixing them with chicken
breasts which have been reduced to the consistency of lint. She glues the whole lot together with mayonnaise sent
to Razduvaev from Leningrad. What primeval gourmet first hit on the whimsical idea of mixing the remains of an
adult creature together with itself in embryonic form.
The Goblin lies swaddled from head to toe. The nappy is lit up by the light of the moon. The creature stares
through the nappy, through the ceiling, through the roof, up into the vaults of the heavens in the hope, perhaps, of
finding his non-natural Father, catching his all-knowing eye, and, if fortune smiles on him, at least learning what
his purpose is on this earth. Will his Father in his unfailing wisdom admit his mistake, or will he turn away in
exasperation from us, his invariably “only average” children, as we look at the monster in bafflement and fail to
understand the clue we are being given, fail to take in the point of the lesson that this other face of life which so
horrifies us is no more no less than life’s essence? What do the fields woven of wild flowers know of this young
shoot of blind flesh whose lot is suffering and more suffering? The child-like eyes of the flowers peeping in
astonishment at that lorry, see no more than the mindless monster who peers with his sightless eyes into the empty
sky. Blindness is their common lot. But the flowers, unconscious of their own prettiness, do not torment us as
does this chance splinter of unseeing life, the only meaning of whose appearance on the earth is limitless, allengulfing agony. Unremitting, unbounded pain is his only knowledge of this infinite world. Can a creature,
lacking a mind, immersed in the lava of suffering which knows no mercy, unable to make comparisons, can such a
creature feel pain?
“You fascists! Someone should do the same to you! I hope somebody does! You shits! You fascists!”
Alena Grigoryevna with her pleasant face usually as imperturbable as a lake, bursts into the linen room. Now
her face is as disturbed as if she has just been dragged out of the birth canal with forceps. The probationer who
has fallen asleep at her letter wakes up wild-eyed. Alena Grigoryevna tears away the nappy covering the Goblin
and shovels the bottle of warm water into his parched lips. The creature, strange as it may seem, parts its glued up
lips and drinks for a long long time, moaning blissfully, and now we can hear it grunting just like a human being.
Then the creature sighs convulsively and emits a stream of poisonous green urine.
“What sort of way is that to treat a baby? The shits! How could you! Don’t give him any water to drink. That’s
really nice. I hope your children get the same treatment.”
Alena Grigoryevna, who christened the monster the Goblin in the first place, caringly bathes his evil-smelling
festering little groin with permanganate, oils away the scats and crusting, and blots the seeping green puss with
lint, gently cleansing away the scale and film around his caked mouth and the wings of his sharp little nose. The
creature squeaks once more like a cricket. It is the only way it has of making its presence felt.
One more day passes in this way.
The following morning, tired of waiting for the baby to die, Znobishina is discharged and goes home, getting
smaller and smaller until she dissolves into nothing on the long road. On the evening of the same day her
unnatural baby son dies.
It is morning again, and once again life is making its nest on a scraped stone.
“Well now, my dear hopeless person, what have you got to tell us?”
The voice is familiar. It belongs to the Head of the Department of Gynaecology and Obstetrics, Doctor Evgeny
Razduvaev. He is beginning his surgery. Later, in the department’s ward we see the sparse forest of upraised
female legs, and the midwife as she carries out her special hygienic duties for the newly delivered women scolds
someone in her professionally loud voice:
“Mother of God, how did you manage to get a tear like that? It’s big enough to get a.tank through it!”
In the corridor lined with folding beds, the women in their stigmatized gowns are standing one behind the
other, keeping the neck of their institutional linen firmly closed with one hand, while holding in front of them in
the other their battered aluminium mugs for the gray kissel.
And then, and then right at the end of the corridor there is a window. If we look through it long enough we
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shall see the grass down by the yellow river ripple.
It is a long time yet until autumn.
36.217 When Other Birds Call\fn{by Zufar Gareev, or Gareyev (1955Republic, Russia (M) 9

)}

“in a remote village,” Bashkortostan

Dmitry Andreyevich Firsov was getting on a bit, but he was still strong. Sometimes he would make fun of
himself, feigning a sigh and saying:
“It’s about time we buried the old man.”
But this was only a kind of coquettishness: he felt perfectly healthy and knew that he still had a long time to
live. A few years earlier he had retired from his job as a combine operator. Since then he had built up a fine little
farm, and he and his wife lived a good, well-ordered life together. They had one daughter, Nina, but she had left
the village a long time ago, some ten years previously. She seldom wrote and told them nothing about herself. The
old couple found it hard to understand what she got up to there in the city. They thought she must be either an
actress or a poet, or something like that; judging by her letters it seemed that all her friends were either actors or
poets. The old people also had a suspicion that she was neither of these things, but simply a failure—even though
she never asked them for any money. People had long since stopped asking the Firsovs about their daughter, but
when someone did venture to ask, the old man would wrinkle his powerful forehead and answer tersely: she’s
somewhere out there in the big city. It was understood that she would never come back to the village, and the old
couple didn’t seem to miss her particularly.
Imagine their surprise when one day—some time towards the end of July—a telegram came for them: she
would be arriving, it said, on such-and-such a train, and would they come and meet her.
The old woman shrugged her shoulders:
“Our Nina must be feeling homesick.”
“I’ll give her homesick,” Firsov responded venomously. “All of a sudden she takes it into her head to get
homesick.”
He did not welcome the news. He turned the telegram over and over in his hands. The postwoman stood there,
curious, wanting to ask questions. It seemed to Firsov that she was smirking.
“You go on your way, Valentina Alexandrovna! What’re you hanging around here for?” Firsov said in an
unfriendly voice.
But the postwoman, who lived next-door-but-one to the Firsovs, felt that as a neighbor she had the right to
know more than anyone else and to express her sympathy with the old couple:
“Don’t you upset yourself, Dmitry Andreyich. She’ll go away again soon enough. She’ll be bored here.”
“Ah well …” the old man answered more gently. He sounded calmer.
In the evening the old couple sat down as usual to watch television. As usual their windows were open to the
pleasant coolness that came from the wet, dripping raspberry and blackcurrant bushes which the old man watered
after sunset. He used a hose, pumping up water with a motor which he had connected to the hand-pump in the
yard.
But the usual sense of peace was missing. Firsov sat on the sofa, in his baggy trousers which were old but
clean, and his bare feet rested, as usual, on the intricately patterned, green carpet. But he couldn’t really get
involved in the television news. It was as if some alien element was already present in the house, and a great
effort was required to understand its meaning. He had long ago grown accustomed to the idea that he did not have
a daughter. He disliked the city—indeed he was afraid of it. Not that his fear and dislike were the kind of intense
feelings that would be shameful for a twentieth-century man. Rather, he hated the city and everything connected
with it, but with the vague feeling that he might just be wrong.
He didn’t understand his daughter either. When she was very young she used to sleep around quite indiscriminately. As a young woman she was an oddball, an outsider, but occasionally she would become vicious and
frenzied: she wept a great deal, always keeping secrets from her parents. She went off secretly to the town to have
abortions. And she was still a misfit. Of course, when it came to the point Firsov could afford not to give a damn
about what anyone might think. He would walk through the village with his daughter at a normal, steady pace …
go to the shop and back … why not? He could hold his head up high, and greet anyone they might meet with
dignity.
With these thoughts in mind he fell asleep. The next morning he got out his little car, and an hour and a half
later he was at the station.
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His daughter had no luggage. Only a brightly-colored bag, like a shepherd’s bag, slung across her shoulder.
Firsov was taken aback. She was strangely dressed, too, in clothes which looked as though they had been
borrowed from someone else. A jacket which wasn’t really a jacket. Trousers you couldn’t really call trousers.
Like some kind of refugee. Old Firsov thought to himself:
“Is that because she’s rich or because she’s poor?”
He pondered what he knew from the television and concluded that it must be the fashion. He was horrified to
notice a sore on her upper lip. Not long before the old man had been in the district clinic, and he had read an
article about syphilis in a brochure. He particularly remembered the section on sores. Firsov immediately decided
this was syphilis! Feeling insulted and offended he thought:
“She’s got an infectious disease, and she’s still traveling around the place. Where’s her conscience?”
They walked off the platform towards the old man’s car. Nina suddenly stopped dead in her tracks, listening.
She said:
“What a loud noise they make.”
“What does?” Firsov didn’t know what she was talking about.
“The poplars … let’s go closer …”
The train had already moved on, and the station was quiet, so the rustling of the secluded poplar grove,
crisscrossed with paths, seemed loud in the stillness. The crowns of the trees shimmered in the silvery July breeze.
They stood there, eternal, side by side with the human life of the station, filling it with a sense of aching
melancholy.
Nina craned her neck upwards when they stopped beneath the poplars.
The spot was littered with bits of paper, empty tin cans and broken bottles. The tree trunks were carved with
obscenities. Firsov looked around discreetly to make sure no-one was watching them. He thought there must be a
police sergeant somewhere about. Last time Firsov was at the station a young sergeant had been here under the
poplar trees, attempting unsuccessfully to get a drunken woman to stand upright. Eventually he gave up. Firsov
sighed and said:
“The Ilchikhins’ daughter came to visit them with her husband. Very respectable people—they’ve both been to
college. Do you remember Larissa Ilchikhina?”
“Yes,” his daughter replied vaguely, not really paying attention to what the old man said.
“Of course,” added the old man, “higher education isn’t everything. But it can save you from humiliation …”
Having said that, the old man began to wonder where the conversation could go next. Again his daughter gazed
upwards:
“So tell me about the Ilchikhins!”
“Of course they’re delighted.” Firsov livened up a bit, and added:
“It’s about time we were going. I don’t know why we're standing around here as if we had no home to go to!
I’ll tell you everything in the car …”
His daughter glanced at the station and asked:
“Do you ever have train crashes around here? Fires? Snow-drifts? What about floods?”
“What do you mean, floods?” muttered the old man.
He knew instinctively that he must avoid upsetting his daughter at all costs. By now he felt that people were
beginning to notice them, and looking at her in a particularly unfriendly fashion. He had an unbearable urge to get
her into the car and drive away.
“Why don’t you ever get snow-drifts or floods around here?” Nina repeated her question capriciously. “There
are always floods, or some kind of other natural disasters at railway stations …”
“What floods, for God’s sake?” whispered Firsov. His patience was almost at an end.
“Come on, let’s go!”
He took her arm, grasping her firmly by the elbow, and the two of them walked towards the car—appearing
like a perfectly respectable couple to anyone who might be watching. Nina suddenly went limp on her father’s
arm. He noted this with a certain malicious satisfaction. She said affectionately, without it being clear what she
meant:
“Never mind Daddy, never mind.”
An accordion was playing in the patch of garden in front of the station, and someone was singing in a husky
voice, slightly off key. The ugly, expressionless voice grew inexplicably louder and louder. There was a glimpse
of a beautiful woman’s face behind the geraniums in the downstairs window of the hairdresser’s shop. It was
already close and stuffy—the day promised to be hot.
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They drove out of the station and past the quarry. For a while they bowled along the main road, then they
turned onto the dusty track leading to the village.
Nina pulled a bottle of lemonade out of her bag, and began prying the lid off against the car door. The drink
fizzed out all over her clothes, but she wasn’t bothered. She looked out of the window as she gulped from the
bottle and Firsov cast a sidelong glance at her: if she’s scraped her bottle-top along the handle, she must have left
a fine deep mark—maybe even a bit of the chrome plating had been knocked off, you couldn’t be sure …
“How dare she be so careless with other people’s property, without so much as a by-your-leave.”
He was annoyed.
“Do you want a drink?” Nina offered him the bottle. The thought of her dangerous sore touching the neck of
the bottle angered the old man, but he suppressed his irritation, shook his head abruptly and asked:
“Are you living in a hostel? Or have you got a flat? How much do you earn these days?”
“Who cares about all that,” Nina answered languidly after a pause. “Every flat comes with a husband, and the
two of them always come with some kind of wages.”
“So you run off and leave him, and get up to whatever you feel like?” Firsov was angry on behalf of the
husband.
“I haven’t got a husband, I haven’t got a flat either. I do earn something though. But sometimes, on evenings
that smell of lilac, when the sky seems to breathe and you drink it in with your eyes … you realize that a husband
with a flat, or even a flat without a husband would fit in well enough with this hopeless intoxication beneath the
open sky. You could gaze at these evenings together, then drag yourselves across the smoky earth, together …”
“Just who do you think you’re talking to?”
Firsov was crazy with anger.
“Have you got a flat? Where do you work? Who’s your husband—if you’ve got one? Just you remember,
you’re talking to your father!” And Firsov twisted the steering wheel sharply on a bend in the road.
Flinging back her head and closing her eyes, she sipped unhurriedly from the bottle, glancing from time to
time through the side window at the fields beyond it: bright green and fresh, they seemed not the slightest bit
weary of their monotonous life, unchanging year after year: again and again, with each natural cycle they put
forth the same carefree, joyful greenness.
“Have you come for long?” At long last Firsov asked the most important question.
“I don’t know. Maybe for a day. I just took off and left my friends …”
“What of it?” asked Firsov, after pausing for thought.
“All those friends of yours—are they all single? No families? No children?”
The old man steered sharply round a bend in the road, and Nina was thrown involuntarily against her father.
“I don’t know anything about this disease,” the old man was disgusted. “Is there any cure for it?”
He decided he would keep his distance from her. He wouldn’t kiss her or touch her. He switched on the radio,
fiddling until he found some music. His daughter raised her voice oddly, and asked:
“How are you all getting on, Dad? How’s the house?”
There was something mannered in her tone, as if she was speaking on stage, but the old man discerned a
warmth in her voice, and an innocent goodwill was kindled in his heart—the awkwardness and irritation seemed
gradually to be fading away.
“How are we getting on? Oh we take things gently. I worked on the state farm until it was time to retire. I got
an award for working hard in the spirit of socialist competition.”
He felt rather awkward using the official jargon.
“They gave me a big bonus before I retired.”
“Is that right?” Nina exclaimed, as if she was genuinely astonished.
Firsov cackled with delight.
“The farm helped out a bit. Me and the old woman had put a bit away as well—and we managed to buy the
car: that’s two years ago now. We grow flowers, I take them into town and sell them at the market. And I take
some vegetables when they’re in season: they sell quick, like hot cakes.”
The old man had really livened up now.
“We grow them for ourselves, and for money as well. When you know you can pay for your own funeral, you
feel you can really look people in the eye. There’s nothing they can reproach you with. That’s right, isn’t it?”
“Perhaps she hasn’t got any disease after all,” he was thinking to himself. “Where did I get that idea from?”
Firsov was a hypochondriac, but he did not like to be reminded of the fact. He fell silent, immersed in his own
thoughts.
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His daughter turned towards the side window again:
“Do you remember the time when you bought all those piglets, and then they got burnt to death? You had all
kinds of dreams: they were going to breed, then in the spring you were going to sell them at market for sixty
roubles each …”
“Well?” Firsov asked, nodding curtly.
“I know what she’ll say,” he thought to himself. “I saw one of the electric wires catch fire, I could have warned
you, but I didn’t feel like it. But I know you saw everything and you didn’t say a word. Anyway, we still hadn’t
got the piglets then: we were just about to buy them: you’ve got things all mixed up, my girl …”
“I saw one of the electric wires catch fire …”
A horse-fly dozing on the car window beside the old man suddenly woke up and began buzzing desperately...
The old man squashed the insect with his hand and said:
“I know.”
“I knew that you knew. I’ve known it all these years.”
And she laughed—a dry, cracked laugh.
The old man’s mood soured and he felt the old sense of weary irritation, which seemed as though it would
never end. They drove on in silence. The heat was growing more intense. Nina rummaged in her bag, and said:
“It’s very hot. Wouldn’t it be nice to have a swim? Is there anywhere around here where we could go? I’ve
even got my swim-suit with me.”
Strange thoughts were beginning to form in the mind of the old man: he didn’t answer immediately, but smiled
secretively to himself.
“Just wait a while. We’ll soon get to a good place. Where the river’s calm and wide …”
Soon a sparkling river appeared among the greenery. The old man stopped the car a little way above a gentle
bend in the river. Here the water was deep and dark—and there were treacherous whirlpools. Two soldiers had
drowned here the year before.
The girl went behind the car and began to fling off her clothes.
“You go into the water and it embraces you so tenderly. It comes up to your chest, up to your heart …”
She waved her hand to him as she stood by the water. She began to walk into the river. Firsov watched. The
water reached her waist. Only a few steps further and the old man knew the river would seize her suddenly, and
never let her go. His daughter stopped, then slowly turned round. The old man felt cold. He felt that any moment
she would say:
“I know that you know, Dad.” In a deep, calm voice:
“I know that you know, Dad …”
“Go on in!” Firsov said affectionately as they stood twenty metres apart.
“There’s a wind from behind you.” said Nina.
“What’s behind me?” Firsov couldn’t hear.
“A wind.”
“Oh!” The old man smiled ingratiatingly. “The wind’s behind me is it … blowing is it … never you mind, my
dear … you go on into the water and have your swim.”
The old man’s thoughts were becoming confused now—muddled by the unexpected opportunity to put an end,
once and for all, to the problem that was disturbing him. He repeated hoarsely, almost ordering her:
“Go on in!”
“There’s a chilly, wet wind blowing behind you, Dad!”
Suddenly the sky was filled with the roar of a motor boat coming quickly nearer and nearer. The boat came
leaping round the broad bend in the river and soon drew level with the old man.
“Hello there, Mr. Firsov!” they called from the boat.
Nina had already begun to walk rapidly backwards, as if afraid of the wash from the boat, which was moving
swiftly towards the river bank. As she came out of water she said carelessly:
“I’ve gone off the idea of a swim. There’s something unfriendly about this place …”
She sat quietly in the car and did not look at the old man once until they arrived at the house.
They were soon there. Firsov stayed in the yard to deal with the car, addressing his daughter indifferently:
“Go on. Your mother will be waiting for you.”
Old Mrs. Firsova was a silent skinny woman. She didn’t like her false teeth, and frequently took them out even
in the middle of the day. When she did this, her slack mouth resembled a wrinkled purse gathered onto a piece of
elastic. She would put the false teeth in a glass of cold water, which she was very careful to keep fresh and clean.
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There they rested—pink as a piece of strawberry-scented soap, with a layer of bubbles clinging to them. Crumbs
of bread and cheese gradually freed themselves and drifted to the bottom of the glass.
Nina came into the spacious, wooden house. The old woman was sitting at an empty table.
“Hi, Mum!”
The greeting sounded careless and superficial in the solidly built, traditional country house.
“Good morning, Nina.”
The old woman’s tone was dry and somehow overformal. She embraced her daughter awkwardly, and said:
“You can sleep in the little room, where the wardrobe is.”
The little room with its wardrobe, shaded by the garden, was the cosiest room in the house. She remembered it
from her childhood. Nina went in and stood by the window. Green foliage pressed up against the blue net curtain
stretched across the window. Nina pulled the flimsy fabric aside and tossed it across the white lilac bush outside
the window. Then, as if afraid she might have done something wrong, she asked:
“Is that all right, Mum?”
“Yes, it’s all right.”
The old woman's voice was flat and colorless.
“Why haven’t you got any luggage?”
“I’ve only come for a short time. Anyway, I haven’t got anything to bring …”
At this the old woman seemed to withdraw into herself.
“I could have helped you unpack your suitcases.”
She sounded offended.
The old woman stood behind her daughter, who continued to look out of the shadowy window, stretching a
hand out towards the lilac bush. As the old woman left the room she said:
“I’ll set the table for tea.”
One other thing was bothering old Firsov. A crew from the local television statiort was visiting the village.
Rehearsals were going on for recording a programme which was to be called, A nice cup of tea, or From the
bottom of my heart, or When the work is over, or something along those lines. The Firsovs had been invited to
take part, and the old man was learning off by heart a profoundly sincere speech. The old woman was learning a
speech as well. Every other day they had to go along for rehearsals to the House of Culture, where a resourceful
young director strode about masterfully between tables covered with cups and samovars (which contained no tea
as yet), and spoke forcefully:
“The most important thing, comrades, is not to stare at the camera. Just imagine that no-one is filming you at
all. Let’s try and sit calmly and quietly, with our hands on our knees—resting after a day of hard, selfless labour.”
They all sat there, ponderous and stiff in their bristly new suits, bedecked with military honors and medals,
every stubborn head cropped short. For some reason this transitory scene irritated the director, who was a refined
man. He rolled his eyes and dropped heavily down into an armchair, throwing up his arms—they were short and
plump—and shouted fretfully to the cameraman:
“For God’s sake, we don’t want the backs of their heads! This camera angle’s no use!”
He gazed upon his village audience, as if in a mirror. In their eyes he discerned delight and fear at his eloquent
despair.
It seemed to Firsov that his daughter’s arrival would have some kind of undesirable effect on the forthcoming
television programme, and might even ruin it altogether.
As they drank their tea the old couple spoke staidly about the television programme. They omitted to mention
only one thing: that everyone was to be filmed together with their sons and daughters and in-laws—the
flourishing peasant dynasties.
Nina, however, expressed no curiosity. On the contrary, she seemed rather bored by the story, which raised the
old man’s hopes. But everything seemed to go against Firsov during these two days.
Just as they were in the middle of drinking their tea, who should appear at the gate but the film director. He
waved to them. The old woman clasped her hands together in excitement:
“Makhmed Mamlievich!” she cried, and went to open the door.
The director, a plump, lively-looking man with gold teeth, rushed towards Nina as soon as he was inside the
door.
“I’ve heard all about you, Nina, all about you. What a very interesting life-story—the stuff films are made of.
Simple modest parents, but their daughter an actress, living in Moscow. Delighted to meet you—Akhmed
Agamalievich.”
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And he reached out to take her hand in greeting. With a graceful movement, surprising in a man of his bulk, he
bent and kissed her hand, rolled his eyes slightly and said in a rather playful tone:
“I know that perfume! Chance, if I’m not mistaken.”
“I never wear perfume,” answered Nina.
“I’m an incurable dreamer.”
The director was not remotely embarrassed.
“I love the worlds of the imagination. Why should we value shadowy, base truths more highly than those
deceptions which uplift and inspire us. Tell me, what’ your alma mater, if we may call it that? You must forgive
me, Nina, for coming straight to the point, but my work demands—”
“I studied literature at Moscow University,” said Nina, “I’m not an actress at all.”
The director was not dismayed. Completely disregarding the presence of the old people, he began to whisper in
her ear:
“Do come and join us. You will be the star of the show. Honestly, it’s delightful to see, how can I put it … such
a mysterious, inspired, as it were, face amongst all the bald heads and jackets.”
This tempting proposition was received by Nina with a certain hostility:
“This mysterious face is half covered with a cold sore. As a woman I suppose I ought to be upset by such
things. But that’s not the point, it’s just that I’m leaving tomorrow.”
“I quite understand, I press you no further. What a shame.” He spoke quite seriously.
“Well, in that case, I wish you goodbye, Nina.”
He disappeared as abruptly as he had arrived, without even touching his tea. But the fact that his daughter
could have got into the television programme so easily, without doing anything to deserve it, left old Firsov
confused and upset.
After 8 o’clock in the evening the heat began to abate. The old man went out into the yard, where he could be
heard moving about with hose-pipes. He dragged them over to the seed bed, then on further to the greenhouse.
Nina decided to go out for a walk. She went to the center of the village: that’s what everyone called it—the
center. She used to say it all the time herself:
“I’m just going into the center.” Or: “I’ve come from the center.”
She stood for a while outside that noisy village establishment, the boozer, as the locals generally called the bar.
In the yard of the boozer grew a magnificent, dark cedar—an unusual tree for those parts—and under the cedar
tree stood Sanya Shutov, a curious character, very popular in the village.
Sanya Shutov was the hero of a rather improbable story. As an adolescent he had contracted polio, but thanks
to determined exercising he was able to retain the power of movement. Admittedly one of his legs dragged, and
his head trembled noticeably, and he was prone to occasional fits of mental instability—but by and large he had
won a victory over his handicap. The newspaper Pioneer Pravda printed a photograph and a long article about the
courageous boy. He became famous throughout the country. Thousands of boys and, more particularly, girls, were
filled with admiration for his determination to live, and do something that would be useful to other people. For
three years he received letters, some of which he even answered.
Then somehow the whole thing faded away. At about that time he finished secondary school and started at a
technical college, but he soon dropped out, and started drinking—anything and everything, including all kinds of
smelly garbage in small round bottles. He played wistful tunes on the guitar and spent a lot of time in the bar. The
men in the bar often used to treat him to a couple of beers or a cigarette, or give him odd bits of change. He
already had a pretty neglected look—puffy and unwashed, with his trailing leg and his trembling head, and the old
guitar hanging at his back. His mother died and he stayed on in his parents’ poky little house with his unmarried
sister. They quarreled a lot, and he often spent the night in the bath-house. Sometimes his sister might beat him or
make him go hungry when she discovered that something from the house or from her own personal wardrobe had
gone missing. He stole from her on the sly, selling what he took in the boozer, or to the Gypsies, or the Armenian
building workers. As a result he always had a little bit of cash to spend as he liked. By now he was about thirtyfive.
He stood under the cedar tree, a pair of thick winter socks rolled over the tops of his rubber boots, gawping at
the young woman with his innocent blue eyes. You could see that what most surprised him about her were her
sharp, bright-blue clip-on earrings. He seemed to be wondering:
“Where’s she sprung from? Who does she belong to, and what’s she doing here?”
She just stood and stared at him, Sanya Shutov. .
“I’m Nina Firsova,” she said. “Don’t you remember me, Sanya?”
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“Of course I do!” Sanya Shutov was delighted. “I knew you at once.”
“There’s nothing very clever about that. I’m the most remarkable individual in the entire neighbourhood.”
Sanya immediately took control of the situation in his own way. To be precise, he said:
“You wouldn’t have 25 kopecks on you, would you, Nina? I’m just one beer away from happiness. Can you
help me out?”
Nina handed him some change, and a few minutes later he emerged from the bar with an air of satisfaction,
and rapped on his stomach with his fist:
“That’s a bit better. How about a cigarette?”
Nina offered him one.
“Yava!” he said respectfully, looking at the packet. “I see you’re at a loose end, Nina. Why don’t you come
with me, up towards the post office.”
As he limped along, dragging his bad leg, he complained about his life, about the cunning plots of the bosses,
about his sister Alena—the stupid bitch! He’d spent two nights in a row in the bath-house. And today, when he
went and asked her for something to eat, she wouldn’t give him anything, and practically gave him a belt with a
chair.
“Can I have a look at your bath-house?” Nina was curious.
“Of course you can.” Sanya was delighted. “In fact you must. Maybe she’ll get a bad conscience if other
people know what she’s up to.”
They walked across a deserted yard, and through a vegetable garden, along the path which led to the bathhouse. Some old rags had been chucked on a bench, with a couple of torn quilted jackets. There was nothing on
the broad bench by the window. A candle stood in a jar on the narrow windowsill, and beside it was an old
transistor radio.
“She wouldn’t even give me a scrap to eat, nothing at all,” Sanya repeated over and over again, without any
obvious ill-will. He seemed to be hardened to his sister’s callous behavior. He took the guitar off his shoulder and
sat down. There was a pungent smell of birch twigs. It was dry and quite cozy.
“Don’t you ever light the fire in your bath-house?” asked Nina.
“And she’s a nursery school-teacher.” Sanya shook his head as he concluded his litany of woe. Then he
answered her:
“We haven’t heated it for ages. My sister uses the neighbor’s bath-house, and I go round to Semyon
Fyodorovich.”
There was something essentially absurd about their chance alliance. There was no basis for it at all, but for
some reason she did not want the encounter to come to an end.
“I’m going to spend the night here, there’s plenty of space,” she suddenly announced; just like that, but rather
uncertainly, as if she might change her mind at any moment.
“Why not!” Sanya agreed without any particular emotion. “You can lie down below, and I’ll spread out a
couple of jackets for you … like this.”
Nina pulled out some money and suggested he should go to the shop.
“It won’t be closed yet, will it? Buy some bread and some of that stewed cabbage they sell in jars, and
anything else that looks good.”
Sanya said nothing as he dragged himself out of the little bath-house,
She lay down on the bench. She could see the sky through the small square window. It was a gentle, crimson
colour—the beautiful, beautiful evening was dying. The first stars were sparking into life, like tiny electric light
bulbs. Nina smiled a long, slow smile.
Sanya came back quickly. He had cheered up quite a bit, having already devoured a third of the loaf. He
opened the jar of cabbage and they began to eat.
“Do you really remember me?” asked Nina.
“Cross my heart!” Sanya swore heatedly, as if afraid of being caught out in a lie.
“I don’t mind if you don’t remember me.” Nina shrugged her shoulders.
“I remember you, honest I do!” He ate quickly. “You used to be … well, you were the prettiest of the lot …
and you had a nicer dress than anyone else … that blue dress …”
At this moment old Firsov appeared.
Nina held a match to the candle. The old man hovered heavily in the doorway.
“Come on, Nina. It’s time we went home.”
“I’m spending the night here, Dad.”
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“Why?” asked the old man.
Nina sighed. She answered simply and affectionately:
“Because I want to, Dad …”
Thoughts of the abortions of former years and all the gossip flared up in the old man’s mind. He said
plaintively:
“You’re just a little tart. You always were, and you haven’t changed. You come back just long enough to sleep
with someone, remind the whole village who you are, shame us one more time. That’s your game! You can’t even
hide yourself away somewhere like a human being! Oh no, you have to do it like a dog, In full view of the whole
world, in a bath-house, with some half-witted buffoon!”
Sanya's jaw dropped:
“You’re mad, Firsov! I haven’t been able to get it up since I had polio when I was a kid!”
“What do people care if you can get it up or not!” snapped the old man. “The fact is, the pair of you shut
yourselves away in the bath-house!”
“The whole village knows I haven’;t been able to get it up since I was a kid …”
Sanya spoke about his impotence with melancholy insistence. He would have loved to prove his manhood, but
knew there was no point in fighting against fate.
At this point, old Mrs. Firsov arrived on the scene, on her way into the house to talk to Alena. Before she was
inside the door, the old woman was pointing an accusing finger.
“What do you think’s going on around here?”
Alena raised her heavy, watery eyes, which were usually empty of any expression.
“I don’t know. What is going on?”
“They’re having it off, that’s what!”
Alena held her large, cold hand to her face and sniggered.
“Who’s having it off?”
“Them out there!”
The old woman pointed with an air of disgust.
“So what?” Alena thought for a moment, then said: “We don’t light the fire in the bath-house in any case. Oh
go to hell, the lot of you!” She spat in the doorway. “You can sort yourselves out without my help.” And she
walked out of the room, slamming the door loudly behind her.
There was nothing to be done. The old couple also got ready to go home. But before they left, old Firsov called
out one more warning:
“I’m telling you, Nina! You come on home with us.”
Their daughter said nothing. She lay down on the bench facing the window, with her back to the old people. As
she looked out of the window, she saw them cross the vegetable patch. Firsov kept turning round. He was
snapping soundlessly at the old woman, who gesticulated in response.
Sanya fell asleep quickly on the raised platform, but she lay there wide awake. Eventually she blew on the
stump of candle. The flame flared up briefly, reflected in her eyes as if in a dark mirror, and then died away.
The next day Firsov took her to the station. He went to buy her ticket himself.
Nina sat on an empty bench in the station buffet, watching the sweaty, permed waitress. The thick makeup on
her face seemed swollen with perspiration, like a sponge-cake soaked in syrup. Another moment, and the tasteless
daubings would begin to peal away from her skin.
If she had been the waitress, she would have immediately washed the chemical rubbish off her face, washed
her face in clean, cold water, rinsed out her hair, freed her fingers of the gold rings, greasy with human sweat …
And all the time she kept fingering the sticky change, and ferreting around in a heap of limp rags—bending over,
humming a long, monotonous song to herself, as if casting spells.
Beneath her nose twitched a small, battered fan now of indeterminate color—the station and the people there
seemed to have worn it down so badly. The fan struggled feebly in an attempt to stir the heavy air of the station.
Nina no longer had the strength to hold back the tears welling up in her eyes. She went up to the counter, and
said:
“Please, please, I beg you, please turn off the fan, I beg you.”
The waitress reached out to press a switch, and the fan fell silent.
“There’s something short-circuiting inside it: I could see sparks; something’s short-circuiting inside it, don’t
you understand?”
“Sparks?” The waitress was frightened, but only for a moment. She called out in a loud voice:
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“Those bloody drunken good-for-nothings. The clumsy, useless bastards! Nikolkin, come here! Come here
immediately!”
A man came. He seemed a little tipsy, this Nikolkin. He was a porter, an electrician, a fitter—he could turn his
hand to anything, and he possessed a profound inner life, in addition to being master of the station buffet—if not
the whole station. A man who never gave up, simple and sociable and imperturbable. The kind of character you
don’t need a microscope to analyse—you can easily understand him wherever you might come across him, at any
season of the year, at any time of the day or night. A man appalling in his irrepressible jollity. He spoke
reassuringly as he gathered up the fan in his arms:
“We’ll soon get this set to rights, missus. Don’t you worry.”
Nina went out of the buffet. She hurried, almost ran, through the hall: she needed air! She was driven by the
impressions that oppressed her heart.
The ticket clerk was calling out: "Anyone for. Moscow?" and old Firsov tried to force his way to the front of the
queue, a wild, animal expression on his face. But the people would not let him through. They simply looked back
at him with wild, animal expressions...
But Firsov got what he wanted. At the last possible moment, his veiny hand emerged from the seething mass of
humanity, and was the first to thrust a ten rouble note through the window.
“One for Moscow.”
There was still twenty minutes to go until the train arrived. Once again they stood by the little mound where
Firsov had parked the car. People were glancing at them, thinking nasty, suspicious thoughts about them. Firsov
even imagined that some of them had rushed off to find the local policeman and clustered round him, pointing and
sniggering, and the sergeant was already on his way, followed by the crowd.
But Firsov waited stoically. He knew that it would all soon be over, and it would probably never happen again.
28.100 Excerpt from Shamara\fn{by Svetlana Vasilenko (1956- )} Kapustin Yar, Astrakhan Oblast, Volga River,
Russia (F) 12
… It’s like a golden shawl, the air there: what it’s like is something … all yellow and silky. Streaming through
the sky like water in reverse, like a living plant. Tender and hot it is, on your lips—your lips will bake like the
cherries in the orchards, sweet cherries, sand in your teeth.
Golden sand, The Golden Horde toppled and fell and shattered and turned into golden sand, The river’s name
is not Russian—Akhtuba.
Let us begin.
*
She stood on the sandy hill and danced. At her feet lay a tape-deck, She seemed alone, on this shore, by this
river, under the May sun—that was how she danced, not for other people, but for the sun, expecting the sun to
praise her and kiss her. It was kissing her.
Suddenly armoured troop-carriers appeared on the far shore. Sluggishly hasty, like crocodiles, they slid into the
water, their dull stupid snouts fixed on her as she danced. They swam straight towards her, driven by lust. Swam
in a herd, swift and purposeful.
Invisible previously, several women ran out from under the hill. They ran awkwardly, in swimsuits, or just in
panties and bras, grabbing up blankets and children. They ran slowly, scarcely pulling their feet clear of the sand,
dropping their shawls and their dresses.
One pangolin darted past her as though he was flirting. She danced.
Then he turned and went straight at her. She danced.
Just before he reached her, he pulled slightly to the right, flaunting himself close beside her, almost touching
her with his hot flank.
She leant down. In the sand lay a lemonade bottle, she took it by the neck—hurled it. The bottle shattered
against the armour-plating.
He stood and thought for a moment—and barked furiously at her.
He advanced blindly, advanced to crush and to trample, to flatten her to a pancake/
She started to run. She ran along the shore, flinging her rags under his tracks as though that would stop him.
She shouted something at him, shook her fist, pleaded with him—he was deaf. And when she could no longer run
or walk, when she started to crawl—he caught up with her and stopped.
She lay at his feet, panting, not knowing how to stand, like his prey.
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Out of the innards of the iron dinosaur a soldier emerged to the waist—a slim reed with translucent eyes—a
skinny albino.
He looked down on her as though she was carrion. She looked at him through eyes filled with pain.
He withdrew. Started the engine. Drove carefully, precisely around her.
She looked for her dress, found it. It was torn by the tracks and spattered with machine oil. She threw it away.
The tape-deck was alright. She took it.
She started to walk, swaying unsteadily.
She glanced in at the window of the fisherman's hut.
“Ustin! Open up!”
Silence. Nets drying in the yard. She knocked at the door. Said to the door: “I love you.”
Not a sound. She began pounding the door with her back.
“I’ll die without you! I’ll die! I’ll die!”
She moved back from the door and said to it, as though it was alive: “I’ll hang myself, Ustin! D’you hear me?”
The door opened. A guy came out on the porch, glanced her over from top to bottom. Handsome, swarthy, a
scar right beside his lips. Held out a rope with a noose on it. Said: “That all?”
In the hut there’s a trestle-bed. Barely covered by the sheet, they’re there on the trestle-bed. She’s happy, all
fondling and caresses, clinging to his strong body. He tells her: “That hurts! Mmmm! Get your hands off!”
She tells him: “Darling touch-me-not,” she says. She touches his skin with her lips.
“Does that hurt?”
“I told you—I got burnt!”
“Got any sour-cream?”
“No.”
“Any yoghurt then?”
“Yes.”
She rubs yoghurt on his back. Prattles away above his back: “Tomorrow I’ll bring you some mink-oil cream.
Yoghurt’s no good. And I’ll bring some sour-cream. Shall I?”
He goes on lying there, then explodes: “I don’t want any cream! Get out!”
“Ustin!”
“Get out!”
“I—”
“I told you. I don’t want you around me!”
“Don’t you love me?”
“Have you no pride?”
“Take a look at yourself!”
“What?”
“Jail-bird!”
“What!”
He half sits up: “Bitch!” he says, “bitch!”
*
She walks along with the noose round her neck, holds the rope in her hand with her elbow jutting out—as
though she’s taken herself out for a walk. A walk through town in her swimsuit.
The men at the beer-stall call her.
“Come over here, we’ll club together and get you a dress!” Red ugly-pusses. Friendly. Laughing. All of them
laughing, even the buses.\fn{Busboys.}
She walks along sobbing aloud to the whole town. Naked, with a noose round her neck, tape-deck roaring.
Suddenly a voice: “Shamara!”
Running over comes the local buffoon Lera, dashing across the road like a fool, likely to get his stupid neck
broken, and dogs running after him, seven of them, seven huge mongrels, as crazy as Lera is. Lera takes off his
shirt, throws it over her shoulders.
She squats down in the middle of the sidewalk and sobs, hunched over: “He doesn’t love me!” she says to the
dogs.
The dogs lick her face.
*
Shamara is sitting on the balcony on the fifth floor of the five-storey house. Sitting on a barrel and clipping her
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toe-nails. Gathering the nails into a heap.
“I’m gonna be sick!” says a voice.
Shamara glances round. Lena’s standing in the door, round-bellied as a football. Her curlers jangle in the wind.
“What from?”
“What?”
“What you gonna be sick from?”
Lena yells, calling heaven to witness: “She thinks it’s all a big joke! If just one of your claws—”
“Nails.”
“Claws. You haven’t got nails, you’ve got claws. If one gets in the food—”
“In the soup … I’ll sprinkle some in tomorrow.”
“I’ll—”
“Eat it up like a good girl.”
Stukalkina and Dolbilkina have crept out on the balcony: one black-haired, the other ginger—both called
Galya. Heads all perm and dye: one has dye black like a jackdaw, the other has dye ginger like henna shampoo:
“Get off our barrel!”
“Say the magic word and I’ll get off.”
Stukalkina and Dolbilkina come from the villages Dolbilkino and Stukalkino.
Stukalkina and Dolbilkina take hold of the plank with Shamara on it and lift it up. Shamara sits on the plank
from the barrel like a padishah. Out of the barrel Lena takes pickled cucumbers.
“Galya, my Galya,” sings Shamara, seated in state between the two Galyas.
They put her back. They’re gone.
“Village half-wits!” Words tossed after them.
She took the heap of nails and sprinkled them from the balcony, the way you sprinkle salt: “Here, chick-chickchick-chick …” She looked down.
Down below on the benches Lera was sitting with the young lads. Faces and pretty shirts like sugar-candy,
tender delicate colors. Lera was singing to a guitar in a deep bass:
I weep, I sob, my love!

A girl was walking to the entrance. Bright blonde thing. She was walking into an ambush, the tender young
boys had surrounded her. She had fallen into a rose-pink sky-blue trap.
They grabbed at her breasts, at her waist, at her legs, tenderness and innocence gleamed in their eyes, it was
impossible to break out of the circle. The girl smiled at first, then she stopped, but a smile of content solidified on
her lips, as though fixed there by frost, and wearing this contented and awkward smile, she began hitting them on
the arm. Their tender glances also solidified, their tender faces hardened. They tossed her at each other, and Lera
sang, imitating Elvis Presley: “Rockn roll, rockn roll.”
They were—dancing. It was lovely to watch.
Dolbilkina and Stukalkina ran out of the entrance—they were late for work—stopped, shook out their curls
and ran on.
After them Lena came out. And another one with a round belly. They were going to run past, but the other one
with the belly—face like a madonna, only in spectacles—ashe stopped and said to Lera: “Let her go!”
Lera lashed the guitar strings: brrrrng! Asked tenderly: “Why have the baby the hard way, Marina? What about
a caesarian?”
Marina walked away, glancing round behind her. Lera went inside the circle, slapped the girl on the shoulder
paternally: “Good girl! The heat treatment’s over!” Then in her ear, as though he was just telling her, only loud:
“I’m half a woman myself—it’s a big, big secret! And that half of me really knows how you feel! A womans
soul! Wounded feelings! I really understand! Go on! You’re free.”
He gave the order: “Fall in!”
The boys fell into line, she walked between the ranks that smiled tenderly at her. Only the last one blocked her
way, bleated tenderly: “Prissy cissy missy, who’ve you come to see?” The girl said:
“Just like kids in kindergarten”—and stalked off on her long legs.
The boys watched her, danger in their eyes.
*
“Shamarina”—the hostel superintendant climbs the five-storey hill, puffing and panting on each landing,
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dropping words like stones one at a time.
“Wild. Criminal. Husband’s a convict—works at the chemical plant. Stay clear. Disgrace to the hostel. Watch
out for her. Apartment in exemplary order. That’s all. You go on in, tell her you’re the new girl. The other girls are
out on their shift. Don’t forget. I’m afraid of her. Cut your throat and not turn a hair.”
“What’s that, Rimma Sergeevna! You don’t mean me?”
In the doorway Shamara was standing. All affection and tenderness. The superintendant gasped, went off down
the stairs. Shamara asked the new girl:
“New?”
With an ingratiating, tender smile she held out her hand: “Zinaida.”
She added: “Use my proper name—all the time.”
She showed the new girl into the room, showed her her bed. In the room there were four beds. Above one—
Lena’s—hung a portrait, a photo half the size of the wall. Zinaida said: “That’s her fancy-man, Kolya.”
Above Shamara’s bed a nail protruded, on the nail was a noose—the same one.
In the other room there was one bed, on the walls instead of wallpaper there were certificates.
“This is Raya’s place—our goody-goody front-rank worker, lives like a queen.”
She showed her all the apartment, like a housewife with a long-awaited guest. Only her crazy eyes flashed
strange and wild. In the kitchen she lazily pulled out a drawer, suddenly snatched out a fork and put it to the new
girl’s neck.
“Two stabs—eight little holes!” There was danger in her eyes.
“Well?” said the other girl.
“You can never tell,” said Shamara and bent the fork over with her other hand. Suddenly she was bright and
cheerful.
“You watch out for Shamara! Better keep on the right side of her! Shamara’s been through it all, the fire and
the spirits. Shamara’s been everywhere there is to go. Everywhere there are bosses, but what Shamara wants is to
be free. I’m always chasing after freedom, and the bitch always gets away. But I’ll catch up with it!”
“There’s such a thing as inner free—” the new girl began shyly.
Shamara went wild, grabbed the new girl by the collar, shook her like a pear-tree:
“Ten grades of schooling, and you want freedom! Where d’you think you are now? This is a labor-camp
you’ve come to! Put on your glasses and take a look—there’s no-one but jail-birds around here, you fool. Think
you’ll be reading books here? Just let me catch you with a book. If I want, they’ll throw you off a train, if I want,
they'll wind you up in the elastic at the factory! If I want, they'll use you instead of jam to fill the pies they sell
down at the station, they’ll chop you into pieces and put you through a meat-grinder, glasses and all, got it?”
“Stop that!,” the new girl said and tossed Shamara aside, light and easy. Turned out she was only light after all.
They sat on the beds, breathed heavily. Looked at each other like enemies. Suddenly Shamara smiled
ingratiatingly, tenderly:
“Know what, do me a big favor, lend me your pants for the dance, the ones you have on.”
While the other girl was undressing, Shamara looked her over closely.
“That lingerie imported or for export?” she asked.
“What?”
“What’s your name, I said.”
“Natasha.”
Natasha was sleeping. In her sleep she heard a door slam, and in the dark she heard Shamara whispering:
“If the bell rings, don’t open the door. I’ll hide on the balcony.”
She dashed towards the balcony in the dark. Then straight away there was a terrible crash—whoever it was
didn’t bother ringing, just pushed the door in. A torch-beam slashed across Natasha, into her face, into her eyes:
“Get up! Who’re you? New girl, huh? Where’s Shamara? Tell me!”
She says nothing, mesmerised by the guy’s face. She can see it in the golden torchlight. Proud, swarthy, bright
eyes and a scar on his cheek. Just like in the movies, like in the movies …
“Where’s Shamara? Tell me!”
He goes to the balcony door. Natasha doesn’t know who he is, she only knows she has to save Shamara, and
she gets up. She stands there in her nightdress and the guy comes up to her and she backs off, but he keeps on
coming, they’re walking round the room, circling, and his torch is trembling, and her eyes see clear as day now in
the moonlight, the sky’s clear and open, the night’s blue-black, how handsome he is, and who is he, and is
Shamara okay: chairs tumble, something gets smashed to pieces, and she can see he can see Shamara on the
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balcony, see Shamara’s head, Shamara’s in the barrel, sitting in there trembling, and Natasha’s drawing the guy
away from Shamara, drawing him after her, as he comes on he’s laughing, understanding everything, but he keeps
coming into the other room, doing just what she wants and laughing with his beautiful mouth, just above the lips
there’s a scar. And Natasha doesn’t know what’s coming next—next comes the wall, the certificates on the wall—
Raya lives like a queen—and she asks:
“Where did you get that scar?”
All she did was think it, and her lips breathed the words, and he heard them.
“Oh, around,” he said, “around.” Then for no particular reason he takes out a knife—the blade shines—and
sets it against her throat.
“Where? Like to know, huh? I’m a “chemist.” Ever heard of them? Have you, little chick? Two years on the
conveyor belt for nothing. Spooling in my time. Nylon for stockings. You got no stockings on? Yeah, no
stockings. So—ifs for stockings, to keep pretty little legs warm. D’you hear—to keep her pretty legs warm.
Because she had no stockings to wear and her little legs almost got frozen. And why did her little legs almost get
frozen? ’Cause she got raped. Right at one go. Good going, huh? Answer! You’re afraid. You’re afraid here, afraid
of my little knife.”
He smiles mockingly, kisses her without taking away the knife.
“You’re afraid, never even been kissed. She’d never been kissed either. Then eight of us had her. In the snow.
little legs, pretty legs. Then down into the basement and on to the hot pipes, we warmed up her legs, d’you hear,
so she could walk home on her little legs. Animals, d’you hear, but we warmed her legs. D’you hear me?”
She can hear his voice has choked.
Then clear and high, out in the street. Lera started singing. The guy looked at Natasha like he'd just woken up.
Ran his finger across her lips.
“You’re beautiful though,” he said. He grinned. “A real lady.”
He left. Shouted:
“Tell Shamara I said hello!”
Shamara was sitting in the barrel. The water in the barrel was all silver from the moonlight, like Shamara’s
head, was lying on a silver platter.
She made lots of noise climbing out, brushing off the sprigs of dill:
“They’ve turned the place into a collective farm, country bumpkins.”
She began to walk, almost fell:
“Ooh, ow. Rub my legs, will you? They got kind of chilled.”
Natasha rubbed Shamara’s legs with vodka. Shamara screwed up her face:
“Those idiots put ice in the barre!” Natasha asked:
“Who was that?”
“Ustin. Ow, that hurts!”
Natasha said nothing. Hesitated but asked anyway: “What's eating him?”
“I smacked this broad at the dance-hall. He got angry. Shouldn’t go dancing with other people’s husbands!
He’s my husband!”
“Who?”
“Ustin.”
“Your husband?”
“Yeah.”
Natasha said suddenly: "Handsome. "
She raised her eyes to Shamara’s face.
“Yeah, handsome,” said Shamara, with pride.
They looked at each other.
*
In the morning, when it was barely light, they stormed the workers’ bus like the Winter Palace.
Lena shoved Marina with the belly ahead of her: “Make way for a pregnant woman!”
“How d’you know I’m not pregnant too, only you can’t see it yet!”—the skunk!
Everyone got dragged into the bus.
Dolbilkina’s on the front platform looking for Stukalkina: “Galya! Galya!”
They've saved places for each other.
Shamara got swept in one door, Natasha in the other. Jammed in tight. Away they went.
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Natasha had her nose stuck against someone’s chest. Not comfortable. She raised her head: Ustin. Those lips,
so very close.
Right beside the lips—the scar. The bus sleowed and bounced.
Ustin and Natasha were bent first to the right, then to the left with the crowd, but their faces were side by side.
Shamara watched them from a distance. People got in her way, blocked her view. But over the shoulders and
the heads even so she was watching them, they rode on and on across the morning-time town, across the poor
gray town with its concrete factory walls, the walls were like an interminable fence, they rode past garages, past
rusty smoke-stacks and dumps, they rode across the steppe.
She was watching them there looking at each other, her eyes filled with pain—and this torment had no end.
They were looking at each other, riding on and on, looking into each others eyes—and this happiness had no
end.
Then they all got out of the bus; only four people stayed behind. Ustin stayed. Shamara hid behind one of the
seats. They set off, Ustin sat there with his eyes closed.
The bus was standing at the terminus. Shamara watched through the window as Ustin got out, and the others;
suddenly they were somehow all alike as soon as they got out. An officer came over to him and said something.
Ustin answered. The officer said something else. Ustin answered. The officer slapped Ustin in the face, he almost
fell down, supported himself on his arm. Got up, wiped his face. The officer a slim reed, the skinny albino.
Shamara in her black overall was dispatching “cradles” across the workshop—the metal barrows with the big
spools—along the conveyor belt. She was shoving each cradle furiously, like she was sending it into battle.
Everything in this workshop, apart from Shamara, was white, everything was reeling the thread. Synthetic fibre.
She saw Natasha—standing with her back to her, the stupid fool, she’s talking to someone—with all her
strength she launched the cradle at her. With terrifying speed the cradle hurtles along, rumbling. Natasha glanced
round, laughed at something or other, didn’t notice the cradle.
Time slowed, began running slower and slower. For Shamara. She can overtake time. Shamara runs after the
cradle.
She grabbed hold of the cradle with one hand. Right at Natasha.s back, she just made it. The cradle screeches
metallically, falls, shatters apart. And the next one, and the next one. The conveyors not switched off. Out of the
cradles spools come tumbling.
People in white came running up, bent over Natasha and Shamara. They’re yelling something—no-one can
hear it. But from their lips you can see they.re swearing: “f'” this and “f” that.
Shamara asks Natasha something—no-one can hear what. Repeats the same thing over and over again. When
they switched off the conveyor, they could hear: “Are you alive, Natasha? Are you alive?” she keeps on repeating.
Stukalkina and Dolbilkina picked Natasha up. Shamara got up herself. Raya the team-leader—her braid is
made up into a crown on her head—smacks Shamara in the face with all her might. She nearly fell down,
supported herself on her arm. Got up, wiped her face.
In the hostel there’s a wedding. Pregnant Marina and Pasha are getting married. Pasha’s small, shorter than
Marina by a head, ginger carrot-headed. He’s shouting above the drunken din:
“No more, d’you hear—I’ve chucked it. D’you hear, eh?”
Tossing down a glass of mineral water, he rolled his eyes: “Powerful stuff, luck it, that mineral water. Got a
kick to it, bitter as hell, huh? Why aren’t you all calling for a kiss to sweeten things up, you bastards? D’you come
here to fill your bellies or what?"—he began pressing his lips to Marina’s white vacant face. And over the top of
his head Shamara could see Marina’s big eyes, so shortsighted they looked otherworldly, not really here at the
wedding at all.
Shamara was seated at table with Ustin—side by side, the way husband and wife should be seated, Stukalkina
and Dolbilkina have sat Lera down between them, both of them are plying him with attention, like some young
lady, the three of them drinking as a team. Lena and Kolya are sitting together, behind Kolya’s back is his portrait,
covering half the wall.
Opposite Shamara and Ustin is Natasha.
“Don’t you drink Miss Natasha?” Ustin asks her. He tries pouring her some vodka, but she puts her hand over
her glass.
“Hey, how about that! He’s so polite to her!” Shamara says into empty space. “Why don’t you call her
Madam? What’s wrong, Madam Natasha, why aren’t you guzzling the vodka?”
“I don’t drink vodka,” says Natasha.
“As if she wasn’t even Russian,” says Shamara.
1190

“What about champagne?” says Ustin.
Ustin hasn’t even finished pouring the champagne before Lena’s grabbing the empty bottle out of his hands:
“Gimme that! Kolya, stick a kopeck in it!”
“What for?”
“Just do it!”
“What for, though?” Natasha asks, burning with curiosity.
“If we fill it up, it means we get married—it’s tradition. Pasha! Where’s your bottle of kopecks? You’ve got to
smash it! For good luck!”
“Marin?” asks Pasha.
“I’ve got one,” answers Marina shyly.
“But I smashed it, I had a hangover and I needed—”
“I filled up another one.”
“What a wife!” yells Pasha and grabs hold of her breasts. “Just look! Look everybody! Strong and sturdy as
my cow! Get the bottle, we’ll smash it to hell!”
Natasha’s writing something in a little notebook.
“What’s that you’re writing?” Shamara asks her. “What’re you writing?”
“About the bottle. Local customs.”
“What d’you take us for, Polynesian savages? The great anthropologist! Taking her notes!”
“You leave her alone!” Ustin yelled at her.
Pasha shouts: “Everyone turn away. Mind your faces! I’m smashing it! Here goes for luck! Five, four, three,
two, one! Go!”
He smashes it against the floor. A golden puddle of kopecks spreads out in front of the doorway. In the
doorway is Raya. Beside her is an officer, an albino, that same one.
“Who’s this come to see us?” shouts Pasha. “Our workers’ conscience has come visiting. Let’s give it a round
of applause,”—he claps his hands.
“Halfwit,” says Raya, and shoves a crystal vase at him. “From Max and me.”
“Oh, Raya!”
They sat down opposite Ustin and Shamara. The albino looked at Ustin, Ustin looked at the albino. Then up
got Ustin and went off to the tape-recorder. The albino didn’t recognize Shamara.
Ustin has fixed up the tape-deck and now he’s dancing with Natasha. It’s enough to make you sick, gazing at
each other, that lovesick spooning—like that time in the bus. Pasha’s sitting with the albino, talking, Shamara
listens, but she’s shepherding Ustin and Natasha around, not taking her eagle eye off them for one moment.
“If I put one up her, Max, then as an honest man I have to marry her. Everybody ought to get married anyway.
Take Lera here. Lera, what’s that they call you? A herm—”
“Hermaphrodite,” answers Lera eagerly.
“That'’ the one,” nods Pasha. “Lera here’s his own man and his own woman, he doesn’t need to get married,
he’s a family all on his own, a complete basic unit of society. But we have to. Now, who are you? KGB?\fn{ A
member of the Komitet Gosudadrstvennoy Bezopoasnosti (Committee of State Security), the Soviet Secret Police 1954-1991) .}
Honestly, now—”
“Pasha!” says Marina.
Shamara sees suddenly that Ustin and Natasha are gone. She dashed out into the corridor—not there, not in the
kitchen. They’re not anywhere. She heard Natasha’s quiet laughter. They’re in Raya’s room. She stormed in: they
were standing by the window and laughing, looked round happily, faces radiant.
“Listen, you!” she said to Natasha. “I’m a real simple woman, you know, I can quite easily give you a poke in
the eye.”
“Go away!” ordered Ustin.
“Get lost!” she yelled. And to Natasha: “Who the hell are you? Where d’you come from? I’m telling you in
plain simple words—this is my husband! This is my husband! This is not your husband! This is my husband!”
“I’m not your husband.”
“Who are you then?”
“Nobody to you.”
“I saved your skin that time, but right now you feel like playing around, that it?” To Natasha: “Eight of them
screwed me, in the snow. Forgotten? Not one did I put away, felt sorry for the skunks.”
“I married you then, what more d’you want?”
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“A real soft-hearted komsomol boy you were!”\fn{The komsomol was the Communist Youth League, from which some 75%
of all members of the Communist Party were ultimately drawn .}

“What did you put me away afterwards for? You had a husband and you blew it.”
“I wanted to so I did! You shouldn’t drink so much. Remember the sprees you went on!”
“You’d drive anyone to drink!”
“And what about you?”
“Natasha!”
Natasha was staring at them like they were monsters.
In the silence they heard Pasha shouting on the other side of the wall. He gave this terrible shout, like someone
was killing him. Shamara went rushing around to him. Pasha was tearing open his wedding shirt:
“You don’t believe me! Don’t believe a wounded soldier! You were here making those zinc coffins for us, with
the little windows. Take a look, you bastard!”
He displayed his terrible scars to the albino.
“Pasha,” Dolbilkina called him quietly. “Marina’s in the toilet trying to hang herself.”
“Open up, Marina, come on now,” Shamara coaxed Marina through the door. There was no sound on the other
side. “Can you hear me, Marina, just tell me you can hear me.”
“Marina, I wanna tell you something,” Pasha whispered at the door. He was whispering to her, whispering,
whispering, and hidden away in there she was listening, listening, listening. Then she started crying. He went on
whispering and whispering, she went on crying and crying.
Shamara went away into the room, asked Stukalkina: “Where’s Ustin?”
“He’s gone,” answered Dolbilkina instead of Stukalkina.
She collapsed on the bed. Asked: “And Natasha?”
No answer,
*
Shamara’s sitting on the bed, reading something. Glowering at Natasha, who’s come back from her shift. It’s
daylight outside. There’s something Natasha can’t find.
“Have you seen my notebook?” finally she asks Shamara.
“This one, you mean?” She holds it out. “You write well, good for you,” she complimented her. “Especially
about Ustin. Poor thing, poor thing, Shamara tormented him so—”
“This is outrageous,” Natasha flushes red. “It’s … how could you? How dare you!”
“Don’t get all wound up!” says Shamara. “Not worth it.”
Natasha went to put the notebook on the bookshelf. The shelf was empty.
“Where are my books?”
Shamara doesn’t answer. Looks but won’t say a word.
“Where are my books?”
“On the garbage heap,” says Shamara in a hollow voice. “They collect dust.”
Natasha leapt out on the balcony, Shamara hurtled after her. They watch the books burning on the garbage
heap.
“They’re burning,” says Shamara listlessly. And suddenly she asked passionately, clutching Natasha by the
shoulder: “Aren’t you afraid of falling off the balcony?” She looked down: “A long way. You could get hurt real
bad.”
Natasha’s opened her suitcase. The suitcase is empty. “Where are my things?”
Shamara’s lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling: “Same place as the books.”
She leapt up, unbuttoned her housecoat and underneath it there’s a pink dress, the one Natasha wore at the
wedding.
“But I keep this, alright?”
Natasha doesn’t answer.
“Know what, let’s trade: I give you the dress, you give me my husband, huh?”
Natasha doesn’t answer.
Shamara seems like she’s talking things over with herself: “What about going to the police and reporting my
husband’s been stolen …”
Then harshly, point-blank, she asks: “Are you in love with him?”
Natasha gasped in surprise: “Yes!”
For a minute they said nothing.
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“You’re something else,” said Shamara, and went out.
Shamara in the pink dress is wandering about Ustin’s yard. Boats lying there, an unfinished yacht.
“Ustin,” she called.
On the door is a lock. She touches it.
*
Shamara makes her way to the stage, pushing people aside. Lera’s standing there. Singing some clever song.
“Ler,” she calls, “Ler!”
Lera addresses everyone: “And now,” he says, “a ladies’ dance—the lezghinka.”
He jumps down to her off the stage. A bow-tie round his neck. Making their way out of the dancing crowd they
met Stukalkina and Dolbilkina. The two Galyas were dodging about like hares: that was their way of dancing.
When they saw Shamara, their faces looked kind of pleased.
A short-cropped man was being led out of the dance hall his arms bent up his back. Behind him walked the
albino in his officers uniform, beside him a cop. Shamara glanced round. And he looked at her. But they didn’t
greet each other.
“Who’s that?” she asked Lera.
“Mister foreman sir,” said Lera, “your Ustin’s boss.”
Shamara got into an aeroplane on the loop-the-loop. There was no-one around, the evening hadn’t begun yet.
“Well?” asked Lera.
“What d’you think,” she asked, “does he love me?”
“Oh, God,” said Lera.
“No, tell me, you know.”
“I thought something had happened.”
“Something has!”
“What?”
“Does he love me?”
Lera joined some wires together: “Wanna go for a ride? Shall 1 turn it on?” He pressed a button: “Away we
go.”
She was spun around like she was on a spit. Like a kebab. She lifted up her hands and she was falling down,
like she’d fallen over the edge of a precipice.
“He doesn’t love you!” Lera shouted as she was falling.
“Turn it off!” she yelled from up high.
“He doesn’t love you!”
Again she fell.
She didn’t know any more which way was up or down, She was floating weightless in space, her arms
reaching straight out ahead to the crimson sun, like it was blood, and this bastard was shouting, shouting right in
her ear: “He doesn’t love you!”
He didn’t know how to stop the plane. And she was almost unconscious by now. He tugged at switches,
pressed buttons. Ran around the fairground pressing everything in sight.
“Shamara,” he begged, “hold on!”
Merry-go-rounds jerked into motion, swing-boats lunged to and fro, some other contraption started spinning
and tumbling around. Everything creaking and screeching like in hell.
He grabbed hold of the plane when it was down at the bottom, jerked Shamara out of the straps, the gears up
above them growling and grinding out sparks. Pulled Shamara out and let go the plane—free, it arched away in a
loop of death.
He carried her, half alive, so light she was, still weightless from her space-flight, not back in this world yet.
He put her down on the grass. She looked up at him from a long way away. Then spoke, as though out there in
space the truth had come to her: “He doesn’t love me.”
She got her breath back, sat up. Lera fretted and fussed around her, wanted to tell her …
“Zina,” he said, “marry me.”
She drew away from him: “You what?”
He rushed out his words: “My father’ll give me a motorbike for the wedding …”
Shamara snorted like a horse: “And how’ll you give me children, with your finger?”
And she buried her face in the earth, hiding her laughter.
“Zina, I’ll have my operation in autumn.”
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“Then what’ll you be?” snorted Shamara, “a boy or a girl?”
“A boy,” Lera answered seriously.
“And what if you’re a girl?”
“She laughed and snorted fit to die. Snorted and snorted and suddenly burst out sobbing.
Lera wanted to calm her, put his arm round her shoulders.
“I love you,” he said.
She shrugged off his arm, stood up, walked off, said spitefully: “Go choke on your love.”
*
She walked past the moving merry-go-rounds, circling empty, the swing-boats, swaying empty, and some
contraption that hurtled by her, hooting. The plane was plunging downwards, roaring, a suicide dive.
Shamara knocked gently on Raya’s door. Raya was watching T.V. Color.
“Raya, I’ve come to have a drink with you.”
“Well, I don’t know.”
“Ah, come on, Raya!”
Raya hesitated. “Maybe I haven’t got anything?”
“Raya!”
“Okay,” Raya agreed. “Only keep quiet.”
“Who’s home?”
“No-one, they’re all out on the shift.” Raya got out a bottle:
“At least it’s better than drinking alone.”
Raya flushed bright red. A real queen.
“D’you know how much I’d earn in America? Course you don’t. But I do. I’d get—”
“How much?”
“A million. Don’t interrupt. And I wouldn’t be living in this lousy little room, get it? I’d be living in a villa.
And I’d have a Mercedes, get it? You pour.”
“What about me?”
“Don’t interrupt. I’ve got this incredible talent, right? No way to explain it. See these hands?”
“So?”
“These aren’t hands, they’re my brains.”
“So what’s in your head?”
“One set of brains is in my head, the other is here. Get it? I think with my hands. I’m a front-rank worker,
right?”
“Yeah.”
“And what’ve I got for it?” Raya gestured round the room. “Testimonials to wipe my ass with. Not even
roubles. I don’t say anything, but I’m not stupid. You now, you think you’re a slave? You’re no slave. We’re not
slaves because there’s no-one to buy us. I’d sell myself any time, but there’s no-one to buy me. I’m worth a
million, get it?”
“Sure.”
“Let’s talk about men,” she suggested suddenly. “I haven’t got a man.”
“What about that officer? With the white hair? The one who was at the wedding?”
“He’s not a man, he’s a comrade. He has this incredible talent. The furniture in his house moves around on its
own.”
“What d’you mean—it walks?”
“On its legs. Or on its wheels. We’re sitting there drinking and it brings over the snacks. White all over!”
“Who?”
“The furniture. All white!”
“Raya, Raya …”
“Eh?”
“How do you live without love?”
“I keep my mouth shut. Why?”
“Ustin doesn’t love me.”
“Who? Ustin? Doesn’t love you?” She sobered up with a bang...
“Right, we’ll hex him right now. Why didn’t you tell me before? 1 know this hex. Oho! But think about it—he
might not be a man anymore.”
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“Hex him for me!”
They’re walking round the construction-site, stumbling over things, holding each other up, giggling. The
moon’s shining down on the construction-site. Raya’s found a plank:
“Stand there. Repeat after me: ‘Without me let him be powerless to live, neither to drink, nor to eat, neither at
the dawn of day nor at its evening, as a fish cannot live without water, as an infant without its mother’s milk, so
let the humble servant … what’s his full name?”
“Sergei Vassilievich Ustinov.”
“Like the marshal. There was a Marshal Ustinov. A member, a member of …”
“Raya!”
“Ughu … ‘be powerless even to be, neither to drink, nor to eat, neither at the dawn of day nor at its evening,
neither at midnight nor at noon, neither under the scattered stars nor in the stormy winds, neither by the sun at day
nor by the moon at night. Anguish, pierce his breast with thy claws, gnaw into the heart of the humble servant
Sergei Vassilievich Ustinov, creeping and seeping through all his sinews and all his bones in an aching and a
yearning for the humble servant, Zinaida Petrovna Shamarina!’”
They walked down the planking pathway, Raya said confidently: “My mother used that hex to hex my father!
Always works, that hex, you mark my words!”
Going back home happy, they suddenly ran into Ustin by a street-lamp. Like in a dream. All sweet and
affectionate: “Hello, Zina.”
Even reached out and touched her. They said hello and walked on, giggling. Had no time for him.
“It worked!” giggled Raya. “We hexed him.”
“It worked,” giggled Shamara.
They walked on home, tipsy, didn’t even glance round.
In the pitch-dark room Natasha opens her eyes. Someone’s dancing by the window. Making magical passes
over the locker. Is that music? Or something else? Something on the tape-deck. It’s Shamara, dancing quietly, so
no-one will hear her.
“Shamara!” she called in a whisper.
Shamara dances, dances something that doesn’t make any sense.
“Zina, what’re you up to?”
Natasha switches on the light. Shamara looks at her without seeing her, all wrapped up in her dance, wrapped up
in her trance. She turned the tape-deck up louder: there are frogs on the tape, they’re singing their mating song:
oohaa-aa, oohaa-aa, oohaa-aa. Shamara sings with them as she dances: oohaa-aa, oohaa-aa. And she keeps
turning it up, louder and louder. The frog choir keeps singing.
The girls from the other rooms came running in: “Turn it off!”
Shamara tells them: “Oohaa-aa!”
“Please!” Dolbilkina asked.
Shamara turned it off, turned round, still dancing: “I want a man!”
Her eyes are blind, she sees no-one.
“I want a man!!”
She’s shouting now.
“Dont yell!”
“I want a man!!”
In their arms she threshes like a fish, shouts: “I want! I want! I want!”
*
Shamara’s sitting outside Ustin’s door, hammering on the door with her fist:
“I want you! I want you! Ustin!”
Not a sound. The moons shining. Sails drying in the yard. A puff of wind, and they breathe a sigh.
Shamara lIes down on the porch. Trembling like a dog:
“Ustin, open up, I’m frozen …”
Her teeth are chattering. She whines piteously: “Open up, I'm cold …” She cries:
“Just let me in to get warm …”
She wraps her arms round herself, warming herself in her own embrace. She’s trembling all over.
“Why do I feel so cold?” she wonders. She pounds on the door:
“Ustin, I’m really freeze to death. Ustin!”
*
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The sun was already high. Shamara was walking quickly through the forest. Behind her Ustin, like he was
leading her to the firing squad: “Keep going! No looking round!”
She stumbled and gave him a guilty glance.
Ustin shouted: “Keep going! Quicker! Schnell! No stopping!”
It was a forest of acacias. That was why the shadows were lacy, light, open. Slid tenderly across Ustins stern
face.
“Go on, go on,” he prodded her in the back.
Then they walked through a dead birch grove. White corpses of trees standing all around.
“Where are you taking me?” asked Shamara.
“Move, dont talk.”
He brought her to a part of the forest where maples grow and the earth is bare.
“Lie down,” he ordered her.
“Where?” she looked round helplessly. The earth was dry and hard as stone.
“Lie down!” he shouted.
She lay down where she stood, in startled submission.
“Take your dress off,” he ordered.
“What for?” She didn’t understand. Just looked up at him from the ground.
“You know what for!” he shouted. “You’ve got to me, understand?”
She thought for a moment he’d brought her there to kill her. “What are you going to do with me?” she asked.
“You ought to know what happens to your kind!” Ustin unbutt,oned his trousers. She understood.
“I don’t want to!” she shouted. Started crawling away.
“Last night you wanted, and now you don’t? Now I want, now I don’t! Take your dress off!”
“I don’t want it like this!” shouted Shamara. She half rose to her feet, made ready to run away.
He caught her like an animal, in a single movement. Ripped off her dress. It tore like it was paper.
“Why ruin the dress?” she shouted. She fought with him, beat his face: “Bastard, bastard!”
He fought stubbornly, stupidly, silently. Took her crudely, as though he hated her.
She kissed his sweaty face: “My darling …”
They were lying … cheek to cheek. When their lips found each other, they kissed briefly, scarcely touching.
She stroked his hair.
“My love,” she said.
She stroked his face, his eyes were closed. She said:
“Tell me you love me.”
He didn’t say anything at first. Then he said with his eyes closed:
“I love you.”
Someone nudged her in the face. She looked, saw it was a dog’s muzzle. And one on the other side. And
another one. She half sat up. Seven dogs were standing there watching Ustin and her. Lera’s dogs. In the bushes
on all fours was Lera. His eyes glittered through the bushes.
She got up and called: “Ustilli” She called masterfully like a wife calling her husband.
Ustin opened his eyes, saw Lera.
Lera was creeping away on all fours.
“Kill him!” Shamara said to Ustin. “Kill him!”
She pointed at Lera. Her face was flushed and hot. There was such strength in her that Ustin, like a man
bewitched, picked up a rock and went towards Lera.
They drove him towards the water. Towards the Akhtuba. At first he kept asking them, asking:
“Hey, what’re you doing? Don’t do it.”
Then he ran from them without speaking, with a wheezing sound in his chest.
He collapsed into the water, got up, missed his footing, fell again. Then without getting up any more, he
drifted, drifted away.
They stood on the river bank, watching him drift away. Shamara was in her dress—torn and tattered. They
were breathing heavily.
The seven dogs stood on the river bank for a minute, went into the water and floated off one behind the other
after Lera. In the middle of the river they caught up with him, and began spinning round him in a circle.
Ustin was watching the dogs and Lera. Watching sadly. He spoke quietly to Shamara, looking at the river:
“I hate you.”
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She looked at the river, as though she couldn’t hear him. Said:
“And I hate you.”
She was swimming under water. Looking at the sun from under the water. She went down to the very bottom.
Sat down with her legs crossed like a human embryo. Sat there a long time, holding on to a snag. She wanted to
just disappear. Then she shot up and out of the water as far as her waist. The sun blinded her.
The sun covered all the sky.
God! She couldn’t take it any more!
*
Those two fools—Bilkina and Stukalkina—sitting in the kitchen again watching T.V.
Shamara comes crashing in. To make sure they realize Shamara’s arrived. The workers back from her shift and
she wants her dinner. Her bag hit the table with a crash.
At the table Pasha was sitting drinking cheap port, his face covered in snot.
“Zina, my pal …”
He turned his head—he’d shaved it.
“Zina,” he says, “my pal! Sit down with me.”
He breaks into loud coughing. Scrapes his forehead on the edge of the table, splashes port on himself. There
was already a puddle on the oil-cloth.
“Pig!” she says with loathing. “Pig! Taken a gutful in the middle of the day!”
“Zina!” he suddenly shouts so terribly that Shamara falls silent.
“Zina!” he says more quietly. “Sit down.”
Looking sternly into Shamara’s eyes, he says solemnly:
“Let’s drink for the servant of God, Maria! For the day of her birth and in memory of her soul. You don’t chink
glasses in memory of someone’s soul, stupid!” he says, drawing away from her. “Today at seven in the morning
she was born and at ten past seven she passed away. And her life was … her life”—Pasha chokes, jerks out the
final hoarse words—“was ten minutes.”
And he gulps down his port.
28.26 Excerpt from The First Second Coming\fn{by Alexei Slapovsky (1957(M) 5

)}

Saratov, Saratov Oblast, Russia

… Peter disappeared.
For three days and three nights he was nowhere to be found, and at first his mother did not worry in the least.
Only towards the end of that time did she begin to worry; and as soon as she did, he reappeared.
Peter reappeared and began talking to her as if taking up an earlier conversation, although there never had been
such a thing as a real talk between them before. He said:
“Look, there’s something I’ve got to know, ma. It’s a long time ago now, so I don’t suppose you’ll mind
saying. What I need to know is if you had me by my father.”
Maria was unabashed, and examining her red, toilworn hands, replied:
“Don’t talk soft. Of course I did.”
Peter thought for a moment and said”
“Right. Fine. Of course you did. By my father, but not by dad. Am I right?”
“What d’you mean?” his mother laughed. “By the proper one.”
“Fair enough …” Peter said slowly, and went out.
At midnight there was a lood knock at Father Sergius’s door.
“Who is it?” he asked in a clear voice, as if he had not been sleeping. There was no hesitation in his response.
“Who is it?” he asked.
Before the echo from the knock at his door had died away, before the dogs in the neighboring houses had
started to yap back, Father Sergius had already asked,
“Who is it?”
“You know Who it is,” Peter replied.
He said it confidently, although a minute before he had no idea that was what he would say. Nevertheless,
“You know Who it is,” he said.
Nobody else in Father Sergius’s place, hearing an unfamiliar voice (and he had no recollection of Peter’s
voice), would have dreamed of opening the door without insisting that the person outside should at least give his
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name. Anybody else would have been frightened to hear that strange, “You know Who it is.”
Father Sergius was frightened, but he opened up immediately, not pausing to think what he was doing.
Just as Peter had said what he said without reflection, so Sergius opened the door as he did.
It was something they were both to remember for a long time to come.
“Why have You come?” Father Sergius asked in the kitchen, quietly closing the door to where his family were
sleeping.
“Will you follow Me?” Peter asked. He had a sense of being able to freely read the eyes and heart of the priest.
Father Sergius made no attempt to pretend he did not understand the question. He answered promptly and
directly,
”I am afraid.”
“What are you afraid of?”
“I am afraid of not being tempted by You, and no less afraid of being tempted.”
“Speak more clearly!”
“I am afraid to believe that it is You, and afraid also not to believe. If I do not believe, it may prove that You
are truly You. And if I do believe, I am afraid of the responsibility.”
“What responsibility, for Heaven’s sake?”
“Of being the first-called. I am right in thinking, am I not, that I am the first You have chosen?”
“You are.”
“I am unworthy,” Father Sergius said quietly.
“Yours is not to choose, but to be chosen,” Peter said.
“By whom?” Father Sergius asked completely inaudibly.
Peter said nothing. He spoke of other things:
“Do you really think Christ had time to go running around like a headless chicken, choosing only the worthiest
from all those who were alive then? It would have driven him round the bend. Whoever He chose became worthy.
Think about it. Each person is worthy and each is unworthy. It’s all down to how you behave, isn’t it. Look how
Judas behaved!”
“Wait!” Father Sergius said. “You talk of Christ … are You then not talking of Yourself? Who are You?”
“Peter Salabonov. What difference does it make? Jesus, Emmanuel, Peter. That’s not what matters.”
“All right,” Father Sergius conceded. “But what about the prophecy that You will appear after the trump of
doom to judge the quick and the dead? That You will not be born again of woman but will descend from Heaven
on a shining ladder? Is this, then, not the second coming?”
“It is all in the hands of God,” Peter answered levelly. “His is the power to damn, and His is the power to
forgive. This is the first second coming.”
“The what?”
“You’ve been given extra time, a second chance. If you don’t come to your senses this time either, if you still
won’t behave like human beings made in His image and likeness, you can kiss your ass good-bye.”
Again a momentary doubt assailed Father Sergius, but he immediately recalled that it is written in the Gospels
that Christ drank wine and broke bread like everybody else and that, he supposed, meant he might well also have
used bad language like everybody else.
Father Sergius was seized by a great fear.
“What then,” he asked, “are we to do?”
“The same as last time,” Peter said. “To get people to understand.”
“Even unto …?” Father Sergius fell silent.
“Even the cross. Except that they’ll come up with something else.”
“What?”
“Time will tell,” Peter answered enigmatically, and it was at this moment that Father Sergius believed in Him
finally and irrevocably. He had eyes now for nothing except the path of duty.
“We’ll need to find another eleven before we do anything else,” he said.
“Don’t teach your grandmother to suck eggs,” Peter said. “We’ll do it now.”
“Perhaps we should get some sleep first, to gather our strength.”
Peter gave Father Sergius a look which shamed him. He went to get dressed, but did not manage to do so
quietly enough to escape notice. His wife, Lyuba, awoke.
“Is there an all-night service tonight, then?” she asked, not knowing what time it was.
“No. I am leaving you.”
1198

His wife cast sleep aside in double quick time and sat bolt upright in bed.
“And just where do you think you’re going without so much as a moment’s notice?”
“About God’s business.”
“What God’s business do you suppose there is in the middle of the night, eh? And who’s that skulking out
there waiting for you anyway?”
Just as she was, in her nightdress, she ran through to the front room and discovered Peter.
“And who might this be? Aha!” She recognized him. “Our healer! Our local witchdoctor! That’s who you’re
hanging out with nowadays, is it. A fine priest you are! They don’t know the tricks you’re up to in the Diocese
yet, but they’re very soon going to find out! Getting a taste for going out on the tiles, are you? Even get carted
back here drunk out of your tiny mind,” she reproved Father Sergius with the unseemly incident of the night
before. To Peter she said, “And as for you, you can just clear right off out of here! Don’t let me have sight or
sound of you again!”
“Against Whom are you raising your voice, woman?” Father Sergius recoiled in horror, so incensed that he
even raised his hand, not to strike her, of course, but to push away his sacrilegious wife.
“This is the end! This is the end!” Lyuba began keening, staggering back and bruising her shoulder against the
door jamb. The pain overwhelmed her.
Peter took a step forward, glanced into the woman’s eyes, and placed a hand on her shoulder.
“There now!” he said.
Lyuba had been feeling a wave of hysteria breaking over her body and soul, but now went suddenly limp and
laid her head on Peter’s breast.
“There now! There now!” Peter repeated, nothing more, just stroking the woman’s head.
What wonderful elation possessed Father Sergius! He seemed to glimpse a higher love where there are no
longer men nor women but only a radiance full of love, and it was this vision which made him believe in Peter
finally and irrevocably.
The observant reader will object at this point that Father Sergius has already believed finally and irrevocably
once, and can hardly do so a second time. You are not born twice, you do not die twice, and this is just the same.
But, in the first place, you can be born twice, first physically and then in the spirit, for example; and in the second
place you can also die more than once, for instance, thanks to the latest medical advances, like being resuscitated
after cardiac arrest. In just the same way, the first time Father Sergius thought he had believed finally and
irrevocably was only a practice, as he realized when he believed for a second time, for real, for keeps, for the first
time.
For all that they did stay in that night. They went to bed late or, more exactly, early in the morning. They
imbibed moderately, and Peter told Father Sergius about Ivan, His John the Baptist, and how he had been
beheaded, and about many other coincidences between His own biography and that of Christ.
“And that’s how it dawned on Me,” he said, “that I must really be Him. I seemed to be able to remember it all
too, do you see.”
Father Sergius shuddered.
“What about Golgotha?” he asked.
Peter pushed back his sleeves and displayed stigmata, like birthmarks, on his wrists.
“I’ve got them on my feet too. Want a look?”
“There’s no need! I believe You!” Father Sergius said hastily, but Peter saw more deeply into him than that.
“You do, don’t you,” he said gently.
“Forgive me …” the priest whispered.
Peter took off his shoes and pulled up his trouser legs. Father Sergius stared avidly.
“Yes …” he said.
All his learning seemed suddenly to fall away, and he asked naïvely and matter of factly:
“What have You been doing these past two thousand years?”
“Two thousand years are only a moment,” Peter said reproachfully. “Or don’t you know that?”
“I do, of course I do …”
Father Sergius had many, many more questions to ask, but restrained himself. But one more question he did
allow himself:
“Whom shall we take to be the second?”
“It might as well be that deacon of yours,” Peter said.
Father Sergius was astonished: his deacon smoked and drank and, truth to tell, Sergius suspected he was a
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closet atheist.
“Who cares,” Peter answered his thoughts, “if he smokes and drinks, that’s nothing. When I was in the army
there was this captain who didn’t smoke or drink. He was so polite it fairly made you want to puke. And what do
you think? They caught the motherfucker canoodling with a young private in the study room!”
“The sodomite!”
“What do you mean, sodomite? The man was queer!”
“Yes, yes, of course.”
Diomedes the Deacon had barely prised his eyes open after the night before and was cleaning his teeth at
length. There wasn’t a lot of time before Mass and boring old Serge, as he mentally referred to Father Sergius,
gave him even more disapproving looks if he had the smell of stale vodka on his breath. Toothpaste of course only
provided superficial oral hygiene. He would chew laurel leaves for deep down cleanliness.
Suddenly there was Father Sergius himself at the window, and accompanied by Peter.
Diomedes was very surprised. Father Sergius didn’t beat about the bush.
“Diomedes, do you believe in the resurrection of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, the Son of God?”
“Sure I do!”
“You see Him before you,” Father Sergius said tersely, and stood aside.
Peter looked straightforwardly and directly at Diomedes.
Diomedes took the situation in.
“Right,” he thought, "there's no two ways about it. Pete Salabonov is a complete nutter, everybody in Polynsk
knows that. Normal people don’t have the kind of gifts he has. Serge always did tend towards high church, and
now he has obviously gone off his rocker too. What a shame, and just when there’s a really dire shortage of
qualified personnel in all the region’s churches.” It must be on the cards that he, Diomedes, could find himself
ordained a priest without even having to go through the training course. He knew there had been some instances
of that already. Diomedes would inherit from the newly demented Father Sergius (and of his madness the
Diocesan Board would be learning this very day: news doesn’t take long to travel down a telephone line) the cosy
three-bedroom rectory with its little orchard, a bit more on the stipend, and even perhaps the slightly rickety old
car they had been promising to send. All in all, he looked set to win hands down.
“Don’t get your sums wrong, deacon!” Peter said suddenly.
“Don't worry, we’re not talking accountancy,” Diomedes rejoined.
He was, to be sure, somewhat taken aback by Peter’s percipience, but did not let it show. After all, supposing
this Salabonov, in addition to being able to heal the sick by lying on of hands, could read minds too: what was
special about that? So the guy was telepathic. Big deal.
Father Sergius looked intensely first at the one then at the other, as if trying to catch the drift of their mute
dialogue.
“Let’s pack it in, Sergius,” Peter said. “We’re getting nowhere with this motherfucker. He’s about as receptive
as a brick wall. He’s hardened in sin.”
He gave Diomedes a gentle, pitying glance.
That glance got to him, and what Peter said about being hardened in sin got to him too, because he liked to
think of himself as an exceedingly broad-minded sort of fellow in matters moral and intellectual. It irked him that
this half-witted person should have the gall to pity him when he had not read a tenth of the books which he,
Diomedes, had read in his former worldly incarnation of Alexei, lead singer with a IXP group. This person had
seen none of the films on which he had so loved to hone his aesthetic sensibility when his stage career allowed
him the leisure (and even if he had, the gawky yokel would have understood sod-all\fn{ Nothing; a British slang.}
about them). He had known none of those women whose love was, in IX>pular estimation, equivalent to an arts
degree. Alexei had more than one degree and had, indeed, been educated like an epicure and to the lX>int of
satiety.
Barely, however, had he time to feel irked by Peter’s glance, for all this passed in the twinkling of an eye,
before he felt so sad for some reason, as sorry for himself as he had felt as a little boy cruelly traduced by his
parents, wantonly abandoned. He felt suddenly orphaned, and it was not his father he wanted or his mother, not
his former wife or any of those educational women. What he wanted was to bow his head to Peter as if before an
elder brother, and for him to stroke it.
But Diomedes/Alexei’s inner character was obstinate.
“Hang on a minute!” he said to Peter, who was just turning to leave. “All right. Suppose you are Him. What
proof do I get?”
1200

“You must make the leap of faith,” Father Sergius interjected.
“Don’t give me that!” Diomedes parried. “Suppose I’m just an ordinary working chap and I need a sign, a
miracle, the real thing?”
“What’s your idea of a real miracle?” Peter asked.
Diomedes looked out the window to the drab March landscape.
“How about a thunderbolt from the blue.”
“No,” Peter said. “No thunderbolts.”
“For Christ’s sake, I thought you could do anything,” Diomedes said.
“I don’t know what I can do,” Peter answered, “but I do know that Heaven is not going to send down a
thunderbolt just for your benefit. Why should it? We’ll find someone to take your place who will have faith
without signs and who will follow me.”
“Sure. There’s one born every minute,” Diomedes cut him short.
Father Sergius did not intervene. He even found Diomedes’s obduracy oddly reassuring. “There,” he thought,
“it is all starting up again, the same old story. A prophet is not without honor save in his own country. They won’t
believe without miracles. All just as it was before.”
“We’re wasting time,” Peter called to him from the doorway. “Let’s go.”
“Yes,” said Father Sergius. “I am coming.”
If as he was leaving Sergius had looked at Diomedes with reproof, or with a superior’s displeasure, or with
contempt; if, indeed, he had looked at him at all, Diomedes would have been confirmed in his plans. But Father
Sergius did not so much as glance at him. He turned his shining face to Peter, and went to where He was waiting
for him, smiling tranquilly by the door.
“Shit,” thought the deacon, “what if it really is Him?”
“Well, what if it is?” he pulled himself up. “What if it is? What difference would that make? It’s as clear as
God’s daylight that everybody is going to write him off as a nutter, and Serge along with him, and me too into the
bargain. History will repeat itself and it will all be just one big waste of time again!”
“What am I doing?” he suddenly wondered in puzzlement. “Why am I thinking as if I were already following
him?”
“But he has come to judge, right? So why am I not scared?” a second thought flew after the first. And from
behind and overtaking it another came hurtling with the force of revelation:
“But perhaps he hasn’t come to judge just yet, but to check us out, to test us again?” A third thought overtook
the second, ran on ahead and stopped it in its tracks, and said:
“Yes. That’s it!”
“Well, then? Are you coming?” Peter asked confidently.
“Yes,” said Diomedes.
On their way to the church Diomedes, who was inclined to adventurousness, urged Peter to try revealing
himself to the people without more ado.
“We’ll give them Matins instead of Mass,” he sought to persuade Peter and Father Sergius, whose expression
was attentive and suggested agreement. In his heart of hearts, however, he was uneasy. This was not what he was
used to. It was frightening.
“We open the doors to the altar straight off, hit them with the lights, right? The old women wonder what’s
going on, and that’s when you (to Father Sergius) get going with the censer, and I cue the choir ‘Praise ye the
Name of the Lord.’ The silly old biddies will all start singing ‘Alleluia’ if I know them. Then we hit them with
‘Blessed art Thou, O Lord’ and all the usual: the women bringing myrrh to the tomb, the angel with the tidings,
and then You (to Peter) appear. You (to Father Sergi us) fall to the floor shouting, ‘Let all the world pray to the
Lord.’ I’ll throw a fit too—”
“What for?” Peter interrupted him.
“Eh?”
“Why upset everybody?”
“Have You come to test them or haven’t You?” Peter thought.
His heart felt joy (and was becoming ever more joyful), and His heart was heavy (and becoming ever heavier).
He was bewildered but knew that there was just one thing He wanted desperately: that there should be driven out
of the world that which should be driven out, and that only that should remain which should remain in it.
Peter sat down on a snowdrift and lowered his head.
Diomedes and Father Sergius stood over Him perplexed. They exchanged glances. They understood.
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“Oh, Lord, how hard it is to live Your life!” Diomedes exclaimed with quiet sadness.
“But it has to be done,” said Peter. He got up, wiping away his tears, and smiled.
“We’ll give it a go.\fn{We’ll sincerely try; more British slang.} Of course. We must.”
Peter did not know the prayers. He stood there trembling feverishly and repeating just one thing over and over
again in his mind:
“God give me strength! God give me strength!”
The service had begun. He could not make out the Church Slavonic\fn{ The last place in which the original Slavic
language, as developed by the Apostles to the Slavs, Saints Cyril and Methodius (c.870AD), survives .} words, He did not
understand what they meant. He waited.
And then suddenly, somehow, unexpectedly He was among the people. He saw Father Sergius prostrated
before Him on the floor, saw the deacon raising his hands in holy terror, saw the wrinkled faces of the old women
in their shawls, the women and widows, the one or two men, and a youth with flaxen hair. He smiled, crossed to
the youth and put His hand on the boy’s head. Everybody saw the fine hair stand straight up.
The youth suddenly shrieked and bolted from the church, and all the others promptly ran out after him.
By evening it was all round Polynsk how the priest and deacon had drunk themselves silly and started
celebrating Matins instead of Mass, and how then that Pete Salabonov, also drunk out of his mind, had come
rushing out of the altar doors like a scalded cat, seized some lad and started pulling his hair, while meantime the
deacon was cuddling a buxom young woman right under the icon of St Barbara the Martyr (the young woman in
question had run into the deacon quite of her own accord and butted against him for an age, not having the wits in
her terror to pass to left or right of him and trying instead to batter her way through). All in all, the priests had
made a right exhibition of themselves, the good people of Polynsk chortled.
That very day the scandal in the church at Polynsk came to the attention of the Diocesan Board. As a matter of
urgency, the Bishop sent his representatives to investigate and they appeared on the scene the following morning.
Their names were James and John, and they were brothers. …
28.147 The Bedbugs and The Pants\fn{by Alexander Sharypov (1957(M) 4

)} Veliki

Ustyug, Komi Republic?, Russia

A bedbug ran across the matress. The matress was gray with green stripes, the bedbug was red with bandy legs,
and his name was Prokopych.
The bedbug turned left as usual at the black stamp, climbed up the hummock and was about to climb down
when he ran into another bedbug, Sidor Kuzmich:
“That’s okay, Prokopych, turn around, the food man ain’t delivenn’.”
“What?!” said Prokopych, taken aback.
“May I rot in hell!” Kuzmich crossed himself. “The guys are getting’ together over by the fence, let’s go see
what they gotta say.”
With anxiously bowed head, Prokopych began mincing along after Kuzmich. On the way, they met one more
bedbug, Vasya Guba.
“What’s this about our rations getting’ cut?” he asked.
“The hell with it!” Prokopych muttered gloomily.
“It’s like this, Vasya, Belogrudov ain’t here, and he ain’t sacked out,” Kuzmich announced, and the three of
them ran on.
Over by the fence there was a hum, smoke, grumbling, countless tracks and cigarette ends everywhere.
“Si’ down, have a cigarette, Prokopych,” said Misha Chuchin, putting his hand out. He squatted as if he were
celebrating the call of nature, and, arms dangling, smoked.
“What happened, guys?” asked Prokopych, shaking hands all around.
“I’m tellin’ ya,” the runt Ivan Burakov began, blinking. “Just so happens I was the first one out today. I thinks
to myself, he ain’t asleep yet, the rat, he’ll crush me, but I’ll risk it ’cause a guy’s gotta eat, yeah and it’s real
quiet, okay; my pad, ya know, it’s right by the springs, I listens, they ain’t creakin’. Jeez, I thinks, what a lousy
life, ya motha’s nose nine times, I’ll risk it! So I crawls out, I runs my heart’s in my mouth, but I can feels they
ain’t creaking, the rat! Okay, I thinks, poet—I got ya numba, he ain’t breathin’, ain’t breathin’, and then he grabs
ya with some cotton—and burns ya alive! That’s the latest thing with him—grabbin’ us with cotton. So, I’m
runnin’, duckin’ into ditches—and suddenly, it’s like it hit me: somethin’s funny, seems to me there weren’t no
heel on the seam! That means, I got this superstition, see: there’s a seam at the end o’ the mattress, sewn with
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black thread, see, and that’s where his heel always is. So I stops, goes back—and right, no heel!”
“Oh, Christ!” Prokopych couldn’t contain himself.
“Yeah! It was like it hit me on the noggin! So now I’m runnin’ over the top and I ain’t duckin, I’m lookin’ as
hard as I can: ain’t no Belogrudov, for the life of me! I’m runnin’ every which ways, under the hill, along the
longeron—but he ain’t there, Dresden drum, what a drag, ya motha’s nose nine times! Then I ran into Misha—”
“Hey there, Simon,” said Misha Chuchin, putting his hand out to the latest arrival. “Si’ down, have a cigarette,
put your feet up.”
“Na, so whatta we do, whatta we do?”—one young bedbug was getting nervous.
“I tell you he’s sittin’ under the bed,” declared Slava Pen sullenly. He was standing, leaning one shoulder
against the fence, twirling a new green hat around and around on his head; first back to front, then front to front.
“He’s gotta be sittin’, somewhere,” said Prokopych, scratching his side. “He take his pants off?”
“How the hell should we know, Prokopych?” Ivan Burakov sad blinking. “We know he killed the light, we all
saw that, and he locked the door from inside. But the pants, who was lookin’!”
“We shoulda known to watch out,” agreed Prokopych.
“He’s gotta be sittin’ under the bed, there’s nowhere else,” Slava Pen repeated, turning his hat around.
“Na, so why a we sittin’ here, guys, whya we sittin’ here fa nothin’?!”—the young one was feeling jittery.
“Let’s go look fer ’im!”
“Listen, kid, you’re the fastest guy we got,” Prokopych reasoned. “Run down and take a look, go on, see,
straight ahead, over the longeron, and you’re there! Go on!”
“So gimme some smokes and I’ll go.”
They immediately handed him two cigarettes, he stuck one behind his ear, the other in his mouth and was off,
only his pants twinkled in the distance.
“Oh, me,” sighed Prokopych, taking a seat. “Who’s he anyway?”
“He’s Pumpkin’s son,” said Misha Chuchin.
“Don’t think I know him.”
“Sure you do! Pumpkin’s son! His wife was poisoned to death with superphosphates last year.”
“Pumpkin’s wife?”
“No, not Pumpkin’s! Kolya’s! Called her Red Wanda! Loud broad! Garibaldi!”
“O-o-oh! Ofonya Pumpkin’s Kolya!”
“Yeah!”
“Look what a bruiser he’s turned into!”
“Yeah.”
“When I lived in Apt. 97—” said Slava Pen.
“That’s where there’s a family, right?” Prokopych specified.
“Yeah. When I lived there, ya know, so, sometimes they’d crawl under the bed too—and sleep there, as if I
wouldn’t gonna find ’em. Or else in the closet. Wait a minute,” Slava Pen declared importantly and spat, “if he
ain’t under the bed, that means he’s in the closet.”
“Hey, closetbugs! Any closetbugs here?” yelled Prokopych, craning his neck.
“Uke they’re gonna come out, go ahead and wait,” said Slava Pen sullenly. “I’m tellin’ you he’s in the closet.”
“There’s nowhere else, I guess,” said Prokopych, scratching his side, furious at the thought of how far he’d
have to run.
“Na, he’s a rat, ain’t he?” said Ivan Burakov, looking around. “And the world puts up with rats like that!
They’ll do anything to screw us!”
“Ha!” said Misha Chuchin and touched his palm to his brow. “Whata ya bellyachin’ about? Here’s a closetbug
for ya! Hey there, Kozlovsky! Finally wake up? Si’ down, have a cigarette.”
Rubbing his eyes with his fists, a disheveled, unshaven bedbug in a tie wandered over to the fence. He greeted
everyone self-consciously, and began grinding the dust with his boot.
“Check it out, he’s wearin’ a tie!” Misha Chuchin teased. “Uke he’s an MC\fn{ Master of Ceremonies.} o’
somethin’, you motha! So, Mr. Kozlovsky, what are we celebratin’ today? Or did you hit the jackpot?”
“What? No. I thought it’d be … like the usual,” Kozlovsky waved his hand, and started pacing quickly and
fitfully back and forth, throwing sharp looks at everyone.
“What? Ya mean he’s not at ya place?”
“What?” Kozlovsky turned away.
“That motha.” Misha Chuchin was so discombobulated he missed his mouth with his cigarette.
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A long pause ensued. In the silence, they could hear Misha Chuchin’s cigarette hissing and crackling: as if the
tobacco weren’t lousy enough as it was, someone had cut it with wood shavings—life’s a rip-off!
“Somethin’s wrong, guys,” Prokopych noted.
“Lookit, here comes Kolya!” The rearguard had seen him.
“Guys!” the young Kolya called to them gaily. “Belogrudov ain’t under the bed!”
“Ah, shit!” Prokopych slapped his knees and spat on the ground. Again the uncertainty, the anxiety.
“Lsten to me, guys,” screamed Kolya, thrusting his sweaty, dusty face up out of the crowd. “Will wondas neva
cease,” he suddenly burst out laughing, hugged himself, and doubled over.
“Whata ya snickerin’ about, ya dog?” they threatened him, and he began bawling:
“Na, swear ta God, I’m not lyin’: the jerk’s sittin' on the ceiling.”
The bedbugs began droning. Prokopych finished scratching his side and stood motionless for a time, staring at
the speaker, and pondered. Then he blinked hard and bellowed:
“Hey, kid! How can he be sittin’ on the ceiling when he’d fall right down from the ceiling?”
The bedbugs were struck dumb.
“Huh?” said Misha Chuchin, shaking his head. “Some people are so smart!” And he threw his cigarette away.
“This is Belogrudov we’re talkin' about, not just anybody,” Prokopych yelled angrily. “You drink ya fill o’
blood and ya legs’ll barely keep ya on the ceiling, ’cause there’s such a thing as gravity! And this is Belogrudov!
He’s got so much fat on him, even the bed sags down to the floor!”
“So whatta we do?” screamed Kolya, wide-eyed. “Huh?”
He pushed his way to the front of the crowd and jumped-tip: he’d stepped on a burning cigarette butt.
“Huh?” he repeated, holding his heel and hopping up and down on one foot. “If that’s the deal, then the whole
gang should go take a look!”
“So, let’s go,” Prokopych declared gravely. He rose, the bedbugs droned, and the whole gang advanced behind
the crippled Kolya.
“Thing is, Prokopych, I need a fix real bad,” Vasya Guba explained, stamping his big boots “If I don’t get it, I
can forget goin’ home. Ya know how it is, I gotta wife an’ five kids besides.”
“Yeah, it’s tough,” Prokopych stayed on his point. He walked faster and faster, his hands in his pockets. The
tramp of hundreds of feet kept up a dull roar and the earth shook. The bedbugs pushed each other, stepped on each
other, and in the confusion, as they were clambering over a wire, Misha Chuchin missed something in the
darkness, slipped, and fell headlong, cursing, onto the floor.
“There,” said Prokopych somberly. “Swear ta God, I’m not lyin’,” Kolya responded hastily, turning angry and
scared.
His words were drowned out by the dull roar. The agitated bedbugs hurried along, kicking up dust and
thundering like a herd. But when they got there, they all stopped, the roar subsided, and a hush fell over the
crowd.
Then Kolya Pumpkin, the bruiser, rolled out in front and began to explain, hobbling and bobbing up and down:
“Here, look it, I mean he, o’ course, he ain’t exactly sittin’ there like a normal guy, actually it’s like just the
opposite, I mean he's standin’ upside down on his head, I mean not upside’ down, but if you figures the gravity.
Wait, hey yeah! His head’s down! I mean he tied his head to the ceiling with a rope!”
The bedbugs stood there, open-mouthed; they didn’t understand anything.
“Hold it! You’re all excited!” Kuzmich said with annoyance. “Now where’s this gravity of ours goin’?”
“This gravity’s goin’ head-down.”
“Up yours! Whatta ya mean head-down?”
“Huh? On the ceiling the gravity’s head-down.”
“Hold it! You’re all excited! Now come on, guys! How’d we get here, wait a second.”
“Whatta ya mean. … Prokopych. … How come. … The rope. … Huh?. How come this—a rope don’t break?”
“The rope,” said Prokopych coming to, and solely for the sake of his reputation, since now he understood
everything, “it’s a British rope and that’s why it don’t break.”
“Oh! That’s it … British.”
“I got ya numba, poet.”
“Hold it! Guys! Somethin’s wrong here. How’d we get here, wait a second.”
Pushing each other aside, the bedbugs climbed over the jerk, but Prokopych hung back and let them all go by,
then looked round, turned on his heels, and tore home.
“Oh, Christ!” he screamed to himself, panting and turning purple. “Ya work like a dog! What a lunk I am! If
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I’da sat there any longer—I’d a never got past those bruisers!”
“Well, woman,” he said slamming the door. He walked past his wife, helped himself to a ladle of cold water
and started gulping it down, then paused and exhaled: “Get your junk together, we’re gettin’ out o’ here!”
The eensy, weensy spida went up the wataspout;
down came the wain and washed the spida out

a chubby child babbled, dragging a block across the floor.
“What a life,” sighed the dour Prokopych.
He swung his arm wide and slung the rest of the water under the table.
*
I couldn’t sleep that night. The window panes were shuddering with the bad weather, a moth was thumping
against the ceiling, I was having all sorts of thoughts, they drove me outside: what was it like out? What was
going on?
Yellow light bulbs were burning, and I walked down the stairs with one hand in my pocket. In our building
they dump all sorts of scrap metal under the stairs, that’s just where someone’s camp-bed was, bent and rusty, and
sitting on that camp-bed, hunched over, was a man. When I saw him, I immediately took my hands out of my
pockets and dazedly sat down beside him, and all the thoughts that had been torturing me disappeared.
This man was wearing a dark blue jacket and tie, patent-leather boots, and, I hate to say it, frayed black
undershorts.
“So your, what do you call her,” I said, turning to him, “wife gave you the old heave-ho, huh?”
He looked at me and sighed heavily. I put my hand out.
“Greetings, comrade.”
He shook my hand, but again said nothing.
“Yeah,” I said then. “Some weather.” And I pointed to the door.
He was still silent.
“Ah!” I wasn’t giving up. “Ho-o-ow could they? To us? Huh?” And saluting like a Young Pioneer, I slapped
my knee.
“Scum,” the man in the patent-leather boots readily agreed.
“No, but how come?” I said, staring at the floor, since I had no idea who the scum were.
“Scum,” he repeated. “Just tell me what they want? What do they want from us? Those assholes, are they ever
gonna pipe down or what? Huh?”
“Yeah …” I sighed. “So what apartment do you live in?”
“I’m the next street over.”
“So that’s it. So why’d she give it to you?”
“Who?”
“You know, your wife.”
“What wife … I don’t have any wife.”
I began thinking. Here I should mention that even as a child I never liked riddles, they always made me
nervous.
“So where are your pants?” I angrily put it to him straight.
“Ha!” he waved his arm and again, hunching over, looked sad.
“What? Did someone steal them?”
“Na,”
“Listen, comrade, don’t you try to fool me. I’m a sensitive guy, perceptive. Riddles are bad for my health.”
“So what is this” I go out for a walk at night. Can’t even do that anymore.”
“Comrade! On the contrary: everything ought to clear at night because people are sleepy and slower on the
uptake.”
“Well I’m such an idiot I was born this way, that’s all, so there,”
“What do you mean?” I was taken aback and suddenly I noticed he was crying. After a pause, I said:
“Now, now, let’s go,” and I pulled him by the elbow.
He grabbed his umbrella lying on the camp-bed and meekly allowed himself to be led. I took him back to my
place, to the kitchen, and made him down a glass, after which he casually removed his shoes and remained in a
pair of red socks.
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“So tell me,” I said.
“So I’m telling you. I’m an ass-backward freak. And what of it? If it hadn’t been for this, I’d have shown ’em.
Ugh!” he waved his arm, poured himself another glass, drank it and wiped his mouth with his palm. I offered him
some pickled mushrooms, but he shook his head and said, waving his hand in front of his face as if he were trying
to catch an invisible fly. “I’d of whipped ’em all! I’d of whipped ’em all! I’m strong! I ain’t complainin’! And not
bad lookin’ either! And brainy! I can beat anyone ya want at checkers! So! But God didn’t gimme pants. God just
didn’t gimme any pants.”
He fell silent and broke off bits of bread with trembling fingers.
I sat there feeling depressed and rubbed my knee.
“I can’t get used to it at all,” he was saying, breaking off bits of bread. The other day I walked into a store.
Broads, they feel sorry for me, o’ course, they don’t stare, and I can deal with it. They pretend. ‘Good morning,
Valery Petrovich. Would you like some macaroni, Valery Petrovich?’ I was on my way out when some little girl,
maybe five years ol’, says: ‘Mama, why doesn’t that man have any pants on?’ It felt like she’d burned me with
boiling water, ya know, the little button. You can’t shut ’em up, kids.”
“I know,” I said and began scraping the lemon stenciled on the oil-cloth off with my nail.
“Now, say it’s winter. In summer it’s okay, but just try in winter, try in winter, that’s when the damn truth
comes out.”
I shook my head.
“Worst of all I’m all alone! The blind guy goes to his meetings for the blind, to his special libraries, because
there are so many of ’em, blind guys piled up! But I’m all alone! I’m the only freak like me in the whole wide
world! The only one without pants! What fool would marry me? What fool? They feel sorry for me, sure they do,
but come home with me, not if you paid her. She’d marry ten blind men, but not me. Asshole!”
We talked until dawn. Or rather, he talked, and I just listened sympathetically. After seeing him to the door, I
put my hand in my pocket, leaned my shoulder against the jamb, and fell to thinking.
Some bright new feeling was being born in my soul. I wanted to do something for this unfortunate person, ease
his suffering. I remembered that I had a yellow musk melon in the fridge, I decided I’d take it over to him the next
day, and immediately cursed myself because I’d forgotten to ask him for his address, and then sighed heavily.
There are so many of them on this earth, of these miserable and unfortunate people plagued by suffering, and
yet we, the ones who have everything, are always dissatisfied with something, always demanding something,
banging our fists on the table, grumbling at life, we can’t sleep at night—this is not good, my friends, not good at
all.
30.80 The Death Of Egor Ilich\fn{by Alexander Lavrin (19589

)}

Sovetskaya Gavan, Khabarovsk Kray, Russia (M)

It all started when Egor Ilich began to squeak. Oh yes, I do beg your pardon, I should make it clear that Egor
Ilich is not a person, but a kind of bookcase. An antique bookcase. At one time my wife’s late grandfather had
bestowed a human name upon it. He had this strange habit of giving objects names. He called the escritoire
Femistocles Makedonovich, a decadent, shell-shaped sofa Snandulia Kuzminichna, a solid sideboard made of
ebony and stained glass Pyotr Mitrofanovich. Egor Ilich served us, as they say, loyally and faithfully; he
withstood everything we packed into him—the tomes of encyclopedias adding up to poods\fn{1 pood = 36.119 lbs.}
in weight, the collected works of classic authors, which looked like the extended bellows of an accordion, annual
subscriptions of thick magazines, and plush albums of family photographs.
But one day the bookcase began to squeal. His age, of course, was considerable, yet not terminal. Judging by
the style—something halfway between mock Empire and early modern—he was born at the end of the last
century, which means he was ninety, give or take five years. At his time of life, Voroshilov\fn{ Kliment Yefremovich
Voroshilov (1881-1969), Commisssar of Defense (1925-1940) and Head of State (1953-1960) .} was still able to raise a spoon to
his mouth without assistance; not to mention Vernadsky. But, then, Russians are like that: they can never fully
accept what nature has given them. A German would, out of sheer pedantry, be prepared to live to a hundred. The
same goes for a Frenchman: he races to one hundred like an express train, and does not even notice—perhaps he
will suddenly realize in the grave …
Let me add that Egor Ilich was made mainly of oak: the veneer, the pilasters, the beading, and the mighty
cornice—all this was made of unadulterated oak. In addition to this, even the beams of Egor Ilich’s frame were
out of the ordinary, made not from worthless, soft pine, but from strong Russian birch. We might not have paid
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attention to Egor Ilich’s squeaking for a long time, had it not been for our neighbor, the retired Colonel Matvey
Petrovich Nechitaylo, who lived on the same landing. He was the first to notice something amiss.
On the whole, this is understandable. Even thirty years after his retirement, Matvey Petrovich religiously kept
his professional qualities, chief amongst which was his nose for something out of place. It was for that nose that
the colonel had been valued in his department, which dealt with the supervision of surveillance. The name of this
department had changed so many times in the years of Matvey Petrovich’s service that as he approached old age
he started to confuse the endless abbreviations.
“When I served in the EFGHI … no, when I served in the PQRST … no, then we called it the XYZ of the
ABC …”
Anyway, the devil himself would split his head trying to get his tongue around them.
Let us return, however, to Egor Ilich.
After the colonel’s remark we started to keep an eye on the bookcase. At first, the squeaks were rather small—
not squeaks so much as mouse squeals. But then everything went hurtling ahead like an avalanche, where you
cannot only not stop, you cannot even look back. The squeaks grew louder and louder—especially at night.
Hearing them, I used to wake up in irritation, but, understanding that it is foolish to get angry with an old man, I
would temper my discontent to the size of a thimble, would get up from the divan and would stroke Egor Ilich’s
rough side covered in maroon bruises of peeling polish. This helped a little and I would go to sleep, only to jump
up from the divan again in an hour because of the unbearable sound.
Finally, I thought of ringing Yakov Mironovich Sbvartsenbakh, or simply Mironych, as we called our family
doctor, who used to treat my late mama, and her father before her.
Mironych belonged to the good old school of Baumgarten and Koshko-Jordansky, who considered that three
tablespoons of Cahors wine\fn{Cahors is a town in southern France.} on an empty stomach and a glass of cognac after
lunch would put you back on your feet better than a dozen newfangled drugs with semi-pronounceable names.
And in truth, Mironych alone had cured many more sick people than any mandarins’ hospital with doormen like
bulldogs, carpeted corridors and palm trees on every floor, with electric bells above the beds for calling the staff,
and scalpels made from Solingen steel.\fn{ Solingen is a city in west-central Germany, famed for the quality of its surgical
impliments.} In the last few years, Mironych had given up his practice and only allowed the families of his oldest
patients to consult him; us, in any case, he never refused. I suspected that in his youth he had secretly been in love
with my mama. This opinion was strongly reinforced when I noticed how tense the doctor’s expression became
when he looked at her photograph in the brass frame, her curls like fading lilies in the hair of beauties, as painted
in decadent magazines, not guessing that I could see each line of his face reflected in the angled cheval glass, in
the antique mirror with glass as thick as a finger, coated with real silver amalgam and not the cheap aluminium
powder of today.
To my good fortune Mironych was in Moscow, and, no sooner had he heard the essence of the problem, than
he started to get ready to come to our house, as if he had been specially waiting for my call. He arrived in an hour
and turned out to be just as round, jovial and good-natured as I remembered him twenty, thirty years back.
Mironych’s fullness was not a thickened or flattened fullness, like cotton wool which has been stored for a long
time, the fullness by which one can immediately spot a bureaucrat in any crowd, but alive and unmoving like
quicksilver.
Without wasting time on lengthy greetings, Mironych immediately proceeded to the study and gave Egor Ilich
the most detailed examination. First he walked around him, grunted, tapped his finger on the pilasters and
sidebeams, then took a plane with a well-sharpened blade out of his scuffed Gladstone bag and here and there
carefully scraped the veneer. Having opened the little doors, he put his phonendoscope against their inner side,
listened and felt the shelves. We did not take the books out, but then he did not ask us to.
I tried, by the expression on Mironych’s face, to guess the final diagnosis, with the same growing anxiety with
which a student, having sat his university entrance exams, waits for the decision of the Examiners’ Board. But the
expression on the doctor’s face could have indicated sternness just as much as simple concern. At last he finished
the examination and sat down to write out the prescription. I stood beside him, not daring to disturb him with
questions.
“Here,” he said, replacing the lid of his Chinese pen and handing me the prescription.
“Turpentine and kerosene. Mix them in equal parts and inject all the affected areas three times a day. Have you
got a syringe? No? Really, old chap … it’s an absolute must. Needles should preferably be sterilized.”
I took courage and asked:
“Doctor, tell me the truth, will he live?”
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“There is some hope, but it all depends on the course the illness takes. You see, Vadim, dear boy, it’s far gone,
and the situation, I won’t hide it from you, is dire. For one, the top beams are badly warped, the tenons will hardly
stay in their mortises, and to perform an operation at such an age is very, very dangerous. Secondly, and most
importantly, Egor llich’s timber is badly damaged by deathwatch beetle.”
Mironych got up from the table and pointed to the bottom of the bookcase.
“See how many holes there are? The deathwatch beetle has made the bookcase frame too fragile and now
another bout has begun. Complete eradication of deathwatch beetle, unfortunately, is impossible in domestic
conditions. To do this, the bookcase has to be placed in a sealed chamber and fumigated with special gases. That
kind of chamber is available only in the Fourth Department. About ten years ago, I would have been able to
arrange it for you, but me then and me now are two big differences or four small ones, as they say in Odessa …”
Mironych raised his head and peered at me over his glasses with tearful, cow-like eyes.
“From now on, my son, it’s entirely in your hands. If you inject the medicine properly into all the affected
areas, perhaps your Egor Ilich will last till doomsday; he may even outlive us, me in any case …”
Then we had tea, talked about this and that, remembered old times when things and people were somehow
more resilient, more reliable—and if they did die, they did not do it bit by bit, but in direct combat, with open
visor, so to speak.
“Oh, if only your bookcase were a big younger.”
The doctor sighed and his eyes lit up.
“I would have prescribed polishing with light-yellow shellac in strong turpentine spirit. But now it’s too late,
his veneer is fragile—it would be burnt through in a minute.”
As we were parting—I am ashamed at the thought of it—I started to slip Mironych a twenty-five-rouble note,
at which he suddenly took great offence, in spite of the fact that in previous years this had been customary. I
assumed that the sum was too small, but this made the doctor even more furious.
“I’m not practicing any more!”
Puffing heavily, he grabbed his raincoat from my hands.
“I didn’t come for money. If you had had a sick child, I wouldn’t have lifted a finger—that’s how it is. But this
is quite a different matter. If you want to know—”
Here he puffed even harder.
“Once upon a time, Egor Ilich saved my life.”
I nodded tactfully in no particular direction, suspecting that the old man’s mind had, on the contrary, moved in
a specific direction—towards the golden age of childhood.
“Your parents probably told you—”
“No,” I said, with mounting surprise.
“Yes, and how! In ’53, some … people were looking for me, I couldn’t show my face at home. I am, you see, a
doctor and a Jew in one. And that’s something like being an NCO’s\fn{ Non-commissioned officer.} widow. Your folks
sheltered me. I lived at your place for two months while you, Vadim, were packed off to your aunt’s in Leningrad,
just in case …”
Goodness gracious, it suddenly came back to me how out of the blue one night, without explanation, or
anyway, one that made sense to me, I was made to get out of bed and quickly gather my things; a taxi was already
waiting in the street and father and I rushed to Leningrad railway station. The winter vacation had only just ended,
I had finally signed up for the ice hockey option and had suddenly fallen in love with the redhead Mayka
Arkhipova from the next block …
I also remembered how during that night I had wanted to go into my father’s study to fetch my favorite little
bronze cannon, which if you loaded it with powder and pellets could really fire; my mother had seen me at the last
moment, and with a stifled scream had grabbed me by the hand.
“You can’t go in there,” she said with such an expression on her face that I didn’t even dare ask why.
“I had been living at your place for two weeks,” continued Mironych, “but then someone must have informed
the authorities that there were strangers in the flat. The district policeman came, accompanied by someone in plain
clothes. While Andrey Nikolaevich talked to them through the door, your mama—wise soul—had an idea: she
took the bottom shelf out of the bookcase and pushed me in. As you can see, the lower part of the doors is solid.
You can’t see in at all. And the upper two thirds are glass, and that’s where the psychological effect comes in: if
the little doors are made of glass, and behind the glass are books, and what books—nothing but Lenin and Stalin
—it wouldn’t even cross your mind that there might be a person in there …”
I eyed Mironych’s figure doubtfully. He noticed and chortled with satisfaction.
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“It’s the truth! I'm telling the truth In spite of my having been rather plump at that time, though less so than
nowadays, I was as supple as a bow. Before the war I even did acrobatics. At one of our AviaChem Organization
celebrations I imitated a bowstring: it was a little scene from William Tell and Mussolini, you know. And I was
bending, would you believe it, I really was.
“So then, you understand, dear boy, you are to inject the mixture into every opening. And don’t forget: use
only pure turpentine, no substitutes. I bid you farewell.”
Later, that same evening, our neighbor dropped in. He was even more agitated than usual, waving a newspaper, jabbing it with his finger and repeating the words:
“It should’ve happened a long time ago! Thank God we’ve lived to see it.”
Engrossed in thoughts of Egor Ilich, I let all that the colonel said go in one ear and out the other.
Noticing my distraction and not getting an answer to his questions, Matvey Petrovich snorted like a cat, pulled
out his handkerchief, whose coarse embossed thickness and tattered fringe made you suspect that it had been cut
from an old tablecloth, and began blowing his nose with a masterfully sustained, heart-rending sound. That was a
sign of the greatest indignation.
*
And here, like novelists of old, we must digress and say a few words about our relations with the neighbor.
After we had first moved in, we received Matvey Petrovich quite often; there were weeks when he turned up at
our place daily—firstly as an old resident of these parts, who taught us all kinds of little tricks to do with using the
shops, the laundry, the dry cleaner’s and so on; and secondly, I admit it, in the words of the poet, I felt “somehow
both joyful and fearful,” as beside me stood a man above whom invisibly soared the shade of Azrael. For there
was a time when on his will depended … ah, but why spell it out, there’s no need. The colonel’s face resembled
an over-cooked potato from Tula, when it has only just been taken out of the pot but not yet mashed; he wore a
baggy coat of thick cloth, the sleeves threadbare from playing dominoes, but I fancied I saw firm, sculpted
cheekbones and a tight-fitting, black leather coat, shiny as if from rain. Against this the wooden holster of a
Mauser, with a cover which sprang open on a steel spring, gleamed yellow, like ivory.
Months passed, and the chill in my chest settled and thawed, our evening sittings started to irritate us, as did
our neighbor’s constant reminiscences about three episodes from his professional life. The first and second were
like Siamese twins: in the former, he told us how they had captured a gang of robbers in Marina Roshcha; the
latter also involved robbers being captured, only this time in Second Meshchanskaya Street. The third case was
striking: at the time when Matvey Petrovich’s department had evolved a crystal-clear, geometically inspired
structure, work began on the crystallization of all the other departments and the colonel (that is, then he still had
quite a way to go to being a colonel, but we will call him that for the sake of convenience, as I do not know his
rank at that time) devoted himself to his work, night and day, with the passion of a neophyte, although he had
already established years of professional service. So then, at that very same time he had someone brought before
him for interrogation (Matvey Petrovich put it more delicately: for conversation) who was his exact namesake!
Not to the second degree, but to the third.
That means a man whose forename, surname and patronymic fully coincided with his own.
It goes without saying that this was something extraordinary, one of fate’s little games, and comrades in the
service immediately came up with all sorts of jokes about it. On entering his office, they would deliberately
confuse the conversationist (which means the one leading the conversation) with the conversationee (that is, the
one who keeps up the conversation according to the demands of the conversationist) and would conclude by
pronouncing the surname “Nechitaylo” in a Jewish or Causasian way (since Matvey Petrovich’s conversationee
had an unmistakably Eastern appearance). A joke is a joke, but the fateful coincidence could reach the ears of top
bosses and then who knew what turn events might take?
Or again, the restless minds of comrades in the service could embark on a path that went further than just little
jokes and quips, and they might venture on to the wide road of innuendo. So, the crystallization of innuendo into
certainty was taking place faster than ink dries on an official form—and no one knew that better than Matvey
Petrovich. Something had to be done! To transfer the conversationee to another conversationist? Dangerous:
unnecessary attention. And what motive could one give? All right, let us say a reason could be found, but what
good would it do?—the bosses are all one. To believe in the crystal clarity of the namesake conversationee and to
hell with him? But that would be putting one’s head straight on the block. They would immediately suspect
something improper, they would check, and instead of crystal clarity, there would be nothing but wooliness …
and so on, and so on, and so on …
Or what about changing one’s own surname? Just like that, without a reason? Suspicious. Divorce, in order to
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remarry and take the wife’s surname? Too long, devilishly long, and here every minute counts.
And at that moment, Matvey Petrovich recounted, wind instruments began to play in his breast—it came to
him!
In a second, he was ready and went to see his old mother, who was living out her days in a little village called
Metkino near Moscow. He spent the whole day with her and, coaxing cautiously, so as not to overdo it (this is
where experience came in handy), little by little, talked the old woman into writing a formal statement to the
effect that Matvey, her own son, was fathered not by her lawful husband, Ivan, but by the neighbour, Pyotr, who
perished later during the Imperialist War, and that meant that in fairness he should have a different patronymic—
not Ivanovich, but Petrovich.
And that was precisely what Matvey Petrovich’s idea consisted of. Changing his patronymic would be such a
delicate matter, hardly noticeable, and at the same time this change would significantly distance him from his
namesake-conversationee. True, at first, his mother could not for the life of her understand why he needed this.
She became frightened and lamented:
“Motya, my darling, really, how can you, how can one renounce one’s father’s name? He will turn in his grave
when he finds out.”
“One can, Mother,” he retorted harshly, like a whiplash. “Nowadays, everything which is to the good is
possible. Until now people lived in superstition; they were afraid of themselves.”
“My boy, and how is one supposed to know what is to the good and what is a mere whim?”
“There are special people for this, mother, and they can tell … and as for a name, that is a relic from olden
days. If necessary, I would renounce my father himself—let alone his name!”
“And me too, Motya?”
“What’s it to do with you? I’m speaking figuratively.”
And he really did get himself out of the mess! He amended his documents properly with his new patronymic,
brought the case of his conversationee to full crystal clarity and lived happily ever after. At first, his new
patronymic sounded discordant to his ears, but soon he got used to it. He even began to like the fact that the sound
of his patronymic was not soft, like a divan cushion, but hard and booming. And they say that the name Pyotr
means “stone.” And stone is the same as crystals—the nucleus of society, so to speak.
“So, you see,” the neighbor concluded his story, “I am really Ivanovich, but judging by the life I’ve actually
led, I am Petrovich. I sometimes even think that maybe my father was Pyotr, the devil knows! Besides, who
cares? The main thing is, I was saved—and by my own wits.”
*
And now let us return to that memorable evening when Matvey Petrovich became incensed at my lack of attention. I tried to justify my distraction by the doctor’s visit and the discovery of Egor Ilich’s illness. What a to-do!
The colonel’s eyes … no, these were not eyes, these were olives—overripe and ready to burst! My neighbor’s face
turned the colour of over-used carbon paper, his hands began to shake, he contorted himself like the roots of a tree
growing over a precipice. For one or two minutes, he said nothing, puffing out his cheeks like a trumpeter in a
silent film, but then the floodgates burst.
“Your!! Bookcase! Malingerer!” screamed the colonel in telegrammatic style. “Healthy! As! Bull! You could!
Plough! With it! See! See!”
The colonel jumped over to the bookcase like a cockerel and, with all his might, thumped its wooden side with
his fist.
I gasped. Poor Egor llich wobbled, every fibre creaked, but he managed to withstand it.
“Aha! You see!” Matvey Petrovich waved his iron fist triumphantly in the air. “So much for your invalid! I ask
you! A malingerer, that’s all he is!”
“But the doctor came today, examined him and said—”
“Doctor?”
My neighbor’s face twisted so much that it seemed to be about to disintegrate.
“They’re all …” Here he added words with which a Russian ear is familiar since childhood, but which do not
bear repeating in literature just to pander to the crowd’s bad taste.
In short, that evening, the colonel and I parted as virtual blood enemies.
The neighbor left and I sat on the divan and thought my sad thoughts. The night was drawing in and the last
rays of the sun darted through my study. I lifted my head and there stood Egor llich mournfully, as if reading my
thoughts, and I felt that his suffering was greater than mine.
“Look,” he seemed to be saying, “how much trouble I give you. A different owner would have taken me apart
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or put me in a home for the aged long ago, but you show concern for me, you suffer, you protect me—”
“No-o-o, you aren’t just a bookcase for me, Egor Ilich, you are a living memory. A memory of those who
brought you to life, carved and polished your sides, who put the treasures of wisdom—books—into you, who
were reflected in your glass. You’re my hope that I won’t be forgotten when my time comes …”
Here it seemed to me that the glass on Egor Ilich’s doors shone in a special way, as if tears were running down
them. I wanted to get up and touch him with my hand, but for some reason I did not have the strength. And I,
myself, blinked once or twice. And even to this day, I do not know: was good old Egor Ilich really crying or was it
all a trick of the evening light? God knows!
Within a week, I managed to get hold of turpentine and kerosene, and also of a syringe, risking a reputation as
a drug addict. I started to give injections painstakingly: everything as Mironych instructed. Alas! Egor Ilich got
worse and worse. His frame evidently could not withstand the load, the squeaking at night was terrible; any
minute now, you felt, he would collapse on to the parquet—a shapeless heap of debris.
To ease, to abate Egor Ilich’s suffering, I removed the collected works of Stalin, but this did not help. I had to
take Lenin out too. Then came The History of the Russian State and, a bit later, slimmer volumes had to go, like
Memoirs of a Reformed Robber (Emin-Agi Borchalinsky), a brochure by L. Shkolnik, The Odessa Monte-Carlo,
The Life of Colleaive Farmer Vasyunkina—In Her Own Words, The Correspondence of Nicholas the Second and
the Great Princes and many, many others—at first glance, an ill-matched collection put together by chance not, in
reality, full of that mysterious meaning by which all occurrences in life are bound.
Meanwhile, the illness became more acute. One night, Egor Ilich felt so bad that I had to call an ambulance.
Oh! Our so-called “free medicine!” First of all, the ambulance took a full forty minutes to arrive; secondly, the
doctor happened to be some kind of novice, almost a student doing his training. He did not even have a hammer
or a pair of nail pincers! Thank God that the nurse’s bag happened to contain some spare casein powder. She
dissolved it quickly in cold water and, after adding sawdust, rubbed it into the most visible cracks on Egor Ilich’s
body. But they could not reduce the squeaking. They blamed this on the fact that nowadays they were given three
times less PVA glue because of the increase in glue-sniffing. The doctor even told me that because of the PVA
shortage, an ebony bureau, which could almost have been the work of Mazhorel himself, died before their very
eyes and they had been unable to do anything about it.
“Absolutely nothing!” added the nurse with a sob.
After the ambulance had left, I stood on the balcony for a long time and smoked. . .
Ah, Russia, my Russia, unforgettable bird-troika.! You have taken flight like a seagull, and nobody can bridle you,
you race on, your hooves thundering, sleigh bells ringing, the coachman shouting like crazy, and you cannot hear
my quiet voice over the noise. I do not ask you to give me bread made with poppy seeds, or sugar cake, nor
Central Committee rations, nor mansions in Moscow. I ask only one thing: listen to your little children who have
fallen out of the cart on a sharp bend, who have been left to lie there like newborn kittens whose eyes have not yet
opened. Slow down, turn your face to them, for they are also the flesh of your flesh, have suckled your milk, have
gurgled up at you from their cradles. Do not turn them away from your kingdom, give them bread and medicine. I
know, I know that in your rushing forward, in your eternal striving, there is no place for anything earthly,
temporal; you even change your coachman on the way! But still, try to remember your poor fledglings, the
children of the Arbat in their white clothes, punks and heavy-metal fans, milkmaids and tractor drivers, poets and
drug addicts, Afghanistan veterans and even Egor Ilich himself—remember them!
The bouts of illness became more frequent. The bookcase trembled, the glass-covered doors shook as if a
heavy goods train were passing by. The ambulance became a regular guest at our house; there were nights when
we called it three or four times.
At night, I kept guard in the study by Egor Ilich’s side; by day, I slept it out. I had to take unpaid leave to do
this. My wife, a good enough person, could not bear it in the end.
“Why are you fussing around this bookcase like a mother hen?” she used to say. “If you can't bring yourself to
throw him out, let’s give him to Tolik and Atka. Tolik has golden hands, he’ll dismantle Egor Ilich and make some
shelves out of him. Don’t you remember how deftly he fixed the top section of the sideboard above the toilet?”
“But the bookcase would die!” I retorted.
“So what? None of us is immortal,” my wife replied calmly. “Let the dead bury their dead, we must think of
the living. Do you think at your age, and with your weak heart, these all-night vigils are good for you? God
forbid, if anything were to happen to you, how would your son and I live? Did you think about that? OK then, if
you don’t want to give him to Tolik and Atka, put him into a home for the aged.”
“That would be certain death!”
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“That's none of our business. Signed away—and off your back.”
“My God, I didn’t know you were so cynical!”
“You’d be cynical in my place! The flat’s been turned into a madhouse and you still aren’t satisfied!”
I looked at the bookcase. A silent plea was reflected in Egor Ilich’s glass. It even seemed to me that the little
curtains behind the doors were fluttering with timidity and humiliation:
“Forgive me, I myself understand that I’ve outlived my time, but for the love of God, don’t turn an old man out
of his home.”
“No,” I cruelly cut her short. “No Toliks, no homes for the aged. Remember what Gogol\fn{ Nikolay Vasilyevich
Gogol (1809-11852), Russian author.} said: an example is more effective than a rule. Today we drive Egor Ilich out,
tomorrow our children throw us out.”
“Well, then I’ll leave,” rejoined my wife with feeling. “I’ll live at my mother’s until your bookcase gives up
the ghost.”
With all these problems, there were a couple of occasions on which I did not greet my neighbor in passing.
This was taken by him to be a sign of the highest degree of contempt on my part. Umbrage became the colonel’s
driving force. He started to churn out letters to everyone full of accusations directed at me—accusations so absurd
that I do not know where he could have got them from, unless he copied them from Kafka.\fn{ Franz Kafka (18831924, Czech author.} Time and again I was visited at home by officials—either it was the local policeman, or a
delegation from the House Committee with the house manager, or an official from the district Social Security
office. It goes without saying that they all understood the absurdity of my neighbor’s claims. But paper is paper
and you have to reply. And besides, in our fatherland, there is no smoke, however sweet and pleasant, without fire,
as we all know. So, all those visitors who came on plausible pretexts—“Don’t you have leaks in your flat?”; “Isn’t
there someone living here illegally?”; or “Maybe someone old and lonely needs help?”—all of them without fail
endeavored to enter my study to get at least a brief glimpse of Egor Ilich. These comings and goings lasted about
a month.
But then, on one such night, I think Saturday/Sunday, I suddenly woke up in a cold sweat. It was stuffy in the
flat, but I felt as if I were wrapped in an icy sheet. With a pounding heart, I got up from the divan, feeling such
pressure in my temples it was as if my head were submerged in the depths of the ocean in some kind of sea bed
hollow. I could sense, without even looking at Egor Ilich, that something was wrong.
And so it was: just as I turned my head, there was an indescribable crash and a scraping noise. Before my very
eyes the veneer, the veneer which had been torn apart, curled up like a snake; the carved panels flew off with the
crack of a pistol shot; the intarsias popped out; the pilasters slanted and the glass doors exploded. A horrific
internal rumbling came from the gut of the bookcase; withered beams sprang out from their brackets; everything
started to fall apart.
Frozen with horror, I watched the agony. It seemed that nature herself was taking part. Complete darkness
yawned from behind the windows. The trees rustled. The wind beat against the glass with sabre-like thrusts.
Somewhere above us, one floor above, an unsecured little window flapped; on the fifth or sixth bang, the glass
broke.
I gave a start. Jumping up from the divan, I ran to Egor Ilich. I tried to hold him up, to prop him up with my
shoulder at least, but it was too late. The walls of the bookcase came completely apart and fell down with a crash.
One of the little doors bounced sideways and hit me very painfully on the knee. Trying to catch it, I misjudged my
movement and managed only to cut my hand on the splinters of glass. In the heat of the moment, I did not notice,
but when I turned on the light, I saw that the remnants of the bookcase were spattered with blood.
Still in a frenzy, I hurriedly bandaged up my hand and, suffocating with the stifling heat, ran to the window. I
wrenched it open and at that very moment, as if it had been waiting for this, there was a flash of lightning and a
roar of thunder. After this, there was a torrential downpour. Gusts of wind threw handfuls of spray into my face,
but I was afraid to move away from the window or turn my back to it, because I did not want to meet the glassy
gaze of the dead Egor Ilich …
In the morning, while I was bustling around preparing all sorts of things—trying to get hold of some nails and
some polish to make Egor Ilich look decent, phoning my wife, friends, the funeral parlor, and so on and so forth—
the neighbours from the flat opposite came round with the news that during that very same night the colonel had
also died! I took this news calmly, although with slight surprise: I had always thought that such people did not die,
or that they went into the forest to die, like dogs do.
Matvey Petrovich’s death was discovered by chance: the previous evening, he had forgotten to bolt the door of
his flat, and at night the door had blown open in the draught. In the morning, one of the neighbors had noticed the
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open door and called the colonel, but had got no reply. Sensing something was wrong, the neighbor had entered
the flat and discovered Matvey Petrovich lying on the kitchen floor, face down with a piece of paper clenched in
his mouth and a wildly twisted hand.
In some sense one could say that Matvey Petrovich had been lucky. Had he bolted the door, he would have
been lying there till the end of the century, because he had lived a solitary life and there were practically no people
willing to visit him. The colonel’s only relative, his nephew Nikita, lived in the back of beyond, either in
Chertanovo, or Biryulevo, and he used to turn up at his uncle’s barely once a year.
The colonel’s death completely reconciled me to him. I even began to help Nikita, who had quickly been found
and had come, with advice on the organization of the funeral, for it became clear that he did not have the slightest
idea how to go about it.
In those hours, I also valued good advice. It became clear that one could not get a place in a single cemetery in
Moscow to bury Egor Ilich. The only thing suggested was cremation—and even that, God knows where, at some
Nikolo-Arkhangelsk crematorium behind the ring road: this did not suit me at all. Firstly, I did not want Egor Ilich
to be burnt according to a pagan custom, against the tradition of his forebears; secondly, three times a year—on
the day of the bookcase’s death, at Easter and on Parents’ Remembrance Day—I would have to make a great deal
of effort to get to that Nikolo-Arkhangelsk.
For old times’ sake, I went to the Vostryakovsk Cemetery, where about ten years ago I had buried a comrade,
but the old director had been imprisoned, and the new one was a miserable jobsworth; hardly had I managed to
open my mouth when I was showed out of the yard. It is true that as I was leaving, one of the workmen caught up
with me and gave me to understand that, in principle, he could help me in my misfortune, but he quoted such an
unbelievable sum to grease his palm that I was lost for words.
Returning home, I found Nikita in financial distress. Contrary to rumours, the nephew had not managed to find
in his uncle’s flat either the hidden money box, or a stocking full of gold sovereigns, or a savings book with
fifteen thousand in fixed investments—not anything at all, in fact. In general, Nikita, who had been counting a
great deal on that; money box, had to fork out the money for the funeral himself. He returned from the funeral
parlor totally defeated. It transpired that they only had two-and-a-half-metre long coffins in stock with some kind
of special silk brocade—little silver snakes on a golden background—costing one hundred and twenty-one
roubles, thirty-seven kopecks. These thirty-seven kopecks particularly outraged Nikita.
“Judases! Blasphemers!”
Nikita poured his indignation out to the whole entrance.
“They fleece the dead of such amounts. Shame on them!”
I tactfully pointed out that it was not actually the dead who were being fleeced, but the living, because it is not
the dead themselves who pay, but their still living relatives.
“What’s the difference!” said Nikita, waving his hand dismissively. “Nowadays you can’t tell who’s alive and
who’s dead. It’s easier to die oneself, anyway, than to bury someone else. What an idiotic life! And I still have to
order the funeral repast and pay for the bus, the grave diggers, the orchestra …”
I expressed surprise at this.
“For goodness’ sake,” I said, “if your expenses matter so much to you, why be so extravagant as to hire an
orchestra?”
“Well, you see, I was told that my uncle must be buried at the Novodevichy Cemetery as befits his rank, and it
would be embarrassing not to have an orchestra there.”
My wife took me aside.
“Listen,” she whispered, “I’ve thought of something. We can easily come to some agreement with this
milksop. Suggest that he bury his uncle in our bookcase.”
“My God! What are you saying?” I was shocked.
“Be quiet!” hissed my wife. “I’ve kept my head, but you seem to have lost yours. You seriously hope to get a
place at a cemetery? Who the hell are you—nomenklatura,\fn{Somebody well-connected within the Communist Party.} a
merchant, a speculator? You see, there you are. And besides, work it out: for two, the expenses are halved.”
“Why not?” I suddenly thought. “Perhaps there is something in what my wife says.”
All this fuss confused me so much that I clutched at my wife’s idea as at a straw. I took Nikita by the elbow
and led him aside, away from inquisitive ears.
“Listen, my friend,” I said stealthily, ashamed of my sugary voice, “I understand you are not well off.”
“Indeed not,” admitted the nephew quickly.
“So what if I suggest the following to you: we bury your uncle in our bookcase. Don’t rush your answer, just
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think what advantages there’d be. You won’t have to pay anything for the coffin and secondly … secondly, I’d be
paying half the funeral expenses.”
Nikita, open-mouthed, painfully tried to work out if there were not some dirty trick behind it, but one could tell
that my suggestion seemed highly tempting to him.
“Yes … but, how can you have …” he muttered hesitantly at last. “Two in one grave, who’ll allow such a
thing? And a bookcase instead of a coffin is somehow odd …”
“But they won’t lie separately. They’ll be one inside the other,” I explained to Nikita, “and we won’t need
permission. I’m telling you that as a former lawyer. You are the owner of a corpse and you have the right to bury
it inside any object you please. And as for the bookcase, don’t think twice—it has the shape of a typical coffin!
Even marshals aren’t buried in such coffins. Oh, why talk about it. Come, I’ll show you.”
No, Egor Ilich did not shame us, even after his death. Even his remains, tacked together by me, looked so imposing that Nikita was impressed. He was particularly taken by the pilasters with their mother-of-pearl intarsias—
which is further proof that tinsel and trinkets have more power over man than the actual object they adorn.
*
The matter was settled. But, as they used to say in the olden days, no sooner do you make a plan that you have
to make a hundred modifications.
On the very day that Nikita went to the XYZ Department to correct some essential paperwork, it suddenly
transpired that the colonel’s papers had either been lost, or placed for safe keeping in some archive from which it
was impossible to retrieve them—the lion will lie down with the lamb and be led by a child first.
There and then, Nikita’s mood of euphoria changed into one of melancholy, and you can hardly imagine the
depth of my own sadness. In my thoughts I was already feasting my eyes upon the noble, ichorous walls of the
Novodevichy Cemetery with white flower ornaments and a guard at the entrance, the austere rows of graves with
their majestic pyramids of marble, granite and labradorite in the new grounds and the picturesque little chapels,
crypts and tombs in the old part of the cemetery, which is closer to the monastery. The fact that Egor Ilich would
be lying in the cemetery where the remains of Gogol and Bulgakov\fn{ Mikhail Bulgakov (1891-1940), Russian author,
born in Ukraine.} had been laid to rest made me tremble with a sense of awe …
The blow which destroyed my hopes was so strong that I remember all the rest only vaguely, as if in a dream.
But, even had I retained a crystal-clear memory, how could one describe, even using the Russian language, the
abundant, blessed Russian language, all the chaos which: came afterwards instead of music?
What Marquez\fn{Gabriel García Márquez (1928- ), Colombian novelist, famed as a novelist skilled in the School of Magic
Realism—a type of writing that combines realism and fantasy .} could describe how, after prolonged ordeals and humiliations, we at last found a cemetery rat at Vagankovo who sold us a plot on the sly, one which was being kept for
sale under a false, label reading “Major Petrov”; how, ten minutes before the body was supposed to be carried out,
the funeral parlor rang and informed us that the bus we had ordered had broken down and there were no other cars
available, because some buses were out on the job, and, as for the remaining ones, the staff at the car park had
gone off to the collective farm to dig potatoes, and “generally, the whole of this month we've been in such a sweat,
such a sweat, just imagine, out of six promised accumulators, they sent us only two, we haven’t got any sleeve
couplings, we haven’t got any stuffing boxes, we’ve forgotten what an axle looks like and Ivan Gavrilovich
couldn’t care less—he has half a year till his pension, that’s why he muddles through any old how, but we’ll send
you a bus, don’t worry, not now, but a bit later, in about three hours, when number 48-74 returns, it just left for
Mitino, so you’ll have to wait”; how, after sending the undertakers to the place where they take their clients,
Nikita and I dashed out into the street and, for half an hour, tried to stop a vehicle in the rain; how, at last, we got a
furniture van from the Mostrans agency and arranged, for an enormous sum, with the driver and haulers for the
transportation of the bookcase; how, after getting into a taxi, we told the lorry carrying the bookcase to follow us;
how the driver, drunk as a lord, took off at the Nizhnaya Maslovka, driving away from us, off towards the
Bolshaya Akademicheskaya, having decided that the bookcase had to be delivered to the second-hand furniture
shop; how, after arriving at the shop, they unloaded the bookcase and took it on to the sales floor; how, at that
very moment, the bookcase doors opened and out fell the unfortunate colonel in his army cap and barely worn full
dress coat; how the senior goods manageress, an elderly woman, mother of three, fainted on seeing him and an
ambulance had to be called; how, in the meantime, we went round the whole of Moscow in search of the lost
lorry; how we were cursed and scolded by the grave diggers and the musicians who had also arrived at the
cemetery and also by the staff in the canteen where the funeral repast was booked …
No, one cannot describe all that … in defeat I throw away my fountain pen …
I will say only that we located the bookcase and took it to the cemetery, with the colonel inside, just before
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midnight. Of course, everyone was long gone, and only Nikita and I, plus two workers who had stayed on for a
big inducement, stood at the graveside.
I came to my senses only as the bookcase with the colonel inside was being lowered into the grave pit on
ropes, and clods of clay started to thud on to Egor Ilich’s wooden body. Nikita shone the torch down into the
grave, at the risk of falling into it. I was watching with indifference—when suddenly something inside me turned
over. Heat, as if from a bonfire, hit me in the face. For an instant, I felt the earth yawning at my feet, breathing at
me the horror of a frightful abyss, the bottom of which no voice could reach. Everything around me became
unsteady, shaky like the ocean bed; my gaze blurred, as if a rubber glove had been pulled over my face.
God Almighty! I suddenly understood that it was not Egor Ilich, but I, who was lying at the bottom of the
grave—yes, exactly, I. Look: the same nose, cheeks, eyes, and even the lenses in my glasses are cracked in the
same way! And the colonel, in his severe full dress coat, with a stony face, the colour of ivory, rested inside my
belly. And now they would cover me with earth, load a thousand-pood burden on to my chest, and the colonel
would toss around in my belly, trying to find a comfortable position for the eternal sleep. His knees would lean
against my insides, so bony, so sharp that the pain from them would be stronger and more unbearable than the
pressure from above. And nowhere could I escape from that pain; for until the transformation of my last atom into
the eternal substance of the earth, until that time, I would not be able to be rid of the colonel inside me.
“Stop! Stop!” I shouted, returning to my senses.
I rushed to the diggers, grabbed the shovel from one of them and pushed the other out of the way.
“Get the bookcase out! Immediately!”
My voice faltered.
“Some schizo!” The grave diggers grimaced in puzzlement and looked questioningly at Nikita, who was
settling the account with them.
“I’ll pay! Twice, three times—whatever you want,” I kept shouting.
“Just leave the bookcase in peace!”
The way I looked—an expensive suit and tie, totally covered in clay, my eyes bulging, the shovel raised—was
probably so absurd and frightening that they did not dare contradict me. Perplexed, Nikita said nothing. The grave
diggers, at whom I immediately thrust twenty-five roubles each, promptly arranged the ropes, lifted the bookcase
out and removed the colonel.
God knows what would have happened next, but fortunately, it became clear that one of the workmen had a
good pine coffin stored away, hidden in the granite workshop, there at the cemetery, and if that was how things
were, he was prepared to part with it for a goodly sum.
“I was keeping it for myself,” he added. “But, what can you do? Use it.”
However, he took more than a fair price; but thanks to this, Matvey Petrovich, at last, attained peace.
*
I do not know if it is worth continuing. However, my duty as a storyteller obliges me to say a few words more.
A week later, I also buried Egor Ilich—at an old cemetery in Zvonnitsa, a suburb of Moscow where my
decrepit aunt lives. There are many little suburban houses there, which have grown waist deep into the earth, like
heroes from epic folklore; the air is filled with a marvelous pine freshness. It is quiet and peaceful in the streets, as
it can be in a small provincial town where the iron heel of MinAgFish\fn{ Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries.} or the
Coal and Oil Extraction Ministry has not yet reached. True, the roads are covered with asphalt, but cars seldom
pass through; you are more likely to see a nanny goat chewing up a club poster in front of the sunken, leaning,
two-storey, bourgeois, Empire-style town hall, or five geese strutting along to the general store situated in the
derelict little church with those lancet windows in the very top of the apse, due to which the light falls on to the
counters as straight as a carpenter’s plumb line.
Several times a year, early in the morning, I set off for the Paveletsk railway station. At that time of day, there
are few people on the train, and I manage to sit right by the window. The whistle blows. The train jerks and
gathers speed quickly. Depots, warehouses, grey houses, more depots—I do not mind. I am patient. A little further
and I will be able to see the winter field, and beyond it the thin black edge of the forest. I lean back against the
seat. In my hands I hold a little bunch of dry heather. If you put it to your ear and squeeze it gently in your hand,
you can hear a light rustling—as if a butterfly is beating its wings against the windowpane.
275.1 Excerpt from Dreams Of The Compass Rose\fn{by Vera Nazarian (1966- )} Moscow, Russia (F) 9
If you were to follow the Compass Rose directly East, across grand stretches of the whiteness that is sun upon
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sand, you would come upon a place that was once Golden Livais—a town sprawled like a god’s mistake in the
middle of the desolation.
No rivers flowed for a hundred miles around, no rain had spilled from the incandescent skies, not in a hundred
years. And yet the original settlers had seen scorpions burrow deep, and fat snakes slither, skim the surface of the
dunes. And this told them there was to be found a source of water.
When struck eventually, the well pumped cool black water like blood upon the sands, permanently discoloring
them with life. The town germinated from this oasis, and after several generations affluent trade routes were
established through the desert to the far outlying cities of the South and West of the Compass Rose.
Down one such route, in the wake of a caravan bearing salt and sandalwood, came an old woman and her two
children. After an absence of forty years, she was coming home.
“How much longer this desert, Grandmother?” a girl complained.
She was slender, with radiant hair the very shade of persimmon in the sun, and with pale freckled skin that was
peeling from sunburn. She huddled in the swaying wagon, leaning wearily against the cotton-draped knees of an
old woman with nearly black parchment skin.
“Stupid Caelqua,” a young voice said. “You know this desert will be all around us forever. It is called Hell.”
On the other side of Grandmother, the speaker, Nadir, had attached himself with a grip of misery to the old
one’s elbow. Nadir was a dark precocious boy-child no older than seven, while Caelqua was possibly fourteen,
and they were unrelated, children of two different races. Grandmother had rescued Caelqua, who had been
drudging in a work-board house within one of the distant great cities.
“I take you because of your pretty bright hair, and nothing else,” the old woman had said to her, while the
smile of her eyes denied the harshness of her words.
This implied smile had pierced Caelqua and bound her with ties greater than blood. When Grandmother had
come upon him, Nadir had no name. She had leaned down to pick up a fallen purse from the filth of a city gutter,
and had noticed him there, black-skinned as a little demon, crouching against the brick alley wall. The boy had
made no attempt to take her possession, and instead watched her with a remarkably clear and wise pair of young
eyes. The old woman left the purse lying, and stared back at the young swarthy thing. Eyes had met eyes. And
after a rich moment of silence, the old woman merely said, pointing to the purse,
“Come with me, and bring that with you.” And he followed her like a shadow.
“I take you because you need something,” Grandmother had told him as they walked. “And my curiosity will
be the end of me if I don’t find out what it is. I’ll call you Nadir, because we first met at the very bottom—unless
you have a better name?”
But the boy didn’t. He thought only for a moment, then shook his head, and followed her from that day on. For
the first time acknowledged as an entity, he had been led by this vertigo-filled instant to his first real stab of selfawareness …
And now, here they were. Their wagon jostled over the sands, the last one behind the protection of the caravan.
Scalding dry wind came inside through the torn flaps of the canvas, scraped their faces, and took away the
precious moisture that endlessly beaded their skin.
“Not much longer now,” Grandmother said to her two charges. “Soon, when the sun starts sinking, you’ll see
the dark shadow of Livais—directly there, on the opposite horizon.”
“And then we’ll have enough water, Grandmother?” Caelqua said, staring at her with dull ever-parched eyes.
“As I remember, the well is great, and has enough for everyone, child.”
“I can wait for my turn after all the caravan drinks,” Nadir said proudly, disengaging his grip on
Grandmother’s elbow. “I don’t need water.”
“Everyone needs water, even the sand beetle,” Grandmother said. “But you are brave and stoic, my Nadir, and
I know you will indeed wait for as long as you must.”
And thus it was. When evening began to fall, the shape of Livais imprinted upon the dark Eastern horizon, and
the caravan moved with the fading sun at its back. Eventually, in the indigo dusk, the many fireflies of gold and
amber that were the lights of the town grew into shape. Soon they were at the gates, were being allowed within,
past bored sentries, into a well lit thoroughfare.
At the center of Livais was that famous well. Grandmother stood next to Nadir and Caelqua, among the last in
line. When their turn came, surrounded by the loud animated voices of the dispersing caravan folk, orange flames
of torches, and vaporous twilight, the old woman stepped forward. With reverence she glanced past the stone rim
into the abyss of the well. She stared, noting the coarse rope of the water bucket. She dipped a pail in the bucket
and first lifted it before the muzzle of the animal that had pulled their wagon. Then, smiling, she offered the life1216

liquid to Caelqua. For the first time in weeks across the desert, the girl was allowed to drink to her content. When
she was done, the water pail was passed on to Grandmother. The old woman took several sips, made a show of
having satiated herself, and then deposited the pail into the small hands of Nadir, saying,
“And here it is, Nadir, your turn, for you are truly the last.”
“Thank you, Grandmother,” the boy said with dignity, and then slowly lifted the water to himself and drank in
moderate proud swallows.
“Good,” Grandmother said. “And now we shall find a place to sleep. Let us go, my children, and find the old
house that might still stand, and that was once the place of my birth.”
*
The town was small. After wandering through a dozen streets, turning here and there, they stopped the wagon
before a prominent unlit structure. Apparently the old woman’s memory or instinct was still intact, for she had
found her home. Grandmother promptly knocked upon the gates, and after several minutes a moving candle shone
through the windows.
“Who is it?” came a groggy voice. “Who disturbs the Temple of Ris at this ungodly hour? Begone! Or, if you
must, return in the morning.”
“What’s this?” the old woman said. “Since when have the doors of this house become the doors of a temple?
Open up, for it is Ris. I have returned home at last!”
In the ensuing silence, they could hear the night cicadas, and the sharp drawing of breath on the other side of
the gates. And then, with a scraping, the gates opened. Nadir and Caelqua saw shadows and a cowled form of a
creature, who stared back at them with shocked eyes glittering in the dark. The old woman stepped forward,
saying,
“I am Ris. Daughter of Kharaan. Daughter of this house. After traveling the world, I have returned to spend my
last days here. Allow us in, for the children and I are weary, and we have come far.”
The priest continued gaping. But Grandmother took his silence for a yes, and walked past him into the gated
courtyard, leading the pack beast by the ropes, the two children following.
“But … he stuttered … but you are—”
“I am a woman, yes. And an old one. But I am Ris, the one who everyone knows keeps the well filled and the
waters flowing. Isn’t it true, monk, that most recently the water level in the well of Livais has dropped below the
normal mark by about the height of a man? That is why I have returned.”
“How did you know?” the hooded man whispered. “No one knows this except for three men—myself, Lord
Rigaeh, and the old well-digger! Then you are Ris indeed, the Bringer of Water!” Grandmother chuckled.
“How gullible you are. That alone is not difficult to surmise for anyone with eyesight. Anyone who looks
closely could see the fresh new length of rope added to the well-bucket. But only Ris the Wise would know that
the very nature of the ground water source beneath the well has been compromised. At the rate of fading, there
will be no more water left in Livais before two moons pass.” The cowled one stared in the darkness, eyes
glittering.
“Gods protect us,” he whispered, “If what you say is true, then we are doomed. You must speak to Lord Rigaeh
immediately! You must tell him of this, if you really are Ris the Wise.”
“You will direct me to this Lord tomorrow,” the old woman said. “But for now, allow us to rest in this house.”
“As you wish, Wise One.”
The man made signs of obeisance and, bending his old back, preceded them into the shelter of the great dark
house. Inside, he took the single thin candle from the shelf where he’d left it to light their way, first within a grand
front hall, then up a wide staircase. The old woman, with candle-born shadows falling all about them, followed
him, looking around her with what might have been a look of old wonder and yet a hint of a mischievous smile.
Caelqua came immediately after, wary of the flickering shadow-shapes which at times looked like bird-beasts, at
times like demons unfurling. And in back of them all came Nadir, seeing the same grotesque forms but somehow
wanting to howl with joy at their undulating free expression, sensing the same wildness of spirit unexpectedly
within himself.
They were home.
*
In the morning, the white sun arose with a fury, and began another desert inferno. When the shadows were
shortest, and no one dared to linger in the open, the old woman who called herself Ris walked out to the center of
town, and stood before the well, wrapped in white cotton to shield herself from the blaze.
She stood heedless of the sun, her exposed skin already blacker than black, her eyes an unusual shade for
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someone of her race—blue like the remote lapis-lazuli waters that reflected back at her from the long distance
down in the stone well. For over an hour she watched the waters. And exactly three times throughout that time, at
even intervals, the mirror surface of the waters distorted, then bubbled, as though gases were rising from the
bowels of the well. And then, satisfied, she simply turned and walked away. She continued walking in the
direction of the most affluent side of town. And possibly she didn’t even see the small shadow of a boy following
her.
At the house of Lord Rigaeh she paused (and from his distance Nadir could see an inexplicable smile pass her
wrinkled lips), then knocked, and was allowed within. It seemed word of her had spread—word that Ris had
returned to right all wrongs in Livais.
*
”You claim, old woman,” Lord Rigaeh said, “that you are Ris, whose Temple stands within this town?”
Ris observed a man attired in fine silks and wearing wrist- and arm-bands of gold. She did not like his face,
nor his unblinking eyes.
“I do not claim. I am Ris,” she replied in an overly soft voice, using the semblance of old age to her advantage.
Lord Rigaeh leaned forward in his elevated seat, and stared down at her.
“Apparently you know more about the well than you should. Who are you really?” The old one smiled.
“Of course,” she said, after a slightest pause, “you of all people do not believe in Ris, at least not in the Ris that
people savor like an amulet on their tongue.”
“Come, both of us know you are an impostor, and that Ris is a figment of my people’s imagination,” said the
Lord. “Let’s not lie. Tell me rather, what do you want, now that you are here? What would it take to keep your old
mouth properly sealed?”
Besides the surety of death. She could almost hear his thought. She watched him, unblinking, with her uncanny
blue eyes.
“Why was the House of Ris made into a Temple?” she asked softly then. “I must know.”
“Why?” he retorted, stroking an arm-band of liquid gold. “Are you drawn to the idea of deity?” At which the
old woman laughed, a true cackle.
She is merely insane, it occurred to him then. A crazy old lizard who would sun herself on my gold. Well, let
her hiss all she would, no one would believe her. But then Ris spoke words that stilled him.
“Why was the House of my father turned into a Temple of Gold? You keep it there, don’t you, turning to your
advantage an abandoned house with no master? All the bulk of it that you’ve made off the very life juices of these
sad people! Gold, guarded by your minion in the guise of a priest. Gold, made by denying them water
periodically. And, only after they pay you their last, you pretend to call upon my name, the true name of Ris, to
end the charade of water shortage!”
“What madness do you croak, old hag?” Lord Rigaeh exclaimed. “Have you any proof? Who would take the
word of a vagrant over the Lord of Livais?”
“Oh, I have proof enough,” she replied, her own eyes sparkling angry blue. “Proof of an outlet chamber dug
alongside the well, that siphons off the water by means of a clever contrivance of machinery and piping.
Whenever you choose to strike fear into these simple people by threatening their water, their very life, you lower
the water level.”
“Enough!” the Lord cried, his face gone livid. “I will have you thrown into the darkest prison—”
“Is it not too late?” she pointed out. “Most people of Livais know about me, and would expect me to be well
and sound when I leave this house.”
“True,” he spoke then, changing his manner like a serpent. “I cannot have you killed outright. But there are
ways to reveal you for what you really are. They will expect certain things of you, I will make sure of that. And
when you are unable to satisfy them with the miracles of Ris, they will turn on you. Reverence will become rage.
They will tear you apart—”
“We’ll see,” she replied quietly, this old woman. “But now, I leave you to yourself, Lord Rigaeh who does not
believe in Ris. Remember only that in the end truth breaks forth upon the shore.”
*
Outside, Nadir caught up with Grandmother as she left the house. He had waited all this time, hidden in the
shadow of the alley, and knew nothing except that this expensive house had a heavy spirit about it despite the
outward semblance of opulence, a dark heavy thing of sadness, like stone, like the weight of heartless gold.
“Are you hurt, Grandmother?” he said, walking beside her, easily matching her suddenly old gait. “What did
they do to you? What did they say?”
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The old woman chuckled, then reached out to touch Nadir gently on the cheek (she never did more than that,
knowing his need for dignity).
“Let's go and eat, my Nadir. I wonder what Caelqua has in store for us today?”
And thus they returned to the house that was now a Temple, through winding streets, past townspeople who
lowered their heads in respect before the old woman, and whispered words of benevolent greeting to Ris.
Inside, the minion of Lord Rigaeh stepped aside, bowing superstitiously, and Nadir followed Grandmother into
the kitchen. Here, in the heat of the stone hearth, Caelqua was checking the flatbread and stirring the popping
stew. In her zeal to serve Grandmother, she had usurped the place, found stores of onions and potatoes, and had
driven the priest to the marketplace, bidding him to return with fresh produce for the table of Ris.
After finishing their meal, Grandmother and her charges cleared the eating area. And then, because the sun was
still near zenith, a laziness was upon all. The old woman sat down in an old chair in the front hall, saying that it
had once belonged to her father. Her eyes closed, and she appeared to be sleeping. Caelqua stretched, yawned, and
then found herself a place on the fresh pallet upstairs.
Nadir meanwhile, wandered the old house, his spirit wanting to dance for some reason. There was something
hauntingly nostalgic in the very walls of this place, a sense of many layers, many worlds. Something intimate. It
was drawing him, until the tips of his fingers tingled, and blood raced through the subterranean caverns of his
veins like bubbling spring water. Soon, he would draw near enough to find it.
*
After several quiet days of sun-washed silence, townspeople came to knock at the doors of the Temple of Ris.
They were asking for the old woman. Because in the span of those days the waters of the well had receded like
never before.
For the first time ever, the surface of the well-water was too distant to see without the help of a torch lowered
down into the stone well abyss. A townsman discovered the atrocity when he was unable to lower a bucket deep
enough to reach the water, and had to call the well-digger.
The old well-digger came and tied several additional lengths of rope to extend the bucket’s reach. When the
water bucket came up full at last, it held a mixture of fine gravel and water, for it had scraped the bottom. At this,
both the well-digger and the townsman let out a keening wail, until more people gathered and picked up the cry.
The whole thing might have been humorous except that, as surely as the sun burned overhead, these people were
indeed doomed to death without water.
Lord Rigaeh was notified. Upon hearing the news—not to mention the wailing outside—his dark eyes took on
an appropriately stricken and sympathetic slant. He responded to the terrified messengers with a pious suggestion
that they go find Ris. For, after all, now that she was here in the flesh within Livais, all of their salvations lay with
her.
The Lord did not bother telling them of the good store of water that had been hidden in his own house cellar,
and that would last him and his household at least two moons—more than enough time to leave the town and
scramble across the desert to the closest great city to the West of here. And thus the townspeople flocked to the
Temple and called for her loudly, while the sun beat down with cruelty, and bleached to bone-whiteness the
limestone of the streets.
Ris came out, dressed in her usual white cotton. She stood facing them all, then said,
“Let us go to the well, friends, for I have something to show you.”
She led the procession to the center of town, stopping before the stone well. Here, they surrounded her—
women, men, old and young, with one common thing written in their eyes: hope, overlying fear.
“Give us back the water, Ris!” someone cried out. And with that other voices picked up the keening. Some
came down on their knees, beating their foreheads against the ground, kissing the sand at her feet.
“Enough!” rang out the voice of the old woman, carrying farther than imaginable out of such a wizened frame.
“There is only one here who can return your water to you. It is Lord Rigaeh.”
At that point the Lord himself was seen approaching, and the crowd parted for him and his armed retainers.
Lord Rigaeh wore a coat of the palest sun-satin and a head-wrap of silk and gold braid.
“I am here, good people of Livais,” he said with a look of pasted-on surprise. “Has this old woman who claims
to be Ris performed her miracles for you and raised the waters yet?”
“Nonsense. Where is the well-digger?” Ris said. "I ask you all to witness. Have him climb down into the well,
and look for any sign of an opening or outlet in the walls of stone.”
“What then, old woman?” Lord Rigaeh said. “What would you do even if you find such an outlet? What would
that prove?”
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Nadir and Caelqua, standing in the front of the crowd, looked with concern at Grandmother. For a moment, Ris
said nothing. And then she motioned for the old well-digger to proceed.
The well-digger dropped in the water bucket filled with stone-mason’s tools, climbed over the stone rim of the
well, and started to lower himself down along the length of rope. After about five minutes of silent anticipation,
high desert wind, and the beating sun, they heard his muffled yell to bring down another person who would serve
to verify what they saw, and to bring down a torch.
Someone pushed forward a spindly teenage boy, and someone else came running with a lit torch. Holding the
torch in his teeth, the youth climbed into the well like a monkey, and disappeared. Several minutes later, they
heard the noise of hammer against stone, and then the sound of released gushing water.
Then the youth's head popped out from the well’s opening, followed by the rest of him, while the well-digger
still grunted behind him. The boy was wet from the waist down. He began to chatter immediately that yes, indeed,
there had been a plugged pipe of some sort, but that, when they opened it, there was only so much water. The
inflow did raise the water level, but only so far, to his waist. The rest of the water was nowhere.
“You see,” said Lord Rigaeh smoothly. “What do you say now, old woman? It is no secret that there is a
reserve chamber, built at the beginning for dire circumstances such as this, to give us just enough water to survive.
If you were indeed Ris, as you claim, you would have known that.”
The old woman looked at him intently, while voices of displeasure sounded from the crowd.
“We have gold and coins for you, Ris!” someone cried. “We give it all to you if you give us back the well!”
“Fill the well, Ris!” The old woman turned to the crowd, her eyes quickening with a passion, and she pointed a
finger at the Lord.
“He has your water, what is left of it!” she said. “And he has the rest of your useless gold! Search his house,
and you’ll find the water!”
“Halt!” exclaimed Lord Rigaeh. “If you are Ris, then fill the well anew! Show us indeed who you really are.
And if you’re an impostor, we will punish you as you deserve.”
A pause of silence. Then the old woman said softly,
“I cannot fill the well.” At which the crowd wailed.
“But,” she continued, “although your well is indeed drying inevitably, there is far more water left than you are
led to believe. He truly has your water! And his deceit has been robbing you of your livelihood for all these years.
The gold that you bring to the Temple of Ris he puts in his pockets! Ris needs no gold, no worshippers! Open
your eyes to the simple truth!”
But they no longer heard.
“The hag is obviously a nothing and a nobody, people of Livais,” Lord Rigaeh said. “And she can do nothing
for you.” And he directed his retainers to take the old woman.
“Come with me,” the Lord said to the people. “And we shall go together to the Temple of the true Ris in
supplication. We shall offer gifts to Ris, and once again our prayers will be heard.”
The crowd surged around him.
“No!” the old woman cried. “Do not listen, people! How many times must you offer gifts and still lose water?
Think! Your water has been fading gradually, even after your so-called prayers are answered. Every time there is
less and less of it …”
But her final words were muffled, for she was struck on the face. A few steps away, Nadir wrestled like an
afreet in the grasp of an angry townsman, while Caelqua whimpered, seeing Grandmother’s face bleed.
“Bring them also,” Lord Rigaeh said, pointing at the children. “They are hers, and all will be punished together
for blasphemy.” And with that, the three were taken, and the townspeople followed Lord Rigaeh like sheep to the
Temple of Ris.
The sun shone angrily from above upon them all.
*
“I don’t want to die, Grandmother,” Caelqua sobbed quietly in the darkness of the place where they had been
thrown. Despite the unmarked passage of time, it must surely be evening by now, thought Nadir. His eyes had
been keened to the dark, and he could just barely make out Grandmother and the girl.
“You will not die, child, hush … I promise you,” sounded the voice of the old woman, stubborn and strong as
always, while soft echoes came to dance all around. Eventually there was only coagulating silence. Nadir felt the
slick mildew of the cold stones around them, smelled the rank vapors of this prison.
“I only regret one thing,” Grandmother said suddenly. “And that is that I’ve brought you two here, to this
accursed town of my birth. I’d forgotten how it was, forgotten the lies and the fools willing to live with them.”
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“Are you—are you truly Ris, Grandmother?” The voice of Caelqua trembled. “I believe you are! You can save
us then!”
“Oh, my girl,” the woman said tiredly, sounding ancient for the first time. “It’s true that I was once called Ris.
But it was such a very long time ago.”
“Tell us, Grandmother,” Nadir said.
“Very well,” the old voice responded.
And Grandmother told them of a slave child of the house of Kharaan—a kind man, who, after her mother died
bearing her, had brought her up as his own. It was Kharaan who had named her “Ris” in honor of the One who
was known to appear to those in dire need, and it was he who had taught her the nature of justice. And as he lay
dying, the old man had spoken words that remained when he was long gone:
“If truth is ever obscured or distorted, give of yourself in whatever way necessary, to end the injustice.”
Inspired by these words, Ris had assumed the identity of her legendary namesake.
“But, if you are not divine, how did you know of the injustice of Lord Rigaeh?” Nadir persisted stubbornly.
“That, I did not.” The old voice chuckled in the darkness. “It was merely easy to guess. For, anywhere one
goes, children, there is injustice. Assume thus, and you will know what to look for, and how to recognize it.”
“Then I will fight injustice too, Grandmother,” Nadir said. “When we get out of here, I will grow up to be
strong and wise like you.”
“But I am scared, Grandmother,” said Caelqua. “Unlike you, I am not strong, I am not Ris. I am good for
nothing—”
“Who or what is Ris indeed, children?” the old one said suddenly. “What do you think?”
“I think,” Caelqua said softly, “Ris is either a god, or has the blessing of the gods, and thus a power over
waters. You tell us this story, Grandmother, but I know there’s more to it that you do not say. You say you are not
the same Ris, and that you only pretend to be. But this is what I think. You, who are divine, are locked into this
human shape, so that you can be here and love us, for we have none but yourself.”
And with that, Caelqua buried her face in the darkness against the breast of the old woman, and wept with loud
rasping sobs.
“My poor child, I wish I were,” Ris said, stroking in the dark what she knew to be the radiant hair of the girl.
“Why did you take us in, Grandmother, if it were not for that reason?” Nadir said suddenly.
“I told you already, little demon,” the old woman replied. “You stirred my curiosity. Besides, you were filthy
as soot, your sweet dark brown skin all covered up by the stain of the gutter, your head full of lice, and I had a
great urge to scrub you clean.”
“And I?” Caelqua said, quieting her sobs. “Why did you take me?”
The old woman began to laugh. Her chuckles echoed back and forth among stone, and in the dark Nadir felt a
tremor, a vibration against the palm of his that was resting on the cold floor.
“Silly, silly questions, my dears,” she finally managed to speak through her laughter. “Must there be a reason?
Well then, I will tell you. I took you both because I was lonely.”
“But Ris is a god!” Nadir marveled. “Can even gods be lonely?”
“Pah! Did I ever say I was divine? Ask the same silly questions and receive silly answers,” the old woman
said. “Now, enough maudlin nonsense. Go to sleep, both of you, for tomorrow, Ris or no Ris, one way or another
we shall be free of this place. And I promise you, no one here shall die.”
“I believe you, Grandmother—Ris,” Caelqua whispered. “Whoever you are …”
In the darkness, Nadir thought he heard faraway sounds of subterranean waters. And as he rested his head in
Grandmother’s lap, they seemed to be rushing nearer and nearer, like blood coursing through his temples, into his
very mind.
*
The morning sun poured its scalding essence down upon Livais. In the center of town, near the well, stocks
were erected. The old woman was made to kneel, face down, her neck restrained, her feet bound together, and her
hands placed into the wooden contraption. Next to her, the children were tied upright to a wooden post. All three
were bare-headed, without protection against the raging sun. And, by the will of Lord Rigaeh, they were to remain
thus.
They were to have no water.
Townspeople passed by and spat at the old woman, spat at her gray hair dragging in the dust. They struck and
pinched the dark boy, and pulled the radiant hair of the girl, ripping her poor tunic. Urchins kicked and taunted
them, bringing cups full of liquid just to their lips, and then drawing away, laughing. Eventually, another old
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woman hobbled by and shooed the urchins away, shaming them that they were wasting the precious dwindling
water in this town with their games. The hag then used her stick to strike another blow at Ris, who remained silent
and motionless.
“Damn you,” the hag hissed. "They pray even now in the Temple of Ris for forgiveness of your blasphemy, so
that Ris will return to us the well, in exchange for all of our gold! Even now, I go to carry the last of my coins to
the Temple.”
Ris did not argue the illogic of the statement. But Caelqua, sweat pouring down her face, whispered,
“Grandmother didn't do anything except point out the truth,” only to receive a jab of the hag's stick.
Nadir remained silent, while sweat also beaded his date-brown skin and glistened in the tight black curls of his
wiry hair. At high noon Lord Rigaeh's men appeared, and, grinning, began to untie the children.
“Lord Rigaeh spares your lives. He’d rather you walk through the desert,” one of the men sneered, pulling
Nadir by the ear.
The old woman was made to rise, her feet unbound, her neck and wrists freed of the wooden stocks. With
Nadir barely supporting both his sister and Grandmother, Rigaeh’s men drove them past the well, and outside the
gates of Livais, unto the burning sand.
*
It is said that the desert sun brings delirium. And that sand, mixed with wind, tastes like blood.
Nadir did not know how long it was, this burning eternity. He lay face down in the scalding powder, and
finally a fire in his mind brought him enough awareness to lift his head and see Caelqua lying in a heap at the feet
of their Grandmother.
Nadir crawled. He would not remember how long it took him to crawl those few feet, while the wind howled
like a horde of jinn and cut him in the eyes, forced him back every inch. At last, he could touch the two sprawled
figures. He drew himself close, and covered his sister’s head with his body, acting as a shield against the sun.
Next, with supreme effort, he tugged his thin pale tunic from his upper body, baring his dark back, and wrapped
the cotton around Grandmother’s forehead and eyes, shielding her too from the sun. He lay thus for an eternity,
sinking in and out of this world. And each time as he resurfaced, he felt the hell upon his back, the agony, until the
sun began to lean in the sky toward the West.
It was sunset.
They had been denied water for only one day. And yet, because this was the desert, and because they had no
shelter against the molten gold overhead, death would be very near.
As the sun bled orange upon the Western horizon and the wind cooled, Caelqua regained consciousness with a
shudder. She moved, feeling the small thin body of the boy pressing against her forehead, savoring its odd
coolness. Nadir’s cheek was pressed against the sand, and he was half-buried by a moving dune. Grandmother lay
only a little away, barely breathing. Caelqua burrowed out of the stifling powder.
“Grandmother! Nadir!” She choked on a mouthful of sand.
The two piles of humanity began to stir. Nadir shuddered, resurfacing, while Grandmother barely moved her
head to the side and squinted. And almost—just almost—her lips smiled. And at that Caelqua reached out toward
Grandmother, and then began to quake with dry tearless weeping.
“Pray, my child,” whispered Grandmother's faint voice. “You must pray to Ris.” And Caelqua continued
trembling, for as she wept she was also burning up with fever.
They found that Nadir could not move. When Caelqua touched his back, the skin peeled away, and dark blood
welled at the place where her fingers had touched. At her touch and its agony, Nadir cried out.
“You too must pray, my Nadir,” croaked Grandmother. “It is time. And I will pray with you also.”
And then her eyes closed again, and her lips fell motionless in their final soft smile.
The sunset burned and faded.
*
There were dreams interspersed with prayers, in the darkness of the moonless night. At some point, Nadir
thought he heard his own voice crying, and there were shameless tears running down his cheeks, like needles of
broken pride, as he called out hoarsely, mindlessly, the name of “Ris,” the Mad Sovereign of Wisdom. And he
thought he had crawled forward and leaned his head over the body of Grandmother, and let the boundless tears
mixed with his sweat drip down like a burning torrent onto her dry lips, washing her face …
And, at some point, Caelqua felt some other’s voice come wrenching from her gut, strong and new, calling
upon “Ris,” the Bright-Eyed Liberator. And she felt her teeth sink into her own wrists, tasting her own blood
which then became water. In a maelstrom of agony and night, those bleeding wrists she offered to Grandmother,
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held them at the old woman’s parched lips, letting her drink endlessly from the vein …
The crescent moon arose briefly after midnight, spilling a silver glow upon the world. And it seemed the very
sand dunes were in reality cresting waves of a great ocean, while the desert spilled around them with the cold
oceanic currents of the night, liquid and boundless. The waters of the night ocean swelled into giant forms, and
they moved all around them, licking the very walls of Livais, scaling them, and filling the town to the very brim
with liquid metallic moonlight.
At dawn Nadir awoke just as the sun showed on the Eastern horizon. There was fever in his mind.
Grandmother and Caelqua were gone.
He looked around, thinking that maybe they’d moved in the night. And then he began to dig, clawing at the
sand, for he thought that a roving dune had advanced in the dark and buried them with its whiteness.
“Grandmother!” Nadir called, his voice as quiet as a scorpion’s, his lungs dry and parched with sudden anger.
“Caelqua! Stupid useless girl, where are you?” He dug wildly, crawling on his knees in the sand.
And yet, as the sun came up higher, beginning to scald, there was no trace of the old woman—his
Grandmother whom he knew as Ris—nor of the girl with hair like flames. Nadir stilled suddenly, and whispered
into the face of the morning wind,
“She is gone. She has left me. And you too, my sister.
“No!” he croaked then, his little dark face crinkling into a grimace of sand and pain. “No! No! Keep digging!
No!”
And then something prompted him to glance away from the sand before him. He turned away, mesmerized,
and stared behind him, where only a little away stood the town walls of Livais.
And as the sunlight danced on what had once been stone, it reflected back metallic, for the walls had turned to
blazing gold.
*
The gates of Livais stood open. Nadir moved slowly like a sleepwalker in a daydream, and looked around him
with parched eyes at terrifying marvelous gold.
It was everywhere—gold buildings, gold cobblestones, gilded palm and date trees, people frozen to precious
statues, and everywhere, golden dust …
In the center of town stood the well, gilded at the rim. When Nadir approached it, staggering, he discovered the
rope was also gold, and so was the bucket. And instead of water there was only solid metal, stilled forever in a
golden blaze under the sun.
“I must go from here,” he croaked to himself. “There is nothing here, only the judgement of the gods. This
place is cursed. I don’t want to die here, so let me at least go into the clean desert—”
“Why die, my Nadir?” came a familiar voice.
He turned to see Grandmother, standing upright, with bright eyes and a clean face, with not a trace of sand on
her white cotton robe billowing lightly in the wind. For an instant, Nadir was speechless. And then a wild smile
contorted his small dark face, and he rushed forward to hug her.
“Grandmother! I thought you’d died! Or left us!”
“What nonsense! How can I ever leave those who are mine? Come, and I will give you water to drink—water,
without which there is no life, and because of which this town perished in their folly.”
“But where is Caelqua? And how …” Nadir was speaking foolishly, words just tumbling out of him like
droplets of water.
“Come along, hurry now!” the old woman interrupted, and began walking with quick strong young strides.
“We will go to my House, the House of Ris.”
*
Inside the old house, there was no gold at all. And the outer walls too had remained gray stone. It was an
untouched island amid the golden desolation.
Nadir recognized the strange sensation of immediate intimacy, the feeling of living rushing water. And now he
knew whose spirit was within these walls. The same spirit had pulled at him before, had quickened the living
waters within him, his very blood, his sweat, his tears—his truth. Grandmother sat in the old chair that had
belonged to Kharaan, and watched Nadir madly gulp down the water from the large wooden cup she had given
him, heedless of his manner.
“You have grown and learned,” said the old woman, smiling.
“Oh, yes, Grandmother! I have learned abandon! And that water is more precious than gold!” Nadir gasped
between swallows. And when he was done drinking, he again rushed forward to bury his face in her old sunken
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chest, unashamed of his display of emotion.
“Good.” Grandmother chuckled, hugging him tight.
“But—what happened here?” he ventured at last. “What odd blight is this? Why are we and this house the only
ones unaffected? And what is the source of this new water? For I’ve seen the well of Livais, and it is dry!”
“This is Ris’s House, and you are hers also. You prayed to her, and her blessing rests on you. As for the water
—come with me and I will show you.”
And then Grandmother winked and motioned with her hand. Nadir wordlessly followed.
They came outside once more, covering their faces from the blaze. As he walked, Nadir wondered that he
could no longer feel the agony of his scalded back. As though the very water that he’d drunk had healed him of
the last day’s injuries.
They walked through Livais, looking about them at the golden statues, at the townspeople frozen in various
aspects. At the house of Lord Rigaeh, they paused. The Lord himself stood at the door, frozen to fiery metal, ready
to mount a tall pack-beast that was also now a statue. The packs held great filled water flasks that contained water
no longer, but shimmering solid metal.
“Some day, people will return here and marvel at the riches of this place,” Grandmother said. “Eventually it
will all be mined and sacked, and there will be no trace of this town, only a memory. The House of Ris alone will
stand, a solitary reminder of Golden Livais.”
At the town gates, Grandmother paused. Nadir noticed their old covered wagon unhitched and abandoned.
However, not too far away was their pack-beast, loaded with a bag of supplies, standing idly and looking rather
well fed and ready to depart this place. Grandmother led the pack-beast out through the gates, and then handed the
reins to him.
“What are you doing, Grandmother?” Nadir asked with a sudden premonition.
“Seeing you on your way, of course.” The old one smiled, wrinkles crinkling at the corners of her bright young
eyes.
“But what about Caelqua and you? And what of the water?”
In reply, Grandmother took his hands and held them tight in her wrinkled own. And then, still holding, she
pulled him, and they walked fifty paces through the sand to the place where they had lain hopeless the night
before.
There, in the very spot where Nadir had dug with his bare hands, was a welling of blackness, a rich surfacing
of moisture, a large flat spot. Already, a number of snakes and beetles were seen scuttling around. Grandmother
reached into the folds of her robe and pulled forth the same cup from which he had drunk. She bent forward
slowly, and dipped the cup in the sand, and it came away full of bright, slightly muddied liquid. When the liquid
settled, they saw water, fine and radiant like crystal, flashing like mirrors of persimmon fire in the sun.
“This is the new well,” said Grandmother. “And you, my children, have caused it to be. They, the people of
Livais, tried to make water from gold, but only gold comes from gold. And thus Ris gave them the truth of what
they asked. You alone brought water to Livais, for you sacrificed your very own water—sweat, tears, and blood—
and quenched my own thirst when I was most in need. I drank of you, and now you will always drink of me, and
never lack for water. Now, take this cup and be on your way—don't be afraid, it will be full for you always.”
“But what about you, Grandmother, how will you remain here all alone?” Nadir whispered, receiving the cup,
while water welled in his eyes, because he already knew the answer.
“I will remain, my beloved, because this is my House. And yet I will always be with you, especially when you
dream. Just as you will always be here with me. And this well—she is a part of you.”
“Then you are Ris, the Bringer of Truth and Water!” Nadir exclaimed. But suddenly he felt a pang of a
different agony come to him, as his soul broke asunder, and he understood and cried,
“This well! Caelqua! Caelqua my sister, what has become of you?”
In answer, the old woman—or someone else—who had been his Grandmother for so long, only smiled. Ris the
Wise, the Just, the Trickster, leaned forward then, and kissed the boy on the brow. And where her lips had touched
he felt a seal of warmth, then coolness, like a breath of a faraway ocean.
He blinked, and Ris was gone like a mirage. All around him stretched only the incandescent desert, while to
the back of him stood ajar the bright gates of the town of dead gold.
Leading the pack-beast, the boy breathed through his mouth, through his tears, and without ever again looking
back, started to cross the desert.
28.31 Happiness\fn{by Alexander Terekhov (1966-

)}
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Novomoskovsk, Tula Oblast, Russia (M) 4

I always find it difficult to answer the question whether I have ever been truly happy. I try to recall something
meaningful and important, but all sorts of silly nonsense which it would be embarrassing to write about always
comes to mind. Not embarrassing because it’s obscene or anything like that. It’s just that when I’m asked this
question, this is all that comes to mind.
It’s just like you leaf through a photograph album, at random, but you always end up in the same places. While
we’re on the subject of photographs, incidentally, there is one in my album in which a tiny moment of my
happiness is preserved.
I was learning to walk at my grandmother’s. My mother and I moved away from the gray, famine-stricken Tula
region when I was all of two weeks old to her birthplace, a green, cheerful little town on the border with the
Ukraine where cherry trees grow right in the streets, where vicious dogs are kept chained up and where, when
maize is being cooked (an endeavour that lasts from very early, about six o’clock in the morning, right until
dinner time without a break) the whole house and courtyard are suffused with a heavy, exciting smell which
makes you drool in anticipation of the moment when your teeth will sink into the firm golden flesh of the corn
cob, and the bittersweet salt you have painstakingly rubbed between the grains will crunch in a way that drives
you wild. There I lived with my mother, and grew plump and healthy. My grandmother, choosing a time when the
local priest was in our area, had me christened along with three other infants, all of whom behaved themselves
admirably, while I raised Cain like a goose facing execution, obliging the priest to curtail the ceremony in view of
my manifestly atheist future.
In any case, I was plump, my grandmother found me too heavy to carry, my mother was very frail, and father
had stayed behind in the Tula region. He was a locomotive driver and missed us terribly, but it was healthier here,
there was more food, and we had an enormous number of relatives ready to help out. There was sun and fruit
dumplings, and pumpkin seeds to chew and front gardens full of golden globes in bloom. There were importantlooking turkeys with bizarre striped feathers and nights of inky darkness with the barely audible sighing of wind
on the shutters, and our neat white house. And this was where I lived.
And so I took my first step, and gave everyone cause for celebration. My auntie ran to uncle Stepan who lived
next door but one. (l don’t actually remember him, only his funeral, a little. My grandmother led me by the hand
half way down the street behind a truck on which Natasha, Uncle Stepan’s granddaughter, sat looking completely
bored. It was terribly hot and I was looking at the earth under my feet, which was covered in long cracks from the
heat. Everyone kept giving me sweets which I didn’t want to eat.)
Anyway, Uncle Stepan came running—no, probably he just walked—with a camera, and preserved my
happiness for posterity. It was in the orchard. In our yard there was a little pond, and behind it an orchard with
cherry trees, plum trees, apple trees, pear trees, gooseberry bushes and beds of strawberries. I was standing in
front of a currant bush. To my left my sweet mother was crouching down, looking very young and cheerful, her
hair very black and curly. She was smiling and clapping her hands and I was standing. I was quite tow-haired at
that time, with a long forelock combed to one side of my big round head and wearing a white shirt, the sleeves of
which barely came down to my plump, sugar-white elbows. I was wearing a pair of brown shorts, which had
obviously been pulled up over my firm little stomach a moment before the photo was taken. Little folds of skin
were visible on my chubby knees and my right hand was raised behind my ear as if I were dancing, and I was
smiling such a broad happy smile that you couldn’t even tell what sort of eyes I had then.
It must have been a bright day. The grass was tall and lush, there was a smell of currants, and the gentle hum of
dragonflies’ wings in the air. My mother said, “My darling son!”, and from over on the other side of the pond my
grandmother was looking out from the porch at her fair-haired grandson in his clean white shirt and crying,
remembering how her little daughter had nothing to eat but oily black cake made from the pulp left over from the
processing of sunflower seeds. And who could have known then that she would survive the war, that she would
have a grandson, that he would be named after his grandmother, and that, God willing, his future would be as
bright as this day. Back on the other side of the lake my mother was clapping and laughing out loud as Uncle
Stepan, who was soon to die, limped on his bad leg leaning over his camera. And starlings flew out of the currant
bushes when a locomotive hooted from the station …
I seem to have this bad habit of smiling in photos, and always somehow managing to look sarcastic or sly.
Only ever once have I looked honest and endearing. Then.
One evening years later my mother was crying in the kitchen. Our white house had been sold off for timber,
and I just laughed impassively and reasonably explained to her that the house was old: grandpa had built it before
the war which took him in its embrace and no more was ever heard of him. During a raid a bomb had exploded in
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the garden and the ridge was no longer straight, and grandma no longer had the strength to work herself silly
every spring, and we didn’t visit her that often. What was so terrible if she had the chance of a flat with a
telephone where she wouldn’t have to go out for water and she’d be closer to the hospital? What was wrong with
that?
But mother just cried, not looking at the letter from auntie which lay on the table in front of her.
The new owners were well-heeled. They replaced our house with one built of brick, and then eight lorries
arrived laden with topsoil. They filled in the pond and tipped soil over where the orchard, now cut down, had
been. Well, it was old, neglected and overgrown.
Actually, it’s a bit odd. I sometimes think in those days I could hardly have been walking around in that white
shirt all the time. I expect they dressed me up in it specially for the photo.
If there’s one other thing that comes to mind on the subject of happiness, happiness actually experienced rather
than simply remembered from being told about it and photographs, happiness that set my heart pounding, then
what I usually remember is a girl from school. I haven’t even got a photograph of her. You give someone your
picture when you part from them. To be honest, my memory of her is really rather vague now. I remember her
flowing chestnut hair, soft and downy, her thin, childish lips, and her eyes, with an anxious, darting gleam in their
depths. And that’s it. No, there was a blue jumper with white deer on it. I don’t think she even wore it very often,
but for some reason I remember that jumper more clearly than anything else. To this day I sometimes see people
wearing a similar pattern in faraway towns where nobody knows me, and my heart skips a beat, as if a bird from
those distant times had hurtled past above me, on to a time when people won’t wear jumpers like that one
anymore, because you can’t expect our manufacturing industry to go on producing them forever. Then the only
memory left with me will be of April and that courtyard, blue in the falling dusk, where every step you took was
agonizingly sweet, where the air was full of the smell of budding poplars, and there was still a glistening crust of
ice on the puddles. Table lamps flickered mysteriously yellow and green behind warm, cosy curtains and blinds,
and the birch trees stretched the quivering tips of their black branches out towards the crisply shining stars.
I was sixteen years old in that far-off April. I walked round school, morose and swollen with self-importance,
as befitted the editor of a justly infamous school magazine. Anyway, I took a liking to this girl in the year below
me. It seemed to me then that she was beautiful beyond measure. I only had to look at her for my heart to beat
wildly, and when I walked past her I probably, no, I definitely, blushed; and all because I had been told this girl
supposedly read my much-discussed magazine, and had once expressed an interest in me. This was enough to
give me trouble getting to sleep at night.
So one day I was walking down the school corridor looking particularly irascible and weighed down by the
burden of being the resident prophet, and she came straight out of room 23, right in front of me. Our eyes locked.
She was evidently happily talking away to someone else and turned to look at me with a smile still fading on
her lips; or maybe she just gave me a smile of complicity. Who can tell at this distance in time? Her eyes, as I later
discovered, were actually green, but it was a sunny day and the eyes I saw were huge and lilac-colored, as if
hundreds of droplets were quivering around the enticingly dolorous wells of her pupils.
I skirted round her and went on my way with that same fierce look in my eyes, but I was completely,
completely changed. Something warm and disturbing had lodged in my heart, and does so again even now. I
would call it a confident expectation of happiness. Something was, without a doubt, about to happen. It was as if I
felt the excruciating snares of fate about my shoulders and knew that I had found my path in life.
I walked off quite unafraid of losing her. I felt confident something was about to happen.
When I walk along the school corridor now, out of place and not needed here, I am puzzled myself as to what
it is I am looking for. I stop by a ginger clearing of light spilling in through some windows and, just as before, I
see that fleeting smile on her thin lips, and her eyes so perfectly clear you can see lilac-colored droplets in them,
and time licks its tongue over my heart, nostalgically and rapidly. I am as much a stranger to this school as it is to
me. Everything has changed beyond recall. Nothing remains, except for this corridor running through my life,
those yellow squares of light framed by shadow, those eyes. I sense the unfocussed, animal, gnawing of time
regained, a time of blank sheets of paper and my first pages of writing.
But back to happiness. That girl introduced herself to me at a disco. I was horribly shy. I shuffled from one foot
to the other and tried really hard to say something intelligent, but somehow everything came out wrong and I
blushed crimson, and the instant a lock of her ethereal hair touched my cheek I started shaking like a lightning
conductor discharging a storm in the muggy night of an Indian summer. I breathed in her understated perfume and
wondered how I could possibly deserve someone as beautiful as this. Well, all right, perhaps this wasn’t really
happiness.
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But the next day I was back in school on some business long since forgotten, and stopped by the noticeboard
where there was a programme of events for the spring holidays. I read one line and shuddered. What was it? I
could smell her perfume!
I began feverishly sniffing the air like a dog, scared to death of being mistaken or, even worse, of losing that
wondrous smell, a token of breath-taking changes and new directions. And so I stood, breathing in my happiness
and smiling a blissful smile, confident and calm. I was sixteen years old then. It was a slushy April and she wore a
blue jumper with white deer on it, although of course she wore other things as well. I can remember them even
now. There was a gray checked coat, short boots, a red scarf with black stripes and fluffy round bobbles. Why was
it that jumper made such an impression on me?
I don’t have a photograph of her. We split up without that touch. Seven days later.
We were sitting one evening on a bench under a lilac tree. I was scared of her. She had sprung this unexpected
question on me:
“Do you know how to kiss?”
I was scared of her serious expression, her imperturbability, and how sensible she was. I did not know then that
this was called being grown-up. And when she touched me by chance, I started so noticeably that she couldn’t
hide her feelings and smiled irritably.
She told me she had recently been going out with this boy, but he had dumped her. Tremulous tears even shone
in her eyes and made me gulp. Anyway, she had wanted, or rather hoped, that I could replace him since, after all I
cut quite a figure at school. She talked on, explaining it all, her eyes fixed on a sandpit, and my mouth felt drier
than it had since I was at nursery school, when I had been filling my little bucket with sand and suddenly decided
it was water and tried to drink it down.
She went in the entrance to her flat, and I knew she wouldn’t turn around. It wasn’t her style. I could carry on
staring at her back for all she cared. I stood there alone in April, mulling over everything, the blood hammering
like a tram in my brain, the intoxicating gusts of wind, the stained-glass fragments of sky set in a tracery of tree
branches, snatches of conversation, shuffling footsteps, the frenzied swooping of sparrows. Dust particles danced
in the sword thrusts of the sunbeams, and my whole youthful body felt like a huge power in an unknown,
boundless universe, hurtling through the unknown and the boundless, delirious with itself. Me. Which me?
Nothing?
That’s when I made my first big mistake. I packed it all in and went back to that tiny town on the border with
the Ukraine, to grandma, and auntie, and all my numerous Ukrainian relatives. I went back to learn how to walk.
At first I thought I would return home in a blaze of glory. I slept six hours a night and studied five hours a day
after work. I didn’t go out to the cinema, or parties. I read other people’s words of wisdom, wearing myself out
with textbooks and long cross-country runs in the mornings. Grandmother just sighed and said,
“If only some young flibbertygibbet would turn up and set you in a spin. What are you doing sitting around
like an old man the whole time?”
Auntie kept inviting various shy young girls round, laughing affectedly. It all went completely past me. But
after a year I wearied of my heavy head and my own stupidity, and the limitlessness of everything. I started
observing how the people here lived, and tried to live the same simple, cheerful way, singing cheery songs at the
festive table, going round singing carols on feast days, pouring water over people on Midsummer Night, drinking,
digging the soil, going fishing, eating kebabs by the campfire, having an arranged marriage, sitting on a bench
with a girl, or playing dominoes with friends, or later on with the other old men, and then dying peacefully and
without fuss in their sleep and being buried in the ground under a mulberry tree whose berries made people’s
mouths black. The rain would wash the dye out of the wreath, and it would wash the pint jar with the shriveled
daisies till it shone like crystal, and dissolve the toffees in their yellow wrappers. And everything started to go
right for me.
As soon as I stopped trying for university entrance I was accepted. I gave up studying, and became an
“achiever.” I stopped being interested in girls, and they started being interested in me. I stopped worrying about
work, and it started to go well. It seems that in order to have, you need perhaps to be able to relinquish.
Since then I’ve been living at ease, having understood that you don’t need a lot, and that actually you’re better
off with a little. You need enough to eat, you need to be able to sleep in peace, and to be free to go wherever you
want. I didn’t think about her much. It was all the same to me whether she was alive or dead, or what sort of
husband she had. When I returned to my home town I realized that much had gone forever. I didn’t recognize
people who nodded to me in the streets and smiled back at them in confusion. The town didn’t love me, and I had
forgotten it.
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She called out to me one day in the street. I was walking along unshaven, avoiding the spring-time puddles,
and munching a curd cheese bun. That was the spectacle I presented, and still she recognized me. I saw a pleasant
looking lady in a thick fur coat, wearing uncompromising lilac lipstick and smiling ingratiatingly. We talked
haltingly about school, about the passing of time, and about how rapidly we were turning from black sheep into
pillars of society. We talked about college and shared some gossip. I rubbed the stubble on my chin, holding the
bun in my hand. It was very strange. It was as if she were talking to someone standing behind my back and I was
talking to someone behind hers. These invisible partners of ours were talking from the other side of a wall of time,
out of their burial mounds, communicating through interpreters.
When you’re a child you assume that absolutely all change must be for the better. That’s why the drumming of
train wheels is always so joyful. That’s how it seemed to me when I came to visit my grandma, and the first thing
I did was go to the orchard and hide under a currant bush, and the rushes in the pond swayed and creaked so sadly.
“Come round and see me this evening,” she said. “What luck bumping into you like this! About six o’clock
then, okay? Remember where I live?”
Sometimes my memory amazes me. I remembered not only where she lived, but every day we had been
together and every word we had said.
“You haven’t changed a bit,” she told me, and it was the truth. In this case, though, the truth was like a rotten
nut. Outwardly, for sure, I looked just the same, but inwardly … it didn’t bear contemplating.
At five o’clock I dressed, went down to the market, bought some red carnations, and wandered around the
town, which was full of April restiveness. I saw the people, the shops and the cars and eventually ended up at a
birch grove. I didn’t actually go into it, because the birches were knee deep in cold, lifeless water which still
looked back to winter, while spring looked at itself in alarm in this torpid mirror world. I stood confronting the
trees with my lacy blood-red bouquet, and listened for the music inside me. There was none. I was empty.
My mother loved the carnations.
I was so sad about the girl in the blue jumper with white deer, so sad about having to kill her. What was I going
to have left?
I wondered too, where does it all go?
What sort of deeds or days teach us not to cry any more? What sort of people open our eyes to this not very
godly world, blotting out something unfathomable, yet good and holy? Why have I suddenly ceased being able to
listen to my own heart, hearing it nowadays only at the doctor’s when he puts his stethoscope on my chest and
says, “Hold your breath.”? Why has it suddenly become so impossible to breathe and listen to my heart? What fire
has burnt out my home, leaving me still tramping round trying to find the window from which I used to see that
lush orchard. And why can I now narrate things which before I only thought, and was the happier for it, and found
it easier to carry on.
It seems to me that when I die, and when the world has died, and what once was me has become a pink droplet
in the aura of a giant star, a handful of dust in the tail of a comet, a speck of nothing, it seems to me that this speck
will sometimes feel very strange; it will suddenly feel as though space has perceptibly lurched and time become
tangible; it will not know that this is called sorrow, and like a faint twinkling, like the twitching of skin around a
healing wound, strange, incomprehensible, unnecessary visions which it cannot hold in memory will begin to
impinge upon it with inexplicable insistence: the sultry world of a deciduous forest after rain, the sparkling of
grass in a waterfall of sunlight when there is stillness and only the breeze, when a loud sound breaks in, the
insistently aching iron thundering of the blood pulse of an enormous train, and again the breeze, and blurred birds,
and a girl in a blue jumper will walk through woods, pushing aside the branches from her face, only once turning
round with a painfully bitter look, and then she will carry on, leaving a trail trampled in the grass, crushed blood
red strawberries, breaking a glass jar with daisies, and the ground will be hard and damp and the world will rock
beneath the chubby white feet of a little boy in a white shirt, a round-headed boy with a happy, trusting smile open
to everything in this crazy world; and like the lash of a whip, a forgotten voice will reach the speck:
“My darling son!”
And that droplet of light in the aura of that enormous star, and that handful of dust in the ragged tail of the
comet, that speck of nothing will feel somehow strange and at odds in their endless movement, and the thing
which once was called anguish of soul will be upon them, and there will be so much of it that everything, all
around will be anguish of soul, endless, ever-present.
So there we are, whenever I am asked whether I have been happy I try to recall something terribly meaningful
and substantial, but only a lot of silly nonsense comes to mind.
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28.151 Dreamless And The Murderer\fn{by Sophia Kupryashina (1972-

)}

Russia (F) 4

1
She suddenly somehow began to feel a dull yearning for his body and for his smell, just to touch him. Just to
touch him. Just.
What was it? Some sort of ordinary desire—at daybreak, towards evening, after forcing herself to finish all her
jobs, at her limit, her puffy eyes glued to an object, so senselessly, so doggedly. How slack her stomach felt, and
all these old rags with the stretched elastic—as if they too had strained themselves, and—it’s almost a habit:
stopping up the pain in the joints with brandy, and all these dreams, and conversations with the old mirror are just
face exercises, and tomorrow you’ll go back to your little cellar and your broom, and they’ll ask you to also clean
up there and there, and again all this will drag on until it gets dark, and you’ll fall asleep, sitting on the window
sill.
And again the bucket, the light, the familiar sounds; the carpenter has come. She will stare at him for a long
time, trying to find him out. And she will find him out, like everyone and everything, she’ll catch this intonation,
and that gesture, but he, like so many, will be frightened by the way she looks at him, because there will be
something quite inhuman there; passion, perhaps. And he will leave, and again she will crawl about in the halfmad room and feel her throat shrink to a speck; and then suddenly there will be a moment—at night—it’s light:
little texts are raining down, like sleet, someone is ironing and saying:
“Only you shouldn’t drink …”
But what else can one do? And. … an exchange.
This will not be a convalescence, but a sign, on the far side, beyond which is the end; and she will somehow
manage to escape the abyss; she’ll do a superhuman entrechat,\fn{Caper in dancing.} and she’ll be left sitting on that
same upholstered day bed covered with cigarette burns, surrounded by strange people, who are waiting for her to
say something, or to let them undress her—and all this is the same madness, which brings no relief, but infuses
the body with a catlike plasticity and a spreading strength for that same bucket and that same brandy …
Huge trash bins with bright pictures stand like landmarks in this courtyard.
All these abstract bits of advice—to go with the beer in the abandoned room where fresh-cut twig brooms and
a blanket lie in a huge bathtub.
“Oh, no, it’s all over. The mice ate my brain, love ate my beauty. I’m waiting for the ones who live in
Bolshevik Lane, in the abandoned house over the wine store; they asked me to join their commune—I suit them;
that which was given to me will be forgotten, and my tense attention will be extracted.”
“What? I don’t remember, I remember vaguely—only I would be ashamed to meet anyone who knows them.
And I’ll carry on, so as to provoke to knife me fast. Or I’ll kill them: that’s simpler. I’ve imagined it for years:
he’s sleeping, like that time, in his boots and jacket, and calling me by some other name in his sleep, and his
friend is sleeping on our bed, crosswise; they’ve drunk four bottles of wine and will drink more; and I take a long
rusty knife, lying on the paper with the herring butter—the main thing is it’s long enough to reach the heart, and,
out of some childish fear of getting a bad grade, I can’t remember, which is right and which is left. He’s lying on
his stomach—that means his heart is on the right because if you turn him over, it’s on the left. Where’s the heart—
higher up? Lower down? You wouldn’t want to hit a rib.”
“Tanya,” he growls with a vowelful roar: “Tanya, take my pants off!”
“You’ll get your pants! Tanya, what does that mean?”
The knife goes in fine and then out again. And again. He gasps softly, both sober and losing consciousness at
the same time, and I cover him and the knife with a child’s blanket. His son cones in with a friend, a neighbor let
them in, he asks for a drink to cure his hangover, and I say: “Quiet, he’s sleeping; take what’s there, under the
table.” I slip out quickly, before the blood begins to seep under the door, and—I think—in any case they won’t
remember him anytime soon.
Again, in order: my overalls, which I haven’t the strength to mend, dyed socks, lip pencil, head scarf, someone
else’s shapeless coat, its creases saturated with dust, someone else’s boots, hands in pockets—fingering two
tokens, and where to—on the eternal wind—to the buckets? By eleven? What can I lean on—ah, the cold tin
statue; but he, smiling tragically, always tragically, will say:
“Look at her hands …”
Meanwhile the other cleaning woman was trying to pacify her throbbing brow and reading a copy of calming
Young Pioneer Pravda, found in the assembly hall. Yesterday she drank different drinks for twelve hours straight:
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dry wine, brandy, vodka, cheap port, wine again; her brow was throbbing like crazy: the cleaning woman pressed
it with her hand.
She picked an orange peel up off the floor, bit off an end and started to chew it. Still, she had shouted
yesterday, after the coffin with the torn light blue silk, after a kiss in the frigid cemetery, quiet and sunny; she had
even wanted the strapping grave-digger in the green sweater—he was chopping the frozen ground with a crowbar;
she thought about how he would go into the little graveyard house and drink with the others. All this was vague,
slow-motion. And she had shouted at an awkward moment—in front of the guests—long and overhard. The guests
had already started talking about something else and suddenly—they were silent. The night was the same
sleepless, senseless pouring on …
Before, she never thought that people could sleep standing but now she was going home and she was asleep—
sound asleep, and she was dreaming about a snowy road.
*
Before long, both cleaning women were sitting together in the attic, in that very same Bolshevik Lane.
*
It’s hard to say when time collapsed; I was lying or sitting, a whirlwind was unwrapping me with its tiny nips,
someone else’s tears were on me; I was gulping down cold brandy breaths.
My hairpin came out in the darkness, then two buttons came off. She somehow unwound me, relaxed me, and
something icy was in my throat. Just don’t let me remember what it resembles. But tomorrow—to again curl up,
to fuse into a frozen mass, and in the bathroom, before the smooth black-stone mirror, to cauterize my broken lip.
She told me her story. A stolen lipstick, prison at 18, gay girls, the usual business. I simply couldn’t
understand: how can she still be alive—here, she looks at me, smiles, sweeps five hours a day, the eternal padded
jacket, shoulder muscles (I have them too), a hundred roubles a month, but there isn’t one living bit of flesh left in
her: what wasn’t pounded out was cut out, the rest is history; daily torture; she can’t have children; in the time left
over after sweeping she numbs the pain—basically by drinking. “Vaska died on the 27th, I caught cold at the
funeral.” Her face is artificial. Deep, resilient wrinkles, red hands, she’s incredibly thin and weather-beaten.
Scepticism in every octave; we curse, raising our eyebrows: I my right, she her left (childhood tic). “I’ll just get
myself some false teeth and go whoring.”
I felt ashamed to be sitting next to this clot of pain; I felt like a warm healthy hulk, and—strangely trembling
out of a squeamish fear, desire and pity—I kissed her hand, and she stroked my head.
*
Someone said over me: “She’s so young, and already …” You wouldn’t say I fell with a crash, but—with a
gurgling. And then, standing on all fours in the middle of the pavement, I thought for a long time: what did he
smell of, cruel man? It seemed to me that if I kept my head down and hunched over, no one would see me, and I’d
crawl through the drain grate—a prison-cell window with noisy stormy waters—and would feel as small as a
child again—head like a raisin. Shaking loose and changing the spaces—do you see the darkness?—the stripes
across the walls: the Black Marias are coming—their latticed windows are.rolling across the walls, and that part
of you, on which you are lying, trembles for a long time more, and begins to knock—distinctly, warmly: in your
heel and in your heart.
I dreamt about war.
2
A wanted criminal—diffident, curly-headed—lay on the other side of the wall and I dreamt about the prison.
The kids liked to listen to me. Not that my stories were anything special, just that I had a certain bent for
mimicry and all kinds of spice, so that they always came out funny. The slammer was death to me: they would
have beat my brains out in a hurry if not for the kids who kept running up and touching me to see if I was alright
—is there really such a thing as a sweet broad who never once beat anyone up (first)? She either rattles on, or
goes and sits cross-legged in a comer, and rocks, her head thrown back, her lips pursed, and then you’d better
leave her alone, or else …
Their main conversations: what has begun to hurt, whose, where. Then … sex. Then: what to get high on,
where, with whom. Prices and debates. Will he or won’t he rat. And a drop of worldly philosophy. Too many
senseless actions for anyone to lack for ideas. Too many potions here—all kinds—to recall the past. Too many
people.
There are “boys,” there are “girls,” but I have three roles: Mama, boy and girl. The five-year age difference—
between 17 and 22—lends the effect of motherhood. Sometimes an extraneous (uninhibited) sound, or our raw
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twilight, or our strange nights—something falls into place, becomes clear, but then they will wake me for a latenight feast—and another solo, and just try and refuse. Analyses which I don’t have the strength to listen to. I go
back to my lair, I see pictures, feel depressed, someone will creep up under my side: drunken tears and
confessions, but tomorrow he’ll rat. Sleep, my little one, tomorrow it’s off to solitary.
I’m too used to keeping myself together to stop playing this role.
*
What happened to my poor twin sister—who was forgiven and permitted everything—was beautiful and a
textbook case, and could not have happened to anyone else. A confirmed criminal selected her for marriage,
threatened her with a gun fitted with a silencer, he took her to a little public park (this occurred in the dead of
night), and was on the point of coming up with something horrible, but she brought him to see me, so as to share
the murder and rape with me sister-like. It was 3 o’clock in the morning, and it felt so good to sleep after a kind of
shame and deception. Her lovers, whom she’d asked for protection, had all kicked her out, for, like the train of a
dress that has caught fire, she was trailed by that murderer, to whom, according to him, nothing mattered
anymore, but they hadn’t found anyone killed by him yet, and still he’d get death. That’s how this refreshing
meeting came about. The poor girl was half-conscious. He blushed when I offered him tea, and hid his feet under
the table. I, dreading a senseless conversation, was vicious: another sleepless night had robbed me of all
superfluous feeling.
Now, pitiful, shivering and sweating, she lunged around the kitchen like a gigantic blue reptile, but her eyes
were sad and almost vacant; the criminal occupied me too—for completely different reasons. Inwardly I even
cheered up and wanted to drink, and smash the bottles, and have an orgy all three of us, put she (the most limited
of creatures!) kept confusing the dishes and slurring her words, and he with a shy, almost Childlike familiarity,
tried to keep the conversation going and couldn’t take his eyes off her.
The story of the murderer sleeping on the other side of the wall went like this: his father and mother were
killed by accomplices right before his eyes when he was six; he ran away and lived in an orphanage until it came
time to take up the family trade. The first victims were those two. That throbbing love was still in him, he still
smelled of milk and twisted his lips into a smile.
They soon disappeared into the room I showed them. There was no death. I had played my part, though I didn’t
like it. My own uselessness put me to sleep.
*
It seemed to me that out the window it was winter, and the usual blizzard, rusty in the artificial light, was
swirling, and the sleepless windows opposite were cold. The whole day spelled winter; the choosing of sweaters
and socks, the long preparation for the first snow and the time when I would set out, alone and impetuously, along
the streets with their yellow lights, choking on the air, giving in to it and seeking out forms hitherto unseen; when
I, surrounded by forms, would see faces and carry on an endless conversation in my imagination; I am so
absorbed I don’t hear real conversations. But the endings of the words, stressed with the timbre of the voice,
refuse to lie down on paper, and I quietly turn into my kitchen. I hide the pail in the larder and again I go,
delighting in old and new forms, empty forms and forms filled with activity, in windows shining with partititions
of anthracite and gold (like the rims of a pince-nez); in forms, slightly dried with snowy sleet, and figures of
rubber and copper. The gray caps, lively faces—so many polygons smelling of wine and wind, standing in line—
but on the other side, opposite the windowless building, a four-table café awaits me, it has a new manager and
cream-filled pastries on the menu. I glance inside the coffee well and see: the circle has closed. Next stops: an
empty spring, an echoing archway, and an early-morning trolleybus.
In the morning it turned out that she had run away. The murderer stood outside the bathroom door, tapping
timidly and trying to persuade her to come out. He didn’t know that the bathroom door was sometimes hard to
open. His pants seemed somewhat worn in the daylight, but his bare torso was handsome and manly. I gave the
door a shove and it flew open: he looked eagerly inside and plodded dejectedly off to the room—to relive his
futile monologue.
After a brief investigation in the morning kitchen, we sat there without her, drank narcotic-strength tea and
talked, carressing each other with our eyes …
“When I saw her, it was like everything inside me flipped.”
“So why’d you scare her with a gun?”
“I don’t even know. We’d just come back from a hit.”
And now this one had come to me to confess. Well then? Let’s assume I can keep myself together; let’s assume
I’m not all that helpless and lethargic. But why receive confirmation of my virtues when there’s nobody to use
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them on?! And after this outburst of fitness, there will again be months of drowziness, or drunkeness, or nasty,
petty, consuming hatred, and, evidently, those superhuman efforts I employ so as not to throw myself on someone
came in handy yesterday—in a much weaker dose. Why all this heroism and all this knowledge of my own worth,
if no one wants to buy me, if people are scared to get involved with me—if I don’t want this, and if I ever did,
then so much the worse: I will start crawling around offices, on my knees, and yelling: “Don’t leave me here, dear
man!”—and people don’t like that …
“You just tell me what she likes and I’ll marry her.”
“Everyone likes Pepsi, vodka, pizza.”
“Can she have children?”
“She probably can: how can she not at gun-point?”
Senseless, senseless, sainted world. Both eyes—one with an incredibly dilated pupil, the other with almost no
pupil at all and seemingly flecked with gold dust—both eyes are dead. After a “hit,” he walks along the parapets.
A century ago, he would have been a real suitor: he would have showered the matchmakers in their peaked caps
with dahlias—to the accompaniment of an accordion.
“What’s her mother like?” The sky above is painted with colored markers, it’s becoming stuffy, and the
apartment smells are coming back to life, but he is still sitting here.
“When the light fell on her, it’s like something in me flipped.”
What sort of a mission is this—confessing lovers? What sort of torture is this—to know that no one will ever
ask about you that way!
Just as the peasant longs to don a lordly pince-nez, so I long to matchmake. But the isolation of the castes still
exists, as do the laws of biology. I am equal to him in strength, but not in caste. You can respect me, but never
love me, for they love … their own. And however curative the touch of a person of another caste, it is cold.
I remember the accidental fortune-teller in the old cluttered park. He was young, divorced, worked in an office,
and had stopped by this ancient garden right after the trial. He took my hand bravely enough, but saw something
there that greatly disturbed him.
“Well, what do you see?”
“You must excuse me. … I feel very awkward …” (agonizing exhalation). “You will have many men …”
“I know that. I’ve already, as a matter of—”
“Yes, but they won’t love you. Only you will love.”
He walked away to a side path; he had suddenly and definitively solved a great many problems (his? mine?).
And there was never another day of such blissful clarity—that I can say for sure.
We have been sitting for nearly two hours, and suddenly, after a night terror, I am incredibly tense, and his
presence is so painful, so empty: he is a minus-person, he smells like carrion; but he likes it here—he’s relaxed
and boring. Now, his desert is in me, all his “hits,” and that dream was his dream; the neutralization reaction has
been completed. My heavy gestures, his current complaisance—it’s all repugnant!
“Oh, okay,” he is scrupulous in his goodbyes, the way they are in the country, he practically bows and,
mentally equipped with accordion, dahlias and Pepsi-Cola, he sets off on a long journey.
*
I touch the dark last grass on the Gobelin tapestry and feel my temperature rising. In the din of dawn
construction and the thawing air I read my old feelings. The autumnal blade of grass pokes out beyond the
tapestry’s expanse. It is almost dead and cool. Horses graze by a tumbledown manor-house fence; a fallen beam
blocks their path to a distant yellow forest; fall is in the air—with a single note, or an entire scale, and the black
horse turns to meet my gaze.
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The Cathedral of Christ the Savior, Moscow, City of Federal Significance, Russia

The Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception, Moscow, City of Federal Significance, Russia
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The Cathedral of Kazan, Moscow, City of Federal Significance, Russia

1234

The Cathedral Vasily the Blessed, commonly known as the Cathedral of St. Basil, Moscow, City of Federal
Significance, Russia: below, when seen from the air

1235

The Cathedral of the Epiphany, Moscow, City of Federal Significance, Russia

1236

The Cathedral of The Dormition, Moscow, City of Federal Significance, Russia

1237

The Cathedral of the Annunciation (and, below, of Ivan the Great), Moscow, City of Federal Significance,
Russia
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The Cathedral of the Archangel, Moscow, City of Federal Significance, Russia

The Cathedral of the Assumption, Moscow, City of Federal Significance, Russia
1239

The Church of the Resurrection of Christ and the New Martyrs and Confessors of the Russian Church,
Sretensky Monastery, Moscow, City of Federal Significance, Russia

1240

The Church of the Transfiguration, Star City, Moscow Oblast, Russia
1241

The Church of the Sign of Our Lady, Dubrovitsy Village, Moscow Oblast, Russia: two views
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1243

The Cathedral of the Ascension, Zveringorod, Moscow Oblast, Russia

The Church of Our Lady of Kazan, Dolgoprudny, Moscow Oblast, Russia
1244

The Church of the Annunciation, Taininskoye, Moscow Oblast, Russia

The Church of St. Igor, Peredelkino, Moscow Oblast, Russia
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The Church of the Intercession, Fili, Moscow Oblast, Russia
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The Naval Cathedral of St. Nicholas, St. Petersburg, City of Federal Significance, Russia

The Cathedral of St. Isaac, St. Petersburg, City of Federal Significance, Russia
1247

The Cathedral of the Trinity, St. Petersburg, City of Federal Significance, Russia

The Cathedral of the Resurrection, St. Petersburg, City of Federal Significance, Russia: two views
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This cathedral was built on the site where Tsar Alexander II was assassinated (1881). This gave the it a
popularly used name: The Cathedral of the Savior on the Spilled Blood.
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The Cathedral of Our Lady of Kazan, St. Petersburg, City of Federal Significance, Russia

The Smolny Cathedral, St. Petersburg, City of Federal Significance, Russia: detail below
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The Cathedral of St. John the Baptist, St. Petersburg, City of Federal Significance, Russia

The Cathedral of Sts. Peter and Paul, St. Petersburg, City of Federal Significance, Russia
1252

The Cathedral of Sts. Peter and Paul, Peterhof palace in Petergof, St. Petersburg, City of Federal
Significance, Russia: front view. Below is a side view.
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1254

The Cathedral of Andrew the First-Called, St. Petersburg, City of Federal Significance, Russia

The Cathedral of Saint Nicholas (built 1903-1913), Kronstadt, St Petersburg, Russia
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1256

The Cathedral of St. Catherine, Kingisepp Town, Leningrad Oblast,

The Uspensky Cathedral and the Monastery of the Assumption, Tikhvin, Leningrad Oblast

1257

The Cathedral of Spas-Buaky Village, Leningrad Oblast,

The Church of the Tikvin Icon of the Mother of God, Leningrad Oblast

1258

The Cathedral of St. Michael the Archangel and All The Bodiless Powers, Toksovo, Leningrad Oblast,
Russia
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The Church of the Trinity, Maykop, Republic of Adygea, Russia

A mosque at Maykop, Republic of Adygea, Russia

1260

The Cathedral of the Nativity of the Theotokos, Ufa, Bashkortostan Republic, Russia: detail below
1261

A mosque in Ufa, Bashkortostan Republic, Russia
1262

The Cathedral of Our Lady of Smolensk, Ulan-Ude, Republic of Buryatia, Russia: two views

1263

A temple in Ulan Ude, Republic of Buryatia, Russia

1264

The Temple of St. Marcarius, Gorno-Altaysk, Altai Republic, Russia,

The Church of the Intercession of the Holy Virgin, Gorno-Altaysk, Altai Republic, Russia,

1265

The Grand Mosque of Makhachkala, Republic of Dagestan, Russia: two views

1266

Akhmad Kadyrov Mosque, Grozny, Chechen Republic, Russia: three views

1267

The Akhmad Kadyrov Mosque, Grozny, Chechen Republic, Russia

1268

A mosque in Nazran, Republic of Ingushetia, Russia

The mosque at the airport of Magas, Republic of Ingushetia, Russia

1269

The Church of the Holy Trinity, Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad Oblast, Russia

The Cathedral of the Virgin Mary and St. Adalbert, Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad Oblast, Russia
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The Cathedral of Christ the Savior, Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad Oblast, Russia
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The Church of the Dormition, Yaroslavl, Yaroslavl Oblast, Russia

The Church of St. John the Baptist, Yaroslavl, Yaroslavl Oblast, Russia
1272

The Cathedral of Christ the Savior, Kukoboy Village, Yaroslavl Oblast, Russia

The Cathedral of St. Nicholas (in the foreground) and the Church of St. Procopius, Yaroslavl, Yaroslavl
Oblast, Russia
1273

Various churches in Uglich Town, Yaroslavl Oblast, Russia

Churches in Rostov Town, Yaroslavl Oblast, Russia
1274

The Church of Prince Dimitry, Uglich Town, Yaroslavl Oblast, Russia: two views

1275

The Cathedral of Our Lady of Kazan, Irkutsk, Irkutsk Oblast, Russia: three views

1276

The Church of Prince Vladimir, Irkutsk, Irkutsk Oblast, Russia

1277

The Church of the Sign of Our Lady (1784), Veshalovka Village, Lipetsk Oblast, Russia

The Cathedral of the Dormition, Zadonsk, Lipetsk Oblast, Russia

1278

The church of the Bogoroditsky Monastery, Zadonsk, Lipetsk Oblast, Russia

1279

The Church of Mary Magdaline, Nalchik, Kabardino-Balkar Republic, Russia

The Central Mosque in Nalchik, Kabardino-Balkar Republic, Russia

1280

The Church of Sts. Constantine and Elena, Abakan, Republic of Khakassia, Russia

The Cathedral of the Transfiguration, Abakan, Republic of Khakassia, Russia: closer detail follows
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1282

The Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, Anadyr, Chukotka Autonomous Okrug, Russia: two views

1283

The Pochozersky Church, Arkhangelsk, Arkhangelsk Oblast, Russia: two views

1284

The Church of the Protection of the Mother of God (17th century), Zaostrovye, Arkhangelsk Oblast, Russia

The Church of St. Martin, Arkhangelsk, Arkhangelsk Oblast, Russia

1285

The Cathedral of Michael the Archangel, Arkhangelsk, Arkhangelsk Oblast, Russia

The Church of the Hodigitgria Icon of the Mother of God, Kimzha Village, Arkhangelsk Oblast, Russia

1286

The Church of St. George (1672), built in Vershiny Village, Arkhangelsk Oblast, Russia

A church in Novadvinsk, Arkhangelsk Oblast, Russia
1287

The Church of the Presentation (1689-1693), Solvychegodsk, Arkhangelsk Oblast, Russia

The Cathedral of the Annunciation, Solvychegodsk, Arkhangelsk Oblast, Russia: two views
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The Cathedral of St. Nicholas, Belogorsky Monastery, White Mountain, Perm Krai, Russia

The Church of the Decapitation of John the Baptist, Kultayevo, Perm Krai, Russia
1290

The Cathedral of the Ascension, Perm, Perm Krai, Russia: two views

1291

The Church of the Epiphany (1687-1695), Solikampsk, Perm Krai, Russia

1292

The Church of Transformation, Perm, Perm Krai, Russia

1293

The Cathedral of the Resurrection, Arzamas, Nizhny Novgorod Oblast, Russia

Nizhny Novgorad mosque, Nizhny Novgorod Oblast, Russia

1294

The Stroganov Church in Nizhny Novgorod Nizhny Novgorod Oblast, Russia

1295

A church in Nizhny Novgorod, Nizhy Novgorod Oblast, Russia

A church in Sarov, Nizhy Novgorod Oblast, Russia
1296

The Cathedral of the Assumption (1700-1710), Astrakhan, Astrakhan Oblast, Russia: two views

1297

A church in the Astrakhan Oblast, Russia

The Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, Astrakhan, Astrakhan Oblast, Russia
1298

A church in Kamyzyak, Astrakhan Oblast, Russia

1299

The Cathedral of the Transfiguration, Belgorod, Belgorod Oblast, Russia

The Church of the Archangel Gabriel, Belgorod, Belgorod Oblast, Russia
1300

The Cathedral of the Transfiguration (2004), Berdsk, Novosibirsk Oblast, Russia

1301

The Cathedral of the Annunciation, Birobidzhan, Jewish Autonomous Obolast, Russia

A synagogue in Birobidzhan, Jewish Autonomous Obolast, Russia
1302

The Cathedral of the Assumption, Biysk, Altai Krai, Russia

1303

The Cathedral of the Annunciation, Blagoveshchensk, Amur Oblast, Russia

1304

The Cathedral of the Annunciation, Borovsk, Kaluga Oblast, Russia

1305

The Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, Bryansk, Bryansk Oblast, Russia

The Church of the Presentation of Mary (1702), Monastery of Sts. Peter and Paul, Bryansk, Bryansk
Oblast, Russia

1306

The Church of the Assumption, Cheboksary, Chuvash Republic, Russia: two views

The Church of All Saints, Cheboksary, Chuvash Republic, Russia: two views

1307

The Church of the Ikon: The Mother of God Soothe My Sorrows, Chelyabinsk, Chelyabinsk Oblast, Russia

The Cathedral of St. Simeon of Verkhoturye, Chelyabinsk, Chelyabinsk Oblast, Russia
1308

The Church of Our Lady, Upper Sanarka, Chelyabinsk, Chelyabinsk Oblast, Russia

1309

A mosque in Chita, Zabaykalsky Krai, Russia

The Cathedral of Our Lady of Kazan, Chita, Zabaykalsky Krai, Russia

1310

The Aginskiy datsan, Aginsky, Zabaykalsky Krai, Russia

1311

The Church of All Saints, Yekaterinburg, Sverdlovsk Oblast, Russia

The Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, Yekaterinburg, Sverdlovsk Oblast, Russia

1312

The Church of the Transfiguration of the Savior (1823), Nizhnyaya Sinyachikha, Sverdlovsk Oblast, Russia

The Church of St. Iowan, Yekaterinburg, Sverdlovsk Oblast, Russia

1313

Church of the Holy Transfiguration, Nizhnyaya Sinyachikha, nr Alapayevsk, Sverdlovsk Oblast, Russia
1314

A mosque in Vladikavkaz, Republic of North Ossetia-Alania, Russia

1315

A church in Vladikavkaz, Republic of North Ossetia-Alania, Russia

1316

Cathedral of St. Michael, Izhevsk, Udmurt Republic, Russia

The Church of the Holy Great Martyr and Healer Panteleimon, Karakulino, Udmurt Republic, Russia

1317

The Cathedral of the Assumption, Omsk, Omsk Oblast, Russia: two views

1318

The Church of The Transfiguration (foreground), The Church of the Intercession (the nine-domed church
in the background) and their Bell Tower (in front of the Transfiguration Church). The low-lying strtucture
in front of them is their refrectory. Together they form the Kizhi Pogost Historical Site, Kizhi Island, Lake
Onega, Republic of Karelia, Russia. They were all built entirely of wood without using a single nail; the
wooden domes are covered in aspen. Thousands of logs were used, transported from the mainland. Details
below: the last photograph was taken during the final stages of a maintenance preservation project.
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1320

1321

1322

The church of Valaam Monastery, Valaam Island, Lake Lagoda, Republic of Karelia, Russia
1323

Qolsharif Mosque, Kazan, Republic of Tartarstan, Russia

The Cathedral of the Annunciation, Kazan, Republic of Tartarstan, Russia
1324

The Cathedral of Sts. Peter and Paul, Kazan, Republic of Tartarstan, Russia: details below

1325

This view of the back of the cathedral includes the cathedral bell-tower, fully visible above
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1327

Naberezhnye Chelny Mosque, Naberezhnye Chelny, Republic of Tartarstan, Russia

Äcem Mosque, Kazan, Republic of Tartarstan, Russia

1328

The Cathedral of the Nativity, Novokuznetsk, Kemerovo Oblast, Russia

The Al-Munira Mosque, Kemerovo Oblast, Russia
1329

The Cathedral of Christ’s Nativity (2012), Novokuznetsk, Kemerovo Oblast, Russia

A church in Marinsk, Kemerovo Oblast, Russia
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1331

The Cathedral of the Transfiguration, Yakutsk, Sakha Republic, Russia: details below
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1333

A church in Yakutsk, Sakha Republic, Russia

1334

Cathedral of St. Fedor Ushakova, Saransk, Republic of Mordovia, Russia

1335

The Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, Ruzaveka, Republic of Mordovia, Russia

1336

The Cathedral of St. Michael the Archangel, Sochi, Krasnodar Krai, Russia

The Cathedral of St. Prince Vladimir, Sochi, Krasnodar Krai, Russia
1337

The Cathedral of the Miraculous Image of Christ the Savior, Sochi, Krasnodar Krai, Russia

A church in Krasnodar, Krasnodar Krai, Russia

1338

The Cathederal of the Elevation of The Holy Cross, Lesosibirsk, Krasnoyarsk Krai, Russia

The Church of St. Nicholas, Krasnoyarsk, Krasnoyarsk Krai, Russia

1339

The Church of the Intercession of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Krasnoyarsk, Krasnoyarsk Krai, Russia

1340

The Cathedral of the Ascension, Tambov, Tambov Oblast, Russia
1341

The Cathedral of the Transfiguration, Tambov, Tambov Oblast, Russia
1342

The Morshansky Cathedral in Tambov, Tambov Oblast, Russia

1343

Caption: “Cathedrals in Tver”. The second cathedral is elsewhere described as The Cathedral of Boris and
Gleb, and the buildings behind it are said to be part of the “Borisoglebsky Monastery, Torzhok, Tver
Region.” The first cathedral I know nothing else about.

This is described as “Tower of flooded cathedral, Kalyazin, Tver Oblast.”
1344

The Cathedral of the Holy Resurrection, Tver, Tver Oblast, Russia

1345

The Cathedral of the Transfiguration, Surgut, Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrug, Russia: two views

1346

The Church of All Saints, Surgut, Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrug, Russia
1347

The Cathedral of the Resurrection, Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrug, Russia

1348

The Cathedral of the Dormition, Vladimir, Vladimir Oblast, Russia: two views

1349

The Cathedral of St. Dimitrius of Thesaloniki, Vladimir, Vladimir Oblast, Russia

The Cathedral of the Nativity, Suzdal, Vladimir Oblast, Russia
1350

The Chuirches of St. Antipius and St. Lazarus, Suzdal, Vladimir Oblast, Russia

The church of Bogolyubovo, Vladimir Oblast, Russia

1351

Two churches in Suzdal, Vladimir Oblast, Russia

1352

The Church of the Resurrection of Christ (foreground), built in Patakino, now in Suzdal, Vladimir Oblast,
Russia

1353

The Church of the Resurrection (1652), Kostroma, Kostroma Oblast, Russia

The Ipatev Monastery, with a view of the Cathedral of the Holy Trinity in the background, Kostroma,
Kostroma Oblast, Russia

1354

The Cathedral of the Dormition, Khabarovsk, Kharbarovsk Krai, Russia

The Cathedral of the Transfiguration of the Savior, Khabarovsk, Kharbarovsk Krai, Russia

1355

The temple of the Golden Monastery of the Buddha Shakyamuni, Elista, Republic of Kalmykia, Russia

1356

The Cathedral of Christ the Savior, Ivanovo, Ivanovo Oblast, Russia

1357

The Cathedral of St. Seraphim of Sarov, Kirov, Kirov Oblast, Russia

The Church of the Holy Trinity of the Alexander Nevesky Monastery, Kirov, Kirov Oblast, Russia
1358

The Church of the Theodor Ikon of the Mother of God, Kirov, Kirov Oblast, Russia

1359

The Church of the Life-Giving Trinity, Yoshkar-Ola, Mari El Republic, Russia

An arial view of two cathedrals in Yoshkar-Ola, Mari El Republic, Russia: two views
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Below: another unidentified cathedral in Yoshkar-Ola, Mari El Republic, Russia

1361

The Cathedral of the Holy Virgin, Kozmodemyansk, Mari El Republic, Russia

1362

The Church of the Trinity, Iversky Monastery, Rostov-on-Don, Rostov Oblast, Russia
1363

The Kremlin Church of Rostov-on-Don, Rostov Oblast, Russia

A church in Shakhty, Rostov Oblast, Russia
1364

The Central Mosque, Karachaevsk Town, Karachay-Cherkess Republic, Russia

The Cathedral of St. Nicholas, Karachay-Cherkess Republic, Russia

1365

The Cathedral of St. Stephen, Syktyykar, Komi Republic, Russia

1366

The Cathedral of the Trinity, Kyzyl, Tuva Republic, Russia: two views

1367

The Buddhist temple Khuree Tsechenling, Kyzyl, Tuva Republic, Russia

The Tos Deer Shaman Clinic, Kyzyl, Tuva Republic, Russia

1368

The Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky, Kamchatka Krai, Russia: two views

1369

An unfinished church at Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky, Kamchatka Krai, Russia

1370

The Church of Our Lady’s Protection, Vladivostok, Primorsky Krai, Russia

The Church of the Blessed Virgin, Vladivostok, Primorsky Krai, Russia

1371

The Pokrovsky Cathedral, Vladivostok, Primorsky Krai, Russia

1372

The Cathedral of St. Andrew, Stavropol, Stavropol Krai, Russia

Two churches in Stavropol, Stavropol Krai, Russia
1373

The Cathedral of Our Lady of Kazan, Volgograd, Volgograd Oblast, Russia

The Cathedral of the Ascension, Novocherkassk, Volgograd Oblast, Russia
1374

The Church of All Saints, Mamayev Kurgn, Volgograd Oblast, Russia

1375

The Church of St. Nicholas, Glinka, Vologda Oblast, Russia

Church of the Dormition, Gorny Monastery, Vologda, Vologda Oblast, Russia
1376

The Cathedral of St. Sophia, Vologda, Volagda Oblast, Russia

A church in Vologda Oblast, Russia
1377

The Church of St. Nicholas (1669), Vladychnaia Sloboda (1669), Vologda Oblast, Russia

A church in Cherepovets, Vologda Oblast, Russia
1378

The Cathedral of the Annunciation, Voronezh, Voronezh Oblast, Russia: two views

1379

The Cathedral of the Assumption, Voronezh, Voronezh Oblast, Russia

The Church of the Sicilian Icon of the Mother of God, Voronezh, Voronezh Oblast, Russia
1380

The Church of St. Xenia of Petersburg, Voronezh, Voronezh Oblast, Russia

The Cathedral of Christ the Saviour, Voronezh, Voronezh Oblast, Russia
1381

The Cathedral of Alexander Nevsky, Kurgn, Kurgan Oblast, Russia

The Church of the Resurrection, Kurgn, Kurgan Oblast, Russia

1382

The Cathedral of the Assumption, Smolensk, Smolensk Oblast, Russia:

Caption: “Church near Smolensk” [Flyonovo Village, Smolensk Oblast, Russia]: two views

1383

1384

The Church of St. Michael (built 1180-1197), Smolensk, Smolensk Oblast, Russia

The Church of Sts. Peter and Paul, Smolensk, Smolensk Oblast, Russia

1385

The Cathedral of the Epiphany, Tomsk, Tomsk Oblast, Russia: two views

1386

The Church of St. Mary, Tomsk, Tomsk Oblast, Russia

A church in Kozhevnikovo (1995), Tomsk Oblast, Russia
1387

A church in Tomsk, Tomsk Oblast, Russia, in the dead of winter

1388

The Cathedral of The Dormition, Tula, Tula Oblast, Russia

The Cathedral of the Assumption, Tula, Tula Oblast, Russia: two views

1389

The Church of the Savior, Tyumen, Tyumen Oblast, Russia

Caption: “Wooden church in Tyumen province” [Tyumen Oblast, Russia]

1390

The Znamensky Cathedral, Tyumen, Tyumen Oblast, Russia

The Church of All Sacred, Tyumen, Tyumen Oblast, Russia
1391

The Cathedral of the Holy Ascension, Ulyanovsk, Ulyanovsk Oblast, Russia

A mosque in Novospasskoe, Ulyanovsk Oblast, Russia

1392

Caption: “Cathedral in the Ulyanovsk region” [Ulyanovsk Oblast, Russia]

Caption: “Orthodox church in Ulyanovsk oblast” [Russia]
1393

The Cathedral of the Resurrection, Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk, Sakhalin Oblast, Russia

Caption: “Russia, Sakhalin, Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk. A new Orthodox church.”

1394

The Church of St. Nicholas, Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk, Sakhalin Oblast, Russia: two views

1395

The old Church, Alexsandrovsk, Sakhalin Oblast, Russia. Below, the new Alexandrovsk church.

1396

The Church of St. Nicholas, Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk, Sakhalin Oblast, Russia

The Church of St. Innocent of Moscow, Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk, Sakhalin Oblast, Russia
1397

The Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, Saratov, Saratov Oblast, Russia

The Church of St. Alexsievsky Convent, Saratov, Saratov Oblast, Russia
1398

The Church of the Icon of the Mother of God Soothe My Sorrows, Saratov, Saratov Oblast, Russia

1399

The Church of the Intercession of Our Lady, Saratov, Saratov Oblast, Russia: two views

1400

1401

The Cathedral of St. George, Samara, Samara Oblast, Russia

The Church of the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Samara, Samara Oblast, Russia

1402

The Cathredal of the Apostles Cyril and Methodius (foreground, with the Bell Tower in the background),
Samara, Samara Oblast, Russia

The Cathedral of Our Lady of Kazan, Syzran, Samara Oblast, Russia

1403

The Cathedral of the Assumption, Ryazan, Ryazan Oblast, Russia: two views

1404

The Church of Nikolay Yamskoy, Ryazan, Ryazan Oblast, Russia

The Cathedral of St. Michael, Ryazan, Ryazan Oblast, Russia
1405

The Church of Sts. Boris and Gleb, Ryazan, Ryazan Oblast, Russia
1406

A church in Zimarovo, Ryazan Oblast, Russia

1407

The Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, Pskov, Pskov Oblast, Russia

Detail of the interior of the Cathedral of the Holy Trinity
1408

Cathedral of Nativity of Saint John the Baptist (c.1150), Ivanovsky Monastery, Pskov, Pskov Oblast,
Russia: two views

1409

St. Olga of Kiev, by Mikhail Vasilyevich Nesterov, in Trinity Cathedral, in Pskov, Pskov Oblast, Russia
1410

The Resurrection of Christ (late 1890s), Mikhail Vasilyevich Nesterov (1862-1942)

1411

The Church of the Assumption of Our Lady, Pskov, Pskov Oblast, Russia

1412

The Church of the Nativity of the Theotokos, Kursk, Kursk Oblast, Russia

The Church of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Kursk, Kursk Oblast, Russia
1413

The Church of the Ascension of The Lord, Kursk, Kursk Oblast, Russia

The Church of St. Seraphim of Sarov, Kursk, Kursk Oblast, Russia

1414

The Church of the Holy Royal Passion, Kursk, Kursk Oblast, Russia

The Zenamensky Cathedral, Kursk, Kursk Oblast, Russia

1415

The Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, Magadan, Magadan Oblast, Russia. Below: scenes from its consecration
on the seventh of September, 2011, when consecrated by Cyril, Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia
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1417

1418

1419

1420

The Church of the Nativity, Magadan, Magadan Oblast, Russia

The Chapel of St. George, Magadan, Magadan Oblast, Russia
1421

A church near Magadan, Magadan Oblast, Russia

A church in Magadan, Magadan Oblast, Russia
1422

The Church of the Savior on Waters, Murmansk, Murmansk Oblast, Russia: two views

1423

A village church in the Murmansk Oblast, Russia

A church in Murmansk, Murmansk Oblast, Russia
1424

The Church of the New Russian Martyrs and Confessors, Murmansk, Murmansk Oblast, Russia

The Church of St. Nicholas, Murmansk, Murmansk Oblast, Russia
1425

The Cathedral of St. Sophia, Veliky Novgorod, Novgorod Oblast, Russia: two views

1426

The Church of St. Nikola (1767), Veliky Novgorod, Novgorod Oblast, Russia: two views

1427

The Church of St. Paraskeva (1207), Veliky Novgorod, Novgorod Oblast, Russia

The Church of the Nativity of Our Lady, Viatroslavlitsy, Veliky Novgorod, Novgorod Oblast, Russia
1428

The Cathedral of Our Lady of the Sign (1688), Veliky Novgorod, Novgorod Oblast, Russia

The Church of the Transfiguration of Our Savior (1374), Veliky Novgorod, Novgorod Oblast, Russia
1429

The Church of St. Theodore Stratelates (1361), Veliky Novgorod, Novgorod Oblast, Russia

Caption: “A church in Novgorod Oblast”
1430
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Caption: “The Temple Of Kazan Icon Of The Mother Of God, Orenburg” [Orenburg Oblast, Russia]
1432

The Chuch of the Life-Giving Trinity, Saraktash, Orenburg Oblast, Russia

The Church of Perpetual Help of Our Lady, Orsk, Orenburg Oblast, Russia
1433

The Church of St. George, Orsk, Orenburg Oblast, Russia

A church in Orenburg, Orenburg Oblast, Russia

1434

The church complex in the Old City of Orsk, Orenburg Oblast, Russia, including The Church of the
Transfiguration of the Savior, The Temple of St. Nicholas the Wonderworker, and (hidden behind the
building in the foreground) The Chapel of St. Seraphim of Sarov. Two views

1435

A mosque in Orsk, Orenburg Oblast, Russia
1436

The First Adventist Church in Oryol, Oryol Oblast, Russia

A church in the process of restoration in the Oryol Oblast, Russia
1437

The Church of Elijah the Prophet, Oryol, Oryol Oblast, Russia

The Church of the Presentation of the Lord, Oryol, Oryol Oblast, Russia
1438

The Cathedral of the Epiphany, Oryol, Oryol Oblast, Russia

1439

The Chapel of the Archangel Michael, Penza, Penza Oblast, Russia

The Church of the Ascension, Spassk, Penza Oblast, Russia

1440

The Pokrovsky Cathedral in Penza, Penza Oblast, Russia

The Troitse-Scanov Convent, Penza Oblast, Russia

1441

The Cathedral of St. Michael, Serdobsk, Penza Oblast, Russia

The Russian Orthodox Seminary near Penza, Penza Oblast, Russia

1442

The Cathedral of the Epiphany in Naryan-Mar, Nenets Autonomous Okrug, Russia

The attached church, part of the cathedral complex, Naryan-Mar, Nenets Autonomous Okrug, Russia

1443

The Cathedral of the Epiphany with its Bell-tower, and the attached church in the background. Below, the
city of Naryan-Mar, Nenets Autonomous Okrug, Russia, at night, with the cathedral illuminated in the
background. The large building in the center of the photograph is the city post office.
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The Church of St. Nicholas, Naryan-Mar, Nenets Autonomous Okrug, Russia: two views

1445

The church of Nes Village, Naryan-Mar, Nenets Autonomous Okrug, Russia

1446

The Church of Peter and Paul, Salekhard, Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Okrug, Russia

The Obdorsky Ostrog, Salekhard, Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Okrug, Russia.
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