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ON THE FLOOR bencath the wimdow of a
small, dusky room lay my father, remarkably
long and all dressed in white; the toes of
his bare feet were strangely widespread, and
the fingers of his gentle hands. now quictly
crossed on his breast, were hikewise distorted.
The dark discs of copper coms closed his Taugh-
ing cyes, his kind face had become livid, and

[ was terrified by the glint of his set tecth.
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My mother, m a red skirt but little else,
was kneeling beside him, combing back his
soft hair with the black comb [ had used as
a saw to cut through the rind of watermelons.
She kept muttering something 1in a deep,
hoarse voice; her grey eyes were swollen and
scemed meltmg into large tears.

My hand was bemg held by my grand-
mother—a roundish woman with a large head,
enormous cyes, and a funny, fleshy nose. She
was all soft and dark and fascinating. She too
was weeping, but m a peculiar way that formed
a pleasant accompanument to my mother. She
trembled all over and kept pushing me  to-
wards my father, but [ hung back, hiding be-
hind her shirts. T was afrard and uncomfort-
ablc.

[ had never before seen grownups cry and
did not understand the words my grandmother
kept saymg to me.

”G\) txlk(‘ yollr l(‘\l\'\‘ 0‘. }'\‘llt‘ (ld(l({y. YOU’“
never see him agam He's died, my darling,
before hus time, betore his hour ”

[ had just recovered trom a serious illness,

durmg which my father—I remember that
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very well—had come and played with me
merrily. But suddenly he disappeared and his
place was taken by this strange woman who
was my grandmother.

“Did you have to walk far to get here?”
1 asked her.

“I didn’t walk, [ rode. You don’t walk
on the water, you fig,” she answered.
“I came down from the Lower,* higher

up.

This sounded very funny and mixed up:
higher up in our house lived some bearded,
painted Persians, while in the cellar hived an
old yellow-skinned Kalmyk who sold sheep-
skins. You could descend by sliding down the
banister, or by somersaulting «f you fell off—
[ knew this well enough. But where did the
water come in? She was all wrong and crazily
mixed up

“Why do you call me a fig?”

“Because you're so big,” was her laughing
retort.

* «The Lower” is the English translation of
“Nizhni”—-short form of “Nizhni-Novgorod.”—-
Trons.
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She had a kind, bright, hilting manner
of speech. From the very first day she and I
became great friends, and now l was anxious
that we both get out of this room.

My mother upset me Her tears and wailing
fille.1 me with unwonted alarms 1 had never
scen her Iike this before: ordimarily she was
a stern woman, who wasted no words. She
was clean and smooth and large as a mare;
she had a firm body and exceedingly strong
hands. But now she was unpleasantly swollen
and dishevelled Her clothes were torn, and
her h.nr, usua”y pllvd mto such a necat, bright
cap on top of her head, was flowing over her
bare shoulders and o her eyes, with one
brard swinging mto my tathe: s sleeping face.
I had been .sl.lndmg i the room for some time,
but not once had she so much as glanced at
me, absorbed as she was 1 combmg my fa-
ther’s hair and  weepmg

The soldicr who was on duty glanced
into the room, .1Ix\|1g with some dark-faced mu-
zhiks

“l’lurry and lay him out,” c¢ried the soldier

irritably
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The window was hung with a dark shawl
which blew out like a sail. Once when my
father had taken me for a ride in a sailboat
there had come an unexpected crash of thun-
der. My father had laughed, pressed me be-
tween his knees, and cried:

“That’s all right, don’t be afraid, son!”

Suddenly my mother sprang up heavily,
then fell on her back, her hair streaming over
the floor, her sightless face livid, her teeth
clenched like those of my father.

“Lock the door

gasped in an awful voice.

take Alexei out,” she

My grandmother pushed me aside as she
rushed toward the door.

“Don’t be afrard, good people!” she cried.
“Don’t touch her! Go away, for the love
of Christ! It’s not the cholera! It’s the
birth pains bcgmning' Take prty. good peo-
ple!”

I hid behind a trunk in a dark corner,
from where [ could watch my mother writhing
on the ﬂoor, moaning and Srmdmg her tecth,
while my grandmother crawled about, mur-

muring tenderly and happily:
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“In the name of the Father and the Son!
Try to bear it, Varyusha!® Holy Mother of
God, mercilul patron. . . V7

[ was terrificd. They kept moving about
on the floor near my father, groaning and
crying and bumping mto him, but he lay there
motionless, seeming to laugll at them. This
kept up for a long time. Several times my
mother struggh d to her Fcct, only to fall back
agam; my grandmother bounced in and out
of the room like a great black ball; suddenly
a b«lby cricd m the darkness.

“Thank God,” breathed my  grandmother.
“A boy!”

She lighted a candle.

I must have fallen asleep in the corner,
for 1 remember nothing else.

My next vivid recollection is of a deserted
spot in a cemetery on a rainy day; [ was stand-
ing on a slippery mound of carth gazing
down the hole mto which they were lowering

*The suffixes -sha, -yusha, -oshka, -ochka, added
to proper names comvey a feeling of intimacy and
affection, c¢.g.: Varya—Varyusha, Alexci—Alyosha.
—Trans.
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my father’s coffin. The bottom of the hole
was filled with water and frogs—two of them
had jumped onto the yellow lid of the coffin.

The only people at the grave were the
dripping guard on duty, two grumpy mu-
zhiks with spades, my gr.\ndmothcr and 1.
All of us were bathed in a fine spray of rain.

“Dig it in,” said the guard, moving away.

My grandmother wept, covering her face
with the ends of her shawl. The muzhiks
bent over and threw the first spadefuls of
dirt into the hole. The water splashed and the
frogs b\eg:m to leap against the walls of the
grave, but the clumps of carth beat them
back.

“Get away, Alyosha,” said my grand-
mother, taking me by the shoulder. I slipped
out of her grasp, because I did not want to
go away.

“Oh Lord,” she sighed, in a tone which
left some doubt as to whether she was com-
plaining about me or the Lord. For a long
time she stood there silent, with lowered head;
even when the grave was entirely filled in
she kept on standing there.

15



The muzhiks packed the earth with the
backs of their spades; a wind rose and drove
the ram away Grandmother took me by the
hand and led me to a distant church standing
among a forest of dark crosses.

“Why don’t you cry?” she asked me when
we were outside the cemetery. “You ought
to cry ”

“I don’t feel hike it,” T said.

“Wc“, if you don’t feel hike it, you necdn't,”
she answered (Iuicliy.

[t was most surprising  that she should
have told me to ¢ry. I rarely cried, and then
only when my fechngs were hurt—never from
bodily pain My father had always laughed
at my tears, but my mother had shouted:

“Don’t dare cry!”

After that we rode in a droshky down a
wide, muddy street between dark red houses.
“Won't the frogs get out?” I asked.

“No they won't, God bless them,” she
answered.

Ncnll)cr my mother nor father had ever
spoken the name of God so frequently and
with such f.mnlmrity.
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A few days later my mother and grand-
mother and I were riding in the small cabin
of a boat. My infant brother Maxim had died
and was lying on the table in the corner
wrapped in white tied with red tape.

[ sat on top of our trunks and bundles,
looking out of the bulging window that re-
minded me of the eye of a horse. Murky, foam-
ing water kept running down the glass. Some-
times it would wash completely over it. Then
I would involuntarily jump down to the floor.

“Don’t be afrard,” said my grandmother,
lifting me up in her soft arms and putting
me back on the bundles.

A moist grey fog hung over the water,
every once in a while a dark strip of land
somewhere in the distance would emerge from
the fog, only to dissolve again. Everything
about us was shaking. Only my mother
stood firm and motionless, leaning against the
wall with her hands behind her head, her eyes
tightly closed. Her face was dark and grim
and sightless. She never spoke a word, and
seemed somehow new and different. Even the
dress she was wearing was unfamuliar to me.

2—478 17



Every once in a while my grandmother
would say to her softly:
“If you'd only be having a bite to eat,

]

Varyusha—just a wee bite. . ..

But my mother remained silent and mo-
tionless.

Grandmother spoke to me in a whisper;
she spoke a bit louder to my mother, but
timidly and cautiously, and very rarely. [t
seenmed to me that she was afraid of my mother.
[ could understand this, and 1t drew me all
the closer to my grandmother.

“Saratov,” sard my mother n an unexpect-
cdly loud, harsh vowe “Where's the sailor?”

Even her words were strange and unfa-
miltar—“Saratov,” “the sailor.” . . .

Into the cabm came a broad-shouldered,
grey-haired man dressed m blue and carrying
a little box Grandmother took 1t from him
and began to place the body of my brother
in it. When she had finished she carried it
to the door on outstretched aris, but she was
so fat she could net get through without
turning sidewise, so she stood there non-

plussed, looking very funny.
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“Oh, mother!” cried my own mother impa-
tiently, taking the coffin out of her hands.
Then they both disappeared and I remained
in the cabin with the man in blue.

“So your brother’s gone and left us,” he
said, bending over me.

“Who are you?”

“A sailor.”

“And who's Saratov?”

“A city. Look out the window. There
it is.”

The land was moving past the window,
dark and lumpy and wreathed in mist, remind-
ing me of a large hunk of bread just cut from
the loaf.

“Where did grandmother go?”

“To bury her grandson.”

“Will thcy put him i the ground(’”

“Of course they will”

[ told the satlor how tlley had dug in live
frogs when they buried my father. He hfted
me in his arms, hugged me tight and kissed
me.

“Ah, sonny, it’s not much you understand
yet!” he sard. “It’s not the frogs are to be
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pitied—the devil with them—it’s your mother.
Just look what grief’s done to her!”

There was suddenly a great shricking and
blowing up above, but I knew 1t was the steam-
boat and was not afrard. The sailor put me down
hurriedly and rushed out, saying as he went:

“Have to be off!”

[ also wanted to be off. I went out of the
cabin. There was nobody in the dark, narrow
passage. Not far from the door I could see
the glitter of brass on the stairs. 1 looked up
and caught sight of people with baggage and
bundles i therr hands. It was clear that
everyone was leaving the boat, which meant
that I too must lcave.

But when I reached the deck in the midst
of all the muzhiks at the gangplank, people
began shouting at me:

“Who are you? Who do you belong to?”

“I don’t know.”

For a long time they pushed me and
shoved me and felt me. At last the grey-haired
satlor appeared and said:

“He’s from Astrakhan—came out of his
cabin. . . .

»
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He picked me up and ran back to the cabin,
where he put me up on the bundles and shook
his finger at me.

“I’ll give it to you!” he threatened as he
went out.

Gradually the bustle overhecad quieted
down, the steamer stopped trembling, the
splashing of the water ceased. A wet wall
blocked the window of the cabin; it became
dark and stuffy, and the bundles scemed to
swell up and crowd me out. What if they
left me here on this empty steamer for good?

I went to the door. It was shut tight and
[ was unable to turn the brass knob. I took
a bottle of milk and swung it at the knob
with all my force. The bottle smashed and
the mulk flowed over my feet and into my
boots.

Crushed by my failure, 1 lay down on the
bundles and cried myself to slecp.

When 1 woke up the stcamer was once
more trcmbling, the water splushmg, and the
window of the cabin was shining like the sun.
My grandmothcr was sitting beside me combing
her hair and frowning as she muttered something
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to hersclf. She had an amazing quantity of
blue-black hair which fell thickly over her
shoulders, breast and knees, sweeping down
to the floor With one hand she hifted it off
the floor and held it tight, while with the other
she forced a coarse wooden comb through the
heavy strands; her mouth was screwed up,
her dark eyes flashed with anger, and her face
looked little and amusing in that mass of
hair.

She seemed m a bad mood today, but when
I asked her why she had such long hair, her
vorce was as soft and fricndly as it had been
the day before.

“Most likely a visitation from the Lord—
Here, spend your days combing this accursed
mane!” In my youth I vaunted it; in my age
[ curse it. But get back to sleep, child. It’s
early yet —the sun’s scarce up.”

“I don’t want to s]vop any more.”

“Well don’t, 1f you're not wanting to,”
she agreed, braiding her hair and glancing
at the divan where my mother lay on her back
strarght as an arrow. “How did you be breaking
that bottle yesterday? Speak soft.”
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She had a peculiar way of singing her words
that made it easy for me to remember them—
words as vivid and luscious as flowers. When
she smiled, the irises of her dark eyes expanded
and shone with an inexpressible light; her
smile revealed strong white teeth, and in
spite of the numerous wrinkles on her swarthy
cheeks, her whole face seemed young and
bright. It was spoiled only by her fleshy,
red-tipped nose with its flaring nostrils. She
took snuff from a black, silver-embossed box.
Everything about her was dark, but through
her eyes one glimpsed the warm, cheerful,
unquenchable light which illumined her from
within. She was stout, and so bent as to be
almost hunchbacked, but she moved about
with the case and agility of a large cat. And
she was just as soft as that affectionate ani-
mal.

It seemed that until her arrival [ had been
sleeping, hidden away in the darkness. But
she came and woke me up and led me out into
the light. She spun all my surroundings into
a single, unbroken thread, then wove it into
multicoloured lace; she immediately became
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my friend for life, the one who was nearest
and dearest to me, and the one I most under-
stood. Her selfless love of life enriched me
and gave me the strength to cope with my
hard future.

Steamboats moved slowly forty years ago.
[t took us a long time to reach Nizhni-Novgo.
rod, and I well remember those first days,
drenched with beauty.

The weather was fine, and from morning
to night | was up on deck with my grand-
mother, floating there bencath the brightsky,
between the banks of the Volga embroidered
with the golden silk of autumn. The rust-
coloured boat with a barge i tow moved
luzily aganst the current, nosmg its way
with a gvntlc sl.lpping of paddlcs lhrough
the grey-blue water. The barge was grey and
resembled a water bug. The sun stole imper-
ceptibly above the Volga; every hour brought
something new—ecverythmg about us changed.
The green hills were tolds m the rich raiment
of the carth. Towns and villages seemed made
of gmygerbread as they passed m the distance;
golden autumn leaves floated on the water.
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“Just see how wonderful it is!” my grand-
mother kept exclaiming as she moved from
one side of the deck to the other, her face
radiant, her eyes dilated with joy.

Often she would stand looking at the shore
quite oblivious of my presence, her hands
crossed on her breast, her lips curved in a
smile, her eyes filled with tears. Then I would
tug at her dark, flowered skirt.

“Eh?” she would say, pulling herself
together. “Like as 1f [ was asleep and having
a dream.”

“What are you crying about?”

“That’s from lmppincss) my lad, from fee-
bleness, my darlmmg,” she would say with
a smile. “It’s an old one I am now, with more
than threc-score summers behind. .7

Then she would take a pmch of snull and be-
gin to tell me fantastic storres about saints and
animals and kmd robbers, and  dark powers.

She told her tales m a quiet, mysterious
voicé, her face close to mine, gazing into
my eyes with dilated pupils as though she
were pouring into my heart a stream of strength
to support me. She sang, rather than spoke,
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and the further she went, the more rhythmic
became her style. It was an inexpressible joy
to listen to her, and when she had finished
a tale | would cry:

“Go on!”

“And then it was like this: under the stove
sat the hearth goblm, a splmter of noodle
tn his paw. Rocking he sat, and moaning:
Oh, little mice, hittle mice! Oh, | shall die,
Little mice!”

She grabbed up her own foot and sat rocking
back and forth with her face all screwed up
as though she were the sufferer.

Satlors gathered round-~good-natured, beard-
ed men-—and they laughed as they listened,
and prased hee and also asked for more.

“Go on, granny, tell us another!”

And then they would say:

“Come along and have supper with us.”

At supper they would treat her to vodka
and me to watermelon and cantaloupe; that
was all done on the sly. for there was a man
on board who forbade the eating of fruit.
If he caught anyone with fruit he would grab
it away and toss it into the river. He was
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dressed like a guard, with brass buttons down
his uniform, and was always drunk. People
hid from him.

My mother rarcly came up on deck and 1n
general avoided us. Slie remamed as silent as
ever. To this day [ remember her tall, hand-
some figure, her grim, dark face crowned by
fair braids—all of her powerfulness and her
hardness, seen as though through a fog, or a
bright cloud. And across the years comes
the unfriendly gleam of her grey eyes, as
enormous as those of my grandmotllen

One day she said sternly:

“You make a laughmgstock of yourself,
ma.”

“Let the folks De laughing, if t[lcy like,”
replied my grandmother good-naturedly. “It’s
a world of good it’ll be domg them!”

[ remember my grandmother’s childlike
joy on catching sight of Nizhni. “Look, look
how fine 1t is!” she cried as she grabbed me
by the hand and pushcd me toward the rail.
“There’s your Nizhni for you! What a beauty!
Look at the domes of the churches—as if they
was flying!” She turned to my mother almost

27



in tears. “Take a look, Varyusha! You've
most forgot it, [ reckon. Drink in the joy
of wt!”

Mother smuled gloomily.

The stcamer came to a halt opposite the
lovely city. It stopped in the middle of the
river, which was crowded with ships and
bristling with hundreds of masts. A large
boat filled with people approached our steamer
and hooked on to the lowered  gangplank,
up which the people chmbed to our deck.
At the head of them rushed a lean little old
man in a long black coat. He had green eyes,
a hooked nose, and a beard red as gold.

“Father!” called my mether in a loud
voice, throwing herself mto his arms. He seized
her head in his Little red hands and began
stroking her checks and squealing excitedly.

“Eh, eh, you silly! Ha! So here you are!
Ah-h, tek, tek, tek!”

Grandmother hugged and Kissed everybody
all at once, whuling about hke a propeller.

“Here, quick,” she sawd, pushing me toward
the people. “This 15 Uncle Mikhailo; this is
Yakov, here’s Aunt Natalva; and these boys
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are cousins—both named Sasha; and cousin
Katerina; all our tribe—just look how many!”

“How are you, mother!” my grandfather
asked her.

They kissed cach other three times.

Then my grandfather snatched me out of
the crowd and said, with his hand on my head:

“And who might you be?”

“I’'m from Astrakhan, out of the cabin.”

“What’s that he’s saying?” asked my
grandfather, turning to my mother. But then
he pushed me along without waiting for an
answer. “Got his father’s checkbones,” he
observed. “Get down mto the boat.”

We rode to shore and climbed up the cob-
bled road between two high embankments
covered with yellow, trampled grass.

My grandfather walked up ahead with
my mother. He came only to her shoulder and
took quick little steps, while she glanced down
on him from above and secmed to float through
the air. Behind them walked my uncles without
speaking: Mikhail, with black, straight hair
and a body as thin as my grandfather’s; Yakov,
with blond, curly hair. Then came some fat
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women in bright-coloured dresses, and about
six children, all of them older than me and
very quict. [ walked with my grandmother and
little Aunt Natalya. She was pale and blue-
eyed and had an enormous belly. Lvery once
in a while she would stop to catch her breath
and murmur:

“Oh, T can’t go another step.

“Why did they have to bring you along?”
muttered my grandmother angrily. “A stupid
tribe!”

[ did not like erther the children or the
grownups and felt hike a stranger among them,
Even my grandmother scemed to have faded

»

and become distant.

[ especially dishiked my grandfather, im-
mediately sensing an enemy. He roused in
me a wary curtosity, and | pad him particular
attention.

We reached  the end of the ¢himb. Built
aganst the right embankment at the very
top stood a low, one-storied house from which
the strect took 1ts begmnmg. Tt was painted
a dlrty pinl\' and had bulgmg windows with the
roof pulled down low over them. It seemed
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large when [ viewed it from outside, but inside
the rooms were little and dark and crowded.
Irritable people kept nulling through them,
like on the steamer just before docking; chil-
dren flocked about Iike thievish sparrows,
and the entire house was permeated with an
acrid, unfamiliar odour.

I found myself out in the yard, which was
no more pleasant. Vats filled with thick,
coloured water stood about everywhere, while
huge cloths were strung up on lines to dry.
From a low, ramshackled shed in one corner
came the glow of a wood fire in a stove; some-
thing was boiling and bubbling and an invis-
ible person was pronouncing strange words
in a loud voice:

"Santalin—magcnta—-sulphuric acid. .. .7

11

This was the beginning of a swift, eventful,
and inexpressibly strange life. [ remember it like
a sombre tale told by a good genius who was
yet painfully realistic. Now, as I recall the
past, I sometimes have difficulty in believing
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that it was really like that; I am inclined
to refute and protest many of the facts, so
dark and cruel was the hfe of this “stupid
tribe.”

But the truth is beyond all commiseration,
and it 1s not about myself I am writing, but
about the stifling and horrifying surround-
ings in which the ordimary Russian lived and
still lives.

My grandfather's house was filled with
hot vapours of hostility——the hostility  of
cach toward all The older people were com-
plctcly poisoncd l)y it, and even the children
were contammated. Later T learned from my
grandmotlu-r's stortes  that my mother had
arrrved just at a tume when her brothers were
demandmg that therr father divide his prop-
erty among them  The unexpected return
of my mother made this demand more urgent.
They were afraid she would ask for the dowry
which my grandfather had withheld because
she had married “selt-witlled,” without his
approval. My uncles clamed that this dowry
should be drvided between them. For some

time they had been carrying on a bitter argu-
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ment as to which of them should open up
a shop in the city, and which in the settlement
of Kunavino, on the other side of the Oka
River.

Soon after our arrival a quarrel broke out
in  the kitchen while we were having dmner.
My uncles suddenly jumped up and leaned
across the table, ycllmg and shouting in my
grandfather’s face, baring their teeth and
shaking themselves like dogs. My grandfather
struck the table with his spoon, turned red
in the face, and shricked hoarsely:

“I’ll turn you out to beg in the strects!”

With a painful grimace, my grandmolller
sawd:

“Give them everything, father. Go ahecad
and give 1t them, and have some peace ”

“Tut, you conniver!” he cried with flushing
eyes. It seemed strange that anyone as small
as he could shout so deafeningly.

My mother rose and walked slowly to
the window, where she stood with her back to
all of them.

Suddenly Uncle Mikhail gave his brother

a smashing blow in the face. The latter let
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out a howl, grubbcd his brother, and the two
of them went rollmg across the floor, panting
and grunting and swearing

The children began to cry; my pregnant
Aunt Natalya let out a despairing wail, mother
seized her in both arms and led her away;
Yevgenta, the jolly, pock-marked nanny,
chased the children out  of the kltchen;
Cllilirs \‘l’(ls]\(‘(], (lp]ﬂ'(‘ntl(‘(‘ Tslg(ln\\k Stl'dk[(llc({
Uncle Mikhail’s back, while Grigore Tvano-
vich, a mangy, bearded master-workman m
dark glasses, calmly tied his hands with a
towel.

My UnCl(‘ SL‘I"J[)C({ ]llS 11111] l)l(lck l)('(ll‘d
across the floor and let out horrible hoarse
sounds.

“Bl.olh\’rs, 11«\' Bloo(l [)I.Othi'rb! Phool‘,
what pcoplc! " ered my gramlfdt[lof as he ran
around the table

At the very [wgmning of the argument [ had
been frightened up onto the stove, from where
I watched my gr.mdmolhvr wash the blood
from Uncle Yakov's battered face. He wept
and stamped lus feet, while she said despair-
ingly:
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“Come to your senses, you accursed ones!
What a wild tribel”

My grandfather shouted at her as he pulled
at his torn shirt:

“So these arc the brutes you brought into
the wor]d, you old witch!”

When Uncle Yakov went out, she cowered
mto a corer.

“Holy Mother of God,” she wailed, “please
to give my children some sense!”

My gmndf'atller stood with his cyes glucd
to the table where everylhing was slnl]ed and
overturned.

“Better keep your cye on those sons of
yours, mother,” he said quictly, “or they’ll
be doing d\\'d&l with Varvara. . . .”

“God knows what you're saymg! Here,
take off your shirt so’s | can be mending it.”
She took his face in her hands and Kissed
him on the forehead, while he, so much
shorter, burted his head on her shoulder.

“Looks like 1 better divide up, mother ”

“Yes, father.”

They spoke together for a long time At
first their conversation was amiable, but
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soon grandfather began pawing the floor like
a cock before a fight and shaking his finger
at my grandmother.

“I’know you all right; you think more of them
than you do of me,” he complained in a loud
whisper. “But that Mikhail of yours is a
hypocrite, and that Yakov an infidel!
They 'l squander all Town—they’lswill it all
down!”

With a clumsy movement of my shoulder,
I knocked down a flatiron which went clatter-
ing off the stove and landed in the slop bucket.
My grandfather sprang up, yanked me towards
him, and stared mto my face as though he
were seemng me for the first time

“Who put you up there on the stove?
Your mother?”

“I climbed up myself.”

“You're lying.”

“No I'm not. I was scared.”

He pushed me and gave me a whack over
the forchead.

“The image of your father! Get out!”

I was only too glad to get out of that
kitchen.

36



[ could see very well that my grandfather
kept following me with his sharp green eyes,
and | was afraid of him. I remember that
[ was always trying to hide from those searing
eyes. It seemed to me that he was mean; he
addressed everyone in a tone that was
offensive and sarcastic, taking dclight in
teasing and provoking people.

“Phooh, what pecople!” he was fond of
saying, and the sound of that long-drawn-
out “00,” always made me feel chilled and
forlorn.

During the tea hour in the evening, when
my grandfather and uncles and the workmen
left the shop and came wearily into the kitchen,
their hands stained with dye and raw with
acid, their hair tied back with tape, making
them resemble the dark icons in the corner
of the kitchen—during that dangerous hour
my grandfather sat opposite me and made
his other grandchildren envious by speaking
to me more often than to them. There was
something very right about him, very smooth
and neatly chiselled. In spite of the fact that
his embroidered satin vest was old and worn,
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his cotton shirt wrinkled, his pants patched
at the knees, he gave the impression of being
cleaner, better dressed and  better  looking
than his sons, wMo wore suit coats, starched
culfs, and silk neckerchiefs

A few days after our arrival he set me to
]czu'nlng my prayers. All the other children
were older and had d[l‘C.l(ly been tdught to
read and write by the deacon of the Uspensky
(‘\'l(]l(‘(]l‘«ll N s Cllu( CI] W llO S¢ gol(l('n ({OI]I(.’S
could be seen from the wmdows of our
l)OllS\‘

I was (‘lllglll by my ({uul, timorous Aunt
Natalya, who had the face of a child and
such transparent  eyes that 1t scemed pos-
sible 1o look straight lhrongh them to the
back of her head

[ loved to sit and stare at her without
blinking. This made her uncasy, and  she
would narrow her eyes, twist her head, and
ask m a voice that was almost o whisper:

“Do say this, please, ‘Our father who art....””

“What does it mean, ‘who art’?”

“Don’t ask,” she would reply, glancing
furtively about. “It only makes 1t worse
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if you ask. Simply repeat after me, ‘Our
father. . .. Well??¥

[ could not understand why asking would
only make 1t worse. The words “who art”
took on a secret meanmg, and I purposely
distorted  them:

“Who heart,” “Whose heart. .. .”

But my white-faced aunt, who scemed to
be slo\vly mcllmg away, would paticntly
correct  me

“No, just say 1t smmply, Lke this—who
art ”

But nerther she herself nor the words she
spoke were simple. This annoyed me and made
it diflicult to remember the prayer.

One day my

grandfather checked up on
§

my activities.

“Well, Alexei,” he sard. “What you been
domnyg today? Playing? See that from the
lump on your forehead. Don’t have to be very
smart to get a lump on your forchead, but
what about learning ‘Qur Father’?”

“He has abad memory,” whispered my aunt.

My grandfather laughed and raised his

red eycbrows.
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“If that’s the case, have to give him a
licking. Your father ever lick you?” he asked,
turning to me.

I did not understand what he was talking
about, so [ remained silent.

“Maxim never beat the child and forbade
me to,” answered my mother.

“How’s that?”

“He said that beatings never taught any-
body anything.”

“He was a fool, that Maxim, may his
soul rest in peace!” answered my grandfather
testily.

His words offended me, and he noticed this.

“What you pouting about? Better watch
your step! Sasha’s going to get a nice little
ripping up on Saturday on account of that
thimble,” he said, smoothing back his red and
silver hair.

“How will you do it?” T asked.

Everybody laughed, and my grandfather
replied:

“Just wait and you’ll find out.”

[ hid in the corner and began to figure it
out: to rip meant to take apart the clothes
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brought to be dyed, but to lick and to beat
apparently meant the same thing. People
beat horses and dogs and cats, and in Astra-
khan the soldiers beat the Persians—I had
seen that with my own eyes. But [ had never
seen anyone beat little children. To be sure,
my uncles sometimes gave their children a
whack over the forehead or the back of the
head, but the victims seemed not to mind,
simply rubbing the sore spot a bit and then
forgetting it. Sometimes [ would ask them
if it hurt.

“Not the least little,
bravely.

[ knew about the famous incident with the
thimble. Between teatime and supper, my
uncles and the master-workman would sew

2

they would answer

together picces of dyed cloth into one length
and attach the cardboard tags. As a joke on
the half-blind Grigori, Uncle Mikhail told
his nine-year-old nephew to heat the work_
man’s thimble over the candle. Sasha held
the thimble over the flame with a pair of
tongs until it was red hot, then he placed it
near Grigori and hid behind the stove. But
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at that moment my grandfather came in,
sat down to work, and pnckcd up the hot
thimble

I remember running into the kitchen to
see what all the norse was about and ﬁndmg
my grandtather  jumping  comucally about,
holding his car with his burnt fingers and
5]10ulmg

“Who did this, you harum-scarums?”

Uncle Mikhail was bcm[mg over the table
l\us]nng the thimble about with hus ﬁngcr
and blowmg on 1t; Grigort wuas sewing 1m-
pcrlurl».n[)ly, the shadows lickmg across his
huge bald pate, Uncle Yakov came running
m and .sl:l)pul behimd the stove to hide his
l(lllg])l\‘l‘, my grdmlmoi]n‘r l)cg.m 10 grutc d
raw potato for a poultice

“It’s Yakov's Sasha did 1t,” said Uncle
Mikhatl all of a sudden

“That’s a he,” cried Yakov, jumping
out from behind the stove

From somewhere m the corner his son began
to bawl.

“Don’t behieve him, papa!” he called.
“He told me to do 1t!”
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My uncles began to quarrel. Immediately
my grandfather calmed down, placed the
poultlce on his ﬁnger, and went out without
a word, taking me with hum

Everyone said that Uncle Mikhail was
to blame It was on[y natural that durmg tea
I should ask if he was to be ripped and beaten.

“He ought to be,” muttered my grand-
father, glancing askance at me.

Uncle Mikhatl pounded the table with his
hand and shouted at my mother:

“If you don’t take that puppy of yours
in hand, Varvara, ['ll screw his head off!”

“You just try laymg a fingor on him!”
answered my mother

Everyone was silent.

She had the knack of throwmg people back
with a few short words that were uttcrly
squelchmg

[ could sec that everyone was afraid of
my mother; even my grandfather addressed
her in a different tone—quieter than the one
he used with others. This pleased me.

“My mother’s the strongest of all!” [ would

boast to my cousins.
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They ncver denied it.
But what happened on the next Saturday
shook my opinion of my mother.

By Saturday I too had managed to get
into trouble.

I was fascinated by the way the grownups
changed the colour of cloth. They would
take something yellow, dip it in black water,
and the material would come out dark blue—
“indigo.” Or they would rinse something
grey in reddish water and it would come out
dark red—"mulberry.” All very simple, but
incomprehensible.

I nursed a secret longing to try my hand at
dyeing, and [ confided this to Yakov’s Sasha,
a polite, serious boy who was always trailing
the grownups, offering them his services.
Everyone but my grandfather praised him for
being smart and obliging.

“Phooh, the little toady!” the eld man
would say, glancing contemptuously at the boy.

Yakov’s Sasha was dark and skinny, with
bulging eyes, like a crab. He spoke in a hushed,

hurried voice, half swallowing his words
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and glancing furtively about as though he
were planning to run off and hide. Usually his
brown eyes were immobile, but when he was
excited the very eyeballs scemed to tremble.

I did not like him. I liked Mikhail’s Sasha
much better, in spite of the fact that he was
inconspicuous and something of a dolt. He was
quict and had his mother’s sad eyes and
winning smile. His teeth were very ugly—
they protruded from his mouth and grew in
a double row in his upper jaw. This kept him
busy: he had his fingers constantly in his
mouth trying to loosen and yank out the teeth
in the back row; he meekly permitted anyone
who wished to feel them. But I could find
nothing else of interest about him. He was
always alone in the over-crowded house,
sitting off by himself in some dark corner
or spending his evenings at the window. It
was pleasant to say nothing when you were
with him—to sit close beside him at the win-
dow and say nothing for a whole hour, watching
the daws wheel and plane about the Uspensky
Cathedral, whose golden domes stood out in
fine relief against the red glow of the sunset.
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The birds would soar and plunge, then suddenly
spread a black net across the fading sky and
disappear, leaving a vast emptiness behmd
them  When you watch somotlnng like this
you have no destre to spcak, for your breast
1s full of an achmg pleasure.

Uncle Yakov's Sasha, on the other hand,
could speak at length and mmpressively about
anylhmy, like a grownup. When he found out
that [ was anxrous to learn the (lycmg tradc,
he advised me to take the Sunday tablecloth
out of the sideboard and dye 1t dark blue.

“White thm:ns take the colour better than
any others, I'm sure of that,” he said very
seriously

I diagged out the heavy tablecloth and
ran nto the y:lrd with 1, but scurccly had
I dlppcd one end of it into the vat containimg
“indigo”  than Tsiganok threw himselt upon
me, grabbcd the tablecloth out of my hands,
wrung 1t n his enormous paws, and shouted to
my cousmn who was watchmng from the shed

“Run for your grandmother!”

He turned to me and shook his tousled

head ominously.
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“You’'ll get it for this all right,” he sad.

My grandmother hurried out. She gasped
when she saw the mischief, and even wept
a few tears as she scolded me i her funny
way:

“Ch you Permyak. you, with your cabbage
cars! You ought to get plckcd up and ﬂomwml
down somewheres on the other side!”

Then she began to plead with Tsiganok:

“Don’'t you be tc”mg his grandf&ltlwr,
Vanya! ['ll hide 1t away and maybe 11l pass
over somchow. v

“You ncedn’t worry about me, but you
better see that Sasha don’t go squealmg,”
replied Vanya anxwously, wipmg his wet
hands on his stamed apron.

“I’ll give him a com to close his mouth,”
satd my grandmother as she led me mto the
house

On Saturday, just before vespers, somebody
took me mto the kitchen. It was dark and
quiet there. [ remember that the doors into
the entranceway and the other rooms were
tightly closed, that the autumn ecvening
lurked grey and misty beyond the windows
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where the rain was murmuring. On a bench
in front of the black mouth of the stove sat
Tsiganok, unwontedly sullen; my grandfather
was standing at a tub in the corner pulling
long birch wands out of the water, measuring
them, stacking them together, and flicking
them through the air with a great swish. My
grandmother was standing somewhere in the
shadow, loudly sniffing tobacco and mutter-
ing:

“Enjoys it, the brute. . ..”

Yakov's Sasha was sitting on a chair in
the muddle of the kitchen digging his fists
into his eyes and wailmg Iike an old beggar-
man:

“Forgive me, for the love of Christ. . ..”

Uncle Mikhatl’s Sasha and his sister stood
next to cach other behind the table, stiff as
posts.

“I'll forgive you after you've had your
deserts,” answered my grandfather, running
a long, wet wand through his fist. “Well,
take down your pants.”

He spoke calmly, and necither the sound
of his voice nor the movements of the boy
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on the squeaking chair, nor the shuffling of my
grandmother’s feet, violated the unforgettable
silence of that shadowy kitchen beneath the
low, smoke-grimed ceiling.

Sasha got up, unfastened his pants, dropped
them to his knees, and stumbled toward the
bench, all bent over. It was awful to watch
him—my own knces started trembling.

But it was even worse when he meekly
lay face down on the bench and Vanya tied
him under the armpits and around the neck
with a long towel, then bent over and held
him by the ankles.

“Alexci!” called my grandfather. “Come
closer! Well, who am I talking to? This is
what is meant by a ripping—have a good
look! One! . . .7

With a short swing of his arm he brought
the wand down on Sasha’s bare body. The
boy y(’l[)(’(i.

“Don’t pretend,” said my grandfather.
“That didn’t hurt! But this one will

He gave him a lash that immediately
brought a flush to the skin and left a nasty
red welt. My cousin gave a long howl.

[
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“Don’t like it?” asked my grandfather,
rhythmically moving his arm up and down.
“Not to your taste! Here’s your thimble for
you!”

Whenever he raised his arm something
inside my breast was lifted along with 1t,
and whenever he dropped his arm it was as
if 1 too had fallen.

Sasha wailed 1 a ligh, thin voice that
was horrid to hear.

“I won't do 1t agam. Didn’t T tell you
about the tablecloth? It was me who told. . . 7

“Telling tales won't clear you. The tat-
tletale gets the frst lashing. Now it’s your
turn for the tablecloth!”

My grandmother threw herself at me and
snatched me up.

“You'll not be touching Alexei! 1'll not
let you, you brute!”

She began to kick at the door.

“Varvara! Varvara!” she shouted.

My grandfather rushed over, knocked her
off her feet, grabbed me and hauled me to the
bench. 1 struggled in his arms, pulled his

red beard, and bit his finger. He roared and
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squcezed me and finally threw me down on
the bench so that [ struck my face. [ remember
his crying wildly:

“Tie him down! ['Il kil him!”

And 1 remember my mother’s white face
and her enormous eyes. She kept running
back and forth in front of the bench.

“Stop it, father! Let him gol” she gasped.

My grandfather  beat me until 1 lost
consciousness. For several days after that
[ wasill and lay face down on a wide, hot bed
in a little room with one wimdow m it and
a Iittle red lLight which was kept constantly
burning m the icon corner.

The days of my 1llness were mmportant
days of my Iife. During that time I scemed
to suddenly grow older and develop a new
qualily—llmt of bcmg dccply concernced about
all people. It was as though the skin had been
torn off my heart, making it unbearably sen-
sitive to every injury, my own or another’s.

First of all, I was shocked by the quarrel
which took place between my mother and
grandmother. In this tiny room my big,
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black grandmother swooped down upon my
mother, forcing her into the icon corner and
hissing:

“Why didn’t you snatch him away, eh?”

“I was frightened.”

“A big creature like you! For shame,
Varvaral Old as I be, I had no fear! For very
shame!”

“Leave me alone, ma! I'm sick of it!”

“You’re not a-loving of him! Not a-pitying
of the poor httle orphan!”

“I'm an orphan mysclf—for all my lifel”
said my mother in a loud, pained voice.

Then tlwy both bcg:m to cry, snting on
the trunk in the corner.

“If it wasn’t for Alexei 1'd go away—some-
where far away!” said my mother. “I can’t
go on livmg in this hell. I can’t, ma! [ haven’t
the strength!”

“Ah, chuld of my flesh, my own heart!”
whispered my  grandmother.

Now I knew. my mother was not strong
after all; she, like all the others, was afraid
grandfather. And I was responsible

S
for keepmng her here in  this house where

of my
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she could not bear to live. This thought
was depressing. Actually my mother disap-
peared soon after that. She went visiting some-
where.

One day my grandfather came to see me,
all of a sudden, as though he had dropped
down from the ceiling. He sat on the Cdgo
of the bed and felt my head with fingers cold
as 1ce.

“How do you do, young man.... Go
ahead and answer me—don’t hold a grudge.
Well, what?”

I felt like kickmg him, but 1t hurt to move.
His hair seemed redder than ever; he kept
nodding his head uneasily while his bright
eyes roved over the walls. Out of his pocket
he took a gmngerbread goat, two candy trum-
pets, an apple, and some rasins, and placed
them cn the pillow next to my nose.

“See, I’ve brought you some presents.”

He bent down and kissed me on the fore-
head; then he began talking, stroking my
forchead the while with his rough little hand
stained a bright yellow, especially around

his crooked, bird-like nails.
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“Gave you a little more than your share
this time, sonny. [ was so mad—you bit me
and scratched me and—well, T just lost my
temper. But it’s not so bad that you got
an overdose this time—we'll count it to your
credit next time. You just remember one
tl\ing—whcn your own folks do the beating,
it’s no offence—just a good lesson! But don’t
let others touch you—only your own folks—
they don’t count. Thmk I didn’t take my
share m my day? In your worst dreams you
couldn’t fmagine the way 1110)/ beat me,
Alyosha! They beat me so hard 1t must have
made the Lord God weep to watch them.
And what came of it? just look at me now—
me, the orphan, son of a beggarwoman—head
of a whole workshop, ordermg people around.”

He pressed toward me with hus lean, well-
butlt body, and began to tell me about his
childhood, skilfully piling his hard words one
on top of the other

His green cyes flashed and his hair bristled
with gold as he trumpeted into my face:

“You came here on a stcamer. The steam

brought you here, but when I was young it
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was my own strength [ pitted against the
Volga, pulling the barges. The barge in the
water—me on the bank, barefoot, over the
sharp stones and the boulders, keeping it up
from sunrise to nightfall, the sun streaming
down till it made your head fecl like an 1ron
pot with something boiling mside, and you
all bent over like a hairpin—your bones
creaking—going on and on, not sceing where,
the sweat streaming mto your cyes, your
heart moaning, your lips groanmg—ah yes,
Alyoslm, you have notlnng to complain about!
On and on you go untit you fall out of the
llarness, your face buried in the earth and
you glad ofit, for at least it means the strcngth
has passed clean out of you, to the last drop.
And there you lay "t1l 1t’s time to pass on or
pass out, and little difference 1t makes which.
That’s how we lived 1 the eyes of God, in
the eyes of our blessed Lord Christ Jesus! . ..
Three times | measured the length of Mother
Volga in such wise: from Simbirsk to Rybinsk,
from Saratov to here, and from Astrakhan
to Makarycv, to the fair—trails covering
many thousands of versts! But in the fourth
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year | was promoted to bailer—the boss could
see | was more than the ordinary run!”

As he spoke, he seemed to grow before
my ecyes like a cloud, changing from a lean
little old man into a hero of fabulous strength—
one who singlehanded hauled a huge grey
barge against the current of the great river.

Sometimes he would jump off the bed and
demonstrate how the burlaks® walked in their
harness and how they bailed out the water;
he would smg unfamiliar songs in a bass
voice, then once more spring youthfully back
onto the I)cd, a wontlrous creature who went
on talkmg m a vowe which grew ever deeper
and more convincing.

“But m spite of 1t all, Alexei, when we’d
come to a halt on a summer’s evening, n
Zhguli, and build a camphire at the foot of
a green hill—oh, those were the times, Alexeil
While the porridge was botling, some burlak
would start up a soultul song for his heart’s
case, and the rest of us would jom m—oh,

but 1t’d make your very flesh creep to hear

* Haulers of barges.—Trans.
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us, and the Volga herself seemed to gather
speed, like a horse, rearing and charging to
the very heavens! Then all our troubles were
swept away like dust before the wind; in our
singing we’d forget even the porridge until it
went sizzling over into the fire, and then it
was a beating over the head the cook would

get—<have your song, but don’t forget your
job!””

Several times people came to the door and
called him, but I would always plead:

“Don’t go yet!”

He would laugh and wave his hand.

“Let them w(nt,” he would call.

He went on te“ing me tales until cvcning,
and when he brd me an affectionate farewcll
and lcft, [ knew that grand(alher was neither
mean nor terrifying. It was pamful to remem-
ber that it was he who had beaten me so
cruelly, yet I could not forget it.

My grandfather’s visit opened the door
to everyone else, and from morning to night
someone was sitling at my bedside, trying
in every way to amuse me. I remember that
these attempts were not always successful.
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My grandmother came more often than anyone
else; she even slept with me But the one who
left the decpest impression on my mind was
Tsiganok. He came in the evening—a stocky,
broad-shouldered fellow with a huge head
covered with dark, curly harr. He was all
dressed up m his Sunday clothes, consisting
of a ]mncy-colourcd silk  shirt, wide plush
trouscrs, and sxlucaky boots that wrinkled
about his ankles Iike an accordion His hair
shone, hus slanting cyes flashed merrlly from
under heavy brows, his white teeth gleamed
from under the black line of his young mous-
tache, and his shirt glowml. softly rcﬂcctmg
the red llght of the 1con Lnnl\.

“Take a look,” he sard, pulling up the
sleeve of Tus shirt to reveal & network of red
scars on his bare arm. “Sce how swollen 1t
15! But 11 was even wWorse, they've almost
healed

“I could see your grandad was crazy with
hxry, Like to beat you to death, so | put my
arm under the whip 1 the lmpc it would
break  Then your grandad would have to

gt‘t a new ong, gl\'il\g your gl‘dlllly or yOUf
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mother a chance to snatch you away. But
it didn’t break—too well soaked. But still
I spared you some of the lashes—you can
see for yourself how many. I'm a shlick one,
[ am!”

He gave a soft, silky laugh.

“l felt so sorry for you I couldn’t brcatlw,”
he added, glancing once more at his swollen
arm. “I could see 1t would turn out bad, but
there he kept on, swingmy away. . .7

He snorted Like a horse and tossed his
head and began to pass remarks about my
grandfather with a childlike simphcity that
lmmcdlate]y won my sympathy.

[ told him that T loved him very much,
and he answered with this saime unfbrg:‘ttal)lc
simplicity.

“I love you too That’s why I took this
pam on myself—for love of you. Think ['d
have done it for anyone clse? Splt on them
—that’s what!”

Then, with many fustive glances at the
door, he began to teach me a lesson

“Next time they give you a licking,” he
satd, “sce you don’t tighten up, hear? It
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hurts twice as bad when you tighten wup.
Lct your body go free, so's to be soft, like
jclly! And doa’t hold your breath. Breathe
for all you’re worth and yell at the top of
your lungs. You just remember this!”

“Why, will they beat me again?” I asked.

“What do you think!” answered T&ganok
c.llmly. “Of course lhoy willl You’ll get at
lots of tumes yet!”

“What for?”

“Your grandfather will find what for, all
nglll!"

And once more he l)vgan to teach me, with
the greatest concern

“It he l)ogms slrlking slr:nght, just swmhmg
down .'md that’s all. you can l:ly there 5011,
without movimg But f he brmgs it down
and then draws 1t across your body to pull
the skin off, then roll toward him, in the
direction of the wand. hear? That makes 1t
caster!”

He winked a durk, slantmyg cye at me and
sard:

“When it comes to beatings, 1 know more

than a policeman. You could make a pair
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of pants out of all the skin’s been licked
off me!”

As I looked into his merry face, I recalled
the tales my grandmother had told me about
[van-the-Prince, and Ivanushka-the-Fool.

When I got well, it became clear to me that
Tsiganok occupied a privileged position in our
houschold. My grandfather did not shout at
him as often and as roughly as he did at his
sons, and when he spoke of hun in his absence
he would narrow his eyes and shake his head:

“Golden fingers that Ivan’s got, devil
take him! Mark my words, 1t’s no mecan
fellow growing up along of us!”

My uncles were also friendly with Tsiganok
and never pl;lycd tricks on him, as they did
on the master-workman Grigori. Almost every
evening they thought up some mean joke
to play on the latter—they would heat the
handles of his scissors, or put a tack on his
chair, or place materials of different colours
in the pile he was stitching, so that in his
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blindness he would sew them together into
one length and be upbraided for 1t by my
grandfather.

One cvcning after dimner, when Gmgori
had fallen uslecp on the bunk i the kitchen,
thcy p:untod his face magenta, and for a lon:\y
time  he  went  about lookmg comical and
terriflymg. hus long red nose hung down like
a  tongue between  the two dark discs of his
Sp(‘(‘l(lcl\‘s, wlnch.gloumcd du“y :lgamst tl)t‘
l)zlckgrouml of his grey beard.

I\/[y uncles were mexhaustible m tllmkmg
up such tricks, but the workman took them
without a wnrd, only muttering to himself
and laking the precaution of‘splttmg coplously
on his ﬁngcrs before }m‘kmg up the scissors,
the tron, the tongs, or his thunble.  This
became a habit with him, so that even at the
dinner table he would wet his !ingcrs before
touching a kntfe ora fork, to the vast amuse-
ment of the children When he was hurt, a
wave of wrimkles would pass over his large
face. strangely mounting to his forehead,
lifting his brows, and disappearing somewhere

on his bald pate.
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I do not know what my grandfather thought
of his sons’ sport, but my grandmother would
shake her fist at them and shout:

“You shameless devils; you fiends, you!”

Behind Tsiganok’s back, my uncles would
speak maliciously and sarcastically of him,
criticizing his work and callmg him a thief
and a sluggard.

[ asked my grandmother why this was.

“It’s because each of them wants Vanya to
be working for him when he has his own work-
shop,u she answered. “So each belittles hun
afore the other, sly ones they be! But both are
afraid Vanya will choose to stay here with
your grandfather ’stead of going with them. And
your grandfather has his own Lights—he’s like
to go and open up a third workshop along of
Vanya. That’d be bad for the uncles, see?”

She laughed quietly.

“Set God hisself a-laughmg, the way thcy
go on! And your grandfather sees their cun-
ning, and teases them a-purposec: 'll Le
buying Vanya a recruit certificate,” says he,
‘so’s they won’t take him to the army. Can’y
be sparing of him.’” Now doesn’t that make
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them mad, though! They don’t want that,
and grudge the money—the certificate costs
a lot.”

Once more [ was living with my grand-
mother, as I had on the steamer And every
cvenimng before T went to sleep she would tell
me fairy tales, or stories from her own [ife
which were as good as fairy tales. But when
she spoku about the practlcul affairs of the
“family—about dividing up my grandfather’s
property, or about my grandfather’s intention
of buying a new house for himself—she spoke
wronwcally and with detachment, as though
she were a neighbour, and not the second
cldest m the household.

From her T learned that Tsxganok wias a
foundling On a ramy might in the carly spring
they had found hum on the bench beside the
gate of our house.

“There he Loy wrapped up in a sheet,”
she sand llmughlfhlly and mysl(‘nously, “So
frozen he couldn’t mahke a peep ”

“Why do people give their babies away?”

“When a mother has no mutlk and nothing

to feed her babe, she finds out where a wee
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one has just been born and died, and takes
her own and leaves it there.”

There was a moment’s pause while she
combed her hair.

“It’s all on account of poverty, Alyosha,”
she went on, sighing and looking up at the
ceiling. “Some people do be so poor there’s
no words for it! And it’s counted a disgrace
should an unmarried girl have a baby! Your
grandfather was for taking Vanya to the police,
but T talked him out of it: let’s keep him,
says I, it’s God as has sent him ’stead of our
dead omes. Eighteen souls [ brought into
this world. A whole streetful had they lived—
eighteen houses! You see they married me off
afore 1 was fourteen years old, and my hrst
baby came afore I was fifteen. But God had
a love for the offspring of my flesh—one
after another he took them to be his angels.
And hurtful it was, and joyful!”

As she sat there on the edge of the bed in
her nightgown, all covered with black hair,
a huge shaggy figure, she resembled the she-
bear which a bearded muzhik from the forests
of Sergach had recently brought into our yard.
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“Took the best ones, He did, and left me
the worst,” she chuckled, crossing her snow-
white breast and shaking all over. “I was
happy to get Vanya—it’s such a love I have
for wee ones like you! So I took him in and
had him christened, and here he’s lived
and grown into a fine lad. First I called
him the Beetle—account of his buzzing—he
used to go crawling around, buzzing like
a beetle. Love him, Alexei, he’s a simple

soul.”
[ did love Ivan, and was struck dumb by

the wonder of him.

On Saturdays, when grandfather left for
vespers after having thrashed the children who
had sinned during the week, o lfe began
in the kitchen that was indescribably amus-
ing: Tsiganok would catch some black roaches
from behind the stove, make a harness of
thread, a paper sleigh, and dewve the four
black steeds up and down the table, which
had been scraped a shining yellow.

“They’ve gone to fetch the archbishop!”
he would cry excitedly as he steered them
with a tiny stick.
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He would stick a piece of paper to the
back of another roach and send it scurrying
after the sleigh, explaining:

“They forgot their bag, so here’s a monk
taking it to them.”

Then he would tie the legs of still another
roach, so that it stumbled along, pushiung
itself with its head.

“The deacon leaving the saloon for ves~
pers!” Vanya annouiced, clapping his hands
in glee.

He would demonstrate his trained mice
for us, making them stand and walk on their
hind legs, with their long tails trailing behind
them and their beady eyes blinking comically.
He was very gentle with his mice, carrying’
them inside his coat, feeding them sugar from
his own mouth, kissing them, and saying
convincingly:

“The mouse is a very wise neighbour and
very affectionate. The house goblin is fond
of mice and is easy on anyone who feeds them.”

Tsiganok could do tricks with cards and
money. He would shout louder than any
of the children, and indeed could scarcely

5* 67



be distinguished from them. One day in a
card game with the children, he was left the
“pig” several times running. He was very
much offended, pouted and dropped out of the
game. Later he complained to me snifflingly:

“It was all put up, I know! They winked
at ecach other and passed cards under the
table! Call that playlng? I can cheat as well
as them!”

He was nineteen years old, and bigger than
the four of us put together.

I have an especially vivid impression of
him on holiday evenings when my grand-
father and Uncle Mikhail went visiting.
Uncle Yuakov, curlyheaded and dishevelled,
would bring his guttar into the kitchen and
grandmother would arrange refreshments. There
was always an abundance of food, and
vodka was poured from a green decanter with
red flowers skilfully blown into the glass.
Tsiganok whirled like a top in his Sunday
clothes. Grigori would: come sidling quietly
in, his spectacles flashing darkly Yevgenia
would be there, our pock-marked, red-faced
nanny, fat as a jug, with cunning little eyes
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and a deep bass voice. Sometimes the ‘hairy
deacon from the Uspensky Cathedral would
come, in addition to some other dark, slimy
people who resembled pikes and pickerels.

Everybody ate a lot and drank a lot and
gave deep sighs. The children were treated
to their share (which included a wineglass of
sweet liqueun), and gradually a strange, wild
hilarity developed.

Uncle Yakov lovingly tuned his guitar,
and when this was done, invariably said one
and the same thing:

“Well, I'm begmning!”

Shaking back his curls, he would bend
over the instrument and stretch his neck like
a goose. His round, carefree face assumed a
dreamy expression, and an oily film dimmed
his lively eyes as he softly plucked at the
strings, playing a tune that drew you irre-
sistibly to your feet.

His music demanded utter silence; it
rushed like a rivulet from somewhere far
away, seeping through walls and floors and
rousing in the heart a sad, restless feeling.
It made you feel sorry for yourself and every-



onc else. The grownups seemed to become
children, and everyone sat motionless, in
pensive silence.

Mikhail’s Sasha listened with particular
concentration. He would lean toward his
uncle with his whole body, his eyes glued to
the guitar, his IHOLﬁllh open, with saliva drool-
ing from the corners. Sometimes he would
become so absorbed that he slipped off his chair,
and on such occasions he remained where
he fell, on all fours, hiseyes retaining the same
fixed stare.

Everyone sat breathless under the charm
of the music; only the samovar went on hum-
ming quictly, without disturbmg us. The two
small windows gazed out into the darkness of
the autumn night; occasionally someone would
knock softly on the panes. On the table quiv™
ered two yellow flames of candlelight, sharp
as lances.

Uncle Yakov fell deeper and deeper into
a trance; it scemed that he was fast asleep,
with his teeth clenched. But his hands kept
on living a lfe apart; the curved fingers of
l\i§ right hand fluttered like a bird at the
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opening of the soundboard, while the fingers
of his left rushed up and down the fingerboard.

When he had had a drink or two, he would
begin to wail an endless song in an unpleas-

antly sibilant voice:

If Yakov was a little pup

His howls would wake the neighbours up—
Q-0-0-0 Decar Lord!
O-0-0-0 I'm bored!

A nun comes walking down the street,

A crow goes cawing at her feet,
O-0-0-0 I'm bored!

A cricket chirps behind the stove,

A frog is croaking in the grove,
O-0-0-0 I'm bored!

A beggar hung up his pants to dry,

Another stole them, passing by—
O-0-0-0 I'm bored!
So bored, oh Lord!

I could not bear this song, and when my
uncle sang about the beggars, [ wept in incon-

solable grief.

Tsiganok listened to the ‘music as atten-
tively as anyone else, twisting his fingers’
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in his mop of curly hair, staring into the
corner and breathing noisily. Sometimes he
would exclaim plaintively:

“Oh, 1f only I had a voice! Wouldn't
I sing though!”

“Enough of tearing your heart out, Yakov
my grandmother would say with a sigh.
“Give us a dance, Vanya!”

Not always did they comply with her
request, but sometimes the musician would
press against the strings for a second, then
clench his fist, and with a wide gesture, thrust
something soundless and invisible onto the

[

floor, shouting like a hoodlum:

“Enough of this dreariness' Onto your
feet, Vanya!”

Vanya would get up, preen himself, straight-
en his yellow shirt, and mince into the centre
of the room as though he were walking on
glass.

“Make it faster, Yakov Vasilyevich,” he
would modestly request, blushing in embar-
rassment.

The guitar broke into a wild rhythm,
heels began to beat time, dishes rattled on
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shelves and table, while Tsiganok whirled
in the centre of the room, swooping like a
bird, waving his wing-like arms, moving
his feet so swiftly that the eye could not
follow them. With a whoop he sat on his
haunches and whirled like a golden top,
lighting everything with the shine of silk,
which glowed and flamed in its shiver and flow.

Tsiganok danced inexhaustibly, with utter
self~oblivion, and it seemed that if the door
were opened, he would dance out into the
street, through the city, and away to some
unknown land. . . .

“Cut across!” shouted Uncle Yakov, beating
time with his foot.

He gave a piercing whistle and shouted
a couplet in his irritating voice:

If it wasn’t for spoiling my shoes on the way,
I'd run from my wife this very day!

The people at the table caught the spirit.
Sometimes they would shout or squeal as
though seared by hot iron; the bearded mas-
ter-workman kept tapping out the time on

his bald head and muttering under his breath.
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Once he leaned toward me, his soft beard
sweeping my shoulder, and whispered in my
car as though I were a grownup:

“If only your father was here, Alexei Maxi-
movich! He’d Light a different flame! A jolly
fellow he was! Remember him?”

“No.”

“Ha! Used to be he and your grandmoth-
er ... Here, wart a minute!”

Grigori rose to his fect—tall, emaciated)
resembling the image of a saint—bowed to
my grandmother, and said in an unusually
deep voice:

“Akulina Ivanovna, be so good as to do
a dance for us. Remember how you used to
with Maxim Savvateyevich! Now do us the
favour!”

“Goodness sakes, what are you saying,
Grigort  Ivanovich? Oh, my!” laughed my
grandmother, shrinkmg away “Me dance?
Just to make pcoplc laugh, is that it? . ..”

But everyone began to urge her, and sud-
denly she got up like a young girl, adjusted
her skirt, st‘r.lightcncd her spine, threw back
her heavy head. and glided off, crying:
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“Let them laugh as wants to! Come on
there, Yakov! Tune up!”

My uncle threw himself back and stretched
his legs, half closing his eyes and playing
a slower tune. Tsiganok stoppcd for a moment,
then jumped up and began leaping about my
grandmother as she glided silently over the
floor as though floating in air, gracefully
moving her arms, her brows raised and her
dark eyes gazing into the distance. I thought
she looked funny, and let out a snort, but
Grigori shook his finger at me and all the
grownups glanced at me in displeasure.

“Get away, Ivan!” called out Grigori with
a laugh, and Tsiganok obediently moved off
to one side and sat down, while nanny Yevge-
nia stuck out her Adam’s apple and began
to sing in a fine deep voice:

'T1l Saturday the whole week through,
The maiden worked at making lace,
Weak and thin her fingers grew,
Ah, how pale and wan her face!

My grandmother seemed more to be tell-
ing a story than dancing. Now she would
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move slowly, thoughtfully, swaying from side
to side and glancing about from under her
raised arm, hesitating in her movements as
she carcfully felt her way. Then she would
stop as though suddenly frightencd, her face
frowning  and  quivering. Suddenly her
features would Light up with a kind, friend-
ly smile, and she would jump to one side
as though making way for someone to
pass, pushing others aside. Then she would
stand lIistenmg with lowered head, a happy
smile slowly lighting her face. All of a
sudden she would burst into a dance, whirl-
ing about taller and straighter than she had
ever been before, and so wildly attractive
in this moment of resurrected youth that
it was impossible to take one’s eyes off
her.

And all the while nanny Yevgenia kept
blowing like a horn:

They danced from early mass on Sunday
To the breaking of the dauwn.

All too scon the day was Monday—
And the holiday was gone.
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When the dance was over, my grandmother
took her place at the samovar. Everyone
praised her, but she modestly protested.

“Enough, enough! You’ve never seen a
real dancer,” she said, as she arranged her
disordered hair. “There was a girl, now,
where I lived in Balakhna—TI've forgot her
name and whose she was—never would she
dance, but some would cry with the joy of
watching her! A heart’s holiday it was just
to look at her; you couldn’t want for anything
else! How I envied her, sinner that I was!”

“Singers and dancers are the salt of the
earth,” observed nanny Yevgenia severely, and
began to sing something about King David,

“You ought to get a job dancing in a saloon,”
said Uncle Yakov to Tsiganok, as he threw
his arm over his shoulder. “You’d give people
a treat all right!”

“I want to sing,” complained Tsiganok.
“If God would give me a voice, I'd sing without
stopping for ten years, and then it wouldn’t
matter what happened to me—even if I became
a monk!”

Everyone drank vodka, especially Grigori.
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“Watch out, Grigori, or you'll go complete-
ly blind,” warned my grandmother as she
poured him glass after glass.

“What of it?” he answered. “I don’t need
eyes any more. ['ve seen everything.”

He did not get drunk, but became more
and more voluble, talking to me all the time
about my father.

“He had a big heart, he did, my good
friend Maxim Savvateyevich. . . .”

Grandmother sighed and agreed with him:

“Ah yes, child of God that he was. . ..”

I found all this vastly interesting and
was held m a state of tense excitement. The
atmosphcrc gave rise to a kind of quiet, untir-
ing gloom, and the gloom and the joy lived
together in the hearts of the people, insepa-
rable, the one supplanting the other with an
elusive, inexplicable swiftness.

Once Uncle Yakov, who was not partic-
ularly drunk, began to rip his shirt, tear at
his curly harr and colourless moustache, at
his nose and protruding lip.

“Why, oh why?” he wailed, the tears
flowing. “Why should it be so?”
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He struck himself on the cheek, on the
brow, on the breast, sobbing the while:
“I'm wicked and worthless, a lost soul

“Aha! That’s it!” roared Grigori.

“Enough, Yakov! The good Lord knows
what to teach us,” said my grandmother,
also a bit tipsy, as she caught at her son’s
hands.

She became even better after having some-
thing to drink. Her smuling dark eyes
poured a warm light over everyone, and
she would say in a singsong voice as she
fanned her flushed face with her handker.

(4

chief:

“Oh Lord, oh Lord, how good it all is!
Just look how good it all is!”

That was her heart’s cry, her life’s slo-
gan.

[ was amazed by the tears and cries of my
carefree uncle. I asked my grandmother why
he wept and struck himself.

“You have to know everything!” she grum-
bled reluctantly, not at all in her usual manner.
“Wait a while—it’s too soon for you to be stick-

ing your nose into such things.”
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That only whetted my curiosity. I went
into the workshop and began questioning
Ivan, but he also avoided answering me, only
laughing quietly, glancing at the master.
workman out of the corner of his eye and push-
ing me out of the shop. -

“Enough! Get out of here, before [ let
you down into one of those vats and dye you
a bright green,” he shouted.

The master-workman was standing before
a low, broad stove with three vats built into
it. He was stirring the contents of one of
them with a long black stick with which he
would then lift up the cloth and watch the
coloured water drain off. The bright fire was
reflected in his leather apron, as varicoloured
as the brocaded vestments of a priest. The dye
water bubbled in the vats and a cloud of acrid
smoke streamed through the door and across
the wintry yard.

The master-workman glanced at me from
under his glasses with red and filmy eyes;
then he turned to Ivan.

“Can’t you see [ need some wood?” he said

gruffly.
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When Tsiganok ran out into the yard,
Grigori sat down on a sack of santalin and
beckoned me to him.

“Come here,” he said.

He sat me on his knee, swept my cheek
with his warm, soft beard, and told me things
[ shall never forget.

“Your uncle beat his wife to death, and
his conscience gives him no peace, understand?
It’s right you should know everything—keep
your eyes open or you'll have a hard time
of it.

[t was easy to talk to Grigori, like to my

2

grandmother, but it was frightening. It seemed
as though he could see through everything
when he glanced out from under his dark
glasses.

“And how did he beat her to death?” he
went on unhurriedly. “Here’s how—he’d
get in bed with her, cover her with the quilt,
head and all, thump and pound her night after
night until she died. What for? Couldn’t tell
you himself.”

[van came in with a load of wood and
squatted in front of the fire to warm his hands,
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but Grigori went on impressively without
paying any attention to him.

“Maybe he beat her because she was better
than him and he envied her. The Kashirins
can’t stand anything good, sonny. They envy
it, but they can’t take it to themselves, so
they wipe it out. You ask your granny how
they squeezed your father out of this life.
She’ll tell you everything—she can’t stand
lies—can’t understand them. She’s a kind of
saint, your granny, even if she does take a
drop now and then and likes her snuff. Kind
of a holy woman. You keep in with her,
sonny. . . .7

He pushed me away and I went out into
the yard stunned and horrified. Vanya over-
took me when [ reached the entrance-
way.

“Don’t be afraid of him, he’s a good sort,”
he whispered in my ear, his hand on my head.
“Look him straight in the eye—he likes people
who do that.”

Everything was strangely upsetting. I
knew no other life, but I had a vague recollec-
tion that my mother and father had not lived



like that; they had spoken other words, known
other amusements, and had always sat and
walked alongside of each other, close together,
In the evenings they had sat at the window
singing songs, laughing loud and long, so that
the neighbours would gather to listen. I re-
member that the upraised faces of these neigh-
bours had always reminded me of dirty dinner
plates. Here, on the contrary, people rarely
laughed, and when they did you could not
be sure what they were laughing at. They
were always shouting at each other, threaten-
ing each other, and whispering off in the
corner. The children were silent and inconspic-
uous, beaten to earth like dust in the rain.
[ felt like a stranger in this house, and the
life about me pricked me with a thousand
needles, rousing my suspicions and forcing me
to watch everything with strained atten-
tion.

My friendship with Ivan grew. From sun-
rise ‘til late at night my grandmother was
busy about the house, so I spent most of the
day trotting at the heels of Tsiganok. He
continued to protect me with his arm whenever
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my grandfather flogged me, and would show
me his swollen fingers the next day with the
complaint:

“No pomt in it. Don’t help you any, and
look what I get! That’s the last time—here-
after you take what’s coming to you!”

But the next time he would take the un-
earned punishment all over again.

“You said you wouldn’t do it any more.”

“Saying and doing arc two different things—
don’t know myself how 1t happened.”

Soon I learned something about Tsiganok
that increased my interest and devotion.

Every Friday Tsiganok would hitch the
sorrel gelding Sharap (a mischievous beast
with a sweet tooth—my grandmother’s favour-
ite) to the broad sledge, dress himself in an
enormous cap and a short sheepskin tightly
girdled with a green sash, and go to market
to buy the week’s supply of food. Sometimes
he would be gone for a long time. Then everyone
would become nervous. and keep going to the
window, breathing on the frosted glass to get
a glimpse into the street.

“Coming yet?”
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“Not yet.”

My grandmother would worry the most.

“Ah me!” she would say to her sons and
husband. “You’ll be the death of a good
man and a good horse! It’s a conscience
you want, you shameless creatures! Never satis-
fied with what you’ve got! A stupid tribe,
a greedy lot! The Lord’ll punish you
yet!”
My grandfather would frown and mutter:
“Oh, all right. This is the last time. .. .”
Sometimes Tsiganok would return only
at noon; then my grandfather and uncles would
rush into the yard to meet him, while behind
them would come my grandmother, furiously
sniffing her snuff and waddling like a bear—
for some reason she was always clumsy at
such times. The children would come run-
ning out, and then would begin the joy of
unloading the sledge, packed with fresh game,
whole pigs, fish, and cuts of meat of every
variety.

“Bought everything we ordered?” asked
my grandfather eyeing the sledge with his
sharp little eyes.
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“Everything, just as ordered,” answered
Ivan merrily, jumping about the yard
and rubbing his mittened hands to warm
up.
“Stop rubbing your mittens like that—
they cost money,” shouted my grandfather
sternly.  “Bring back any change?”

“No.”

My grandfather slowly walked about the
sledge, muttering as he went:

“Looks ltke you’ve brought back an awful
lot of stufl again. Sure you haven’t bought some
of 1t without moncy? See that don’t happen
in my house, hear?”

And he would hurry away with his face
all  screwed up.

Then my uncles would merrily make for
the sledge and start guessing the weight of
the fowls, fish, giblets, legs of veal, and chunks
of meat.

“You made a fine choice, all right!” they
would say, whistling and shouting in approba-
tion.

My Uncle Mikhail went into particular
ecstasies. He would hop around the sledge
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as though he were on springs, sniffing with the
nose of a woodpecker, smacking his lips and
blissfully narrowing his restless eyes. He was
as lean as my grandfather, and resembled
him, except that he was taller, and dark as a
gypsy. He would thrust his frozen hands up
his sleeves and ask:

“How much money did the old man give
you?”

“Five rubles.”

“And here’s at least fifteen rubles’ worth.
How much did you spend?”

“Four rubles ten.”

“In other words, ninety kopcks in your
pocket, eh? Hear that, Yakov? That’s one
way to make money.”

Uncle Yakov laughed softly as he stood
there in the cold in his shirt sleeves, blinking
at the frosty blue sky.

“How about standing us each to a half
pint, Vanya?” he would drawl.

My grandmother unharnessed the horse.

“What is it, my love? What is it, my
kitten?” she would murmur as she worked.

“Wanting to play a bit? Go ahead. Go right
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ahead—the Lord don’t object to a little play-
fulness.”

The huge Sharap would toss his mane and
scratch at her shoulder with his white tecth,
snatching off her silk kerchicf, glancing into
her face with merry eyes, and neighing softly
as he shook the hoarfrost off his lashes.

“Is it a piece of bread you're wanting?”
she would ask as she thrust a great hunk, well
salted, between his teeth, holding her apron
under his mouth and watching him chew.

“He’s a beauty, that gelding, granny,”
Tsiganok would say, as playful as a young
colt himself. “He’s so smart!”

“Get away! Stop wagging your tail around
here!” cried my grandmother with a stamp
of her foot. “You know I have no use for you
on such days!”

She explained to me that when Tsiganok
went to market, he did less buying than he did
stealing.

“Grandad gives him a fiver; he spends
three—and steals ten rubles’ worth,” she
said sullenly. “He loves to steal, the rascall
Tried it once—it worked—everybody here
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at home laughed and praised him, so he made
a habit of it. Your grandad got so fed up on
poverty when he was young, it has made
him tight in his old age. He thinks more of
money than of his own children. Only too
glad to get something for nothing. As for Mi-
khail and Yakov—"

She dismissed them with a wave of her hand
and became silent for a moment.

“It’s a tangled lacemaking, Alyosha,”
she continued, glancing into her snuffbox,
“done by a blind old hag as got the pattern
twisted. Little wonder you and me can’t make
head or tail out of it. But once they catch
Vanya for stealing, they’ll beat him to
death. . . .”

Again she was silent for a brief space, and
when whe went on, her voice was very soft.

“Ah me! Lots of rules we’ve got, but no
truth to base them on....”

The next day I begged Tsiganok not to steal
any more.

“They’ll beat you to death....”

“They won’t catch me—I'll get away:
['m a clever one, and my horse is a fast one,”

89



he said with a laugh which was soon eclipsed
by a frown. “Oh [ know it’s all wrong to steal,
and dangerous. [ do 1t just for the fun of it.
And I don’t save up any money; those uncles
of yours get 1t all out of me n the course of
a week. But I don’t care—let them have it
[ get enough to eat.”

Suddenly he picked me up and shook me
gently

“You're thin and light, but you got good
bones. You’ll grow up into a strong fellow.
Listen, learn to play the guitar—ask your
Uncle Yakov to teach you—no fooling! Only
you're too young yet, that’s the trouble!
A little chap, but got a temper! [ don’t
think  you like that grandad of yours, do
you?”

“I don’t know.”

“I'don’t like any of these Kashirins except
granny. Only the devil could like them!”

“And me?”

“You’'re not a Kashirm. You're a Peshkov.
That's different blood, a different tribe.”

Suddenly he squeezed me tightly and said

with almost a groan:
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“God, if only I could sing! Wouldn’t
[ wring the hearts though! Well, get along,
brother. Got to start working.”

He let me down on the floor, put a handful
of nails into his mouth, and began tacking
some wet black material to a large square
board.

Soon after that he was killed.

[t happened like this: leaning against the
fence of our yard, near the gate, lay a huge
oaken cross ending in a thick pedestal. It had
lain there for a long time. [ remember noticing
it when I first came to live in that house.
At that time it was new and yellow; now it
had become darkened by autumn rains and
gave off the pungent odour of scasoned oak.
[t was badly in the way in our small, littered
yard.

Uncle Yakov had bought it to place on his
wife’s grave, swearing to carry it to the ceme-
tery on his own shoulders onthe first anniversary
of her death.

The anniversary fell on Saturday, at the
beginning of winter. It was cold and windy
and snow came flying off the roofs. My grand-
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mother and grandfather and the other three
grandchildren rode ahead to the cemetery
for the ceremony. Everyone else went out
into the yard. I was left at home as a punish-
ment for some crime [ had committed.

My uncles, dressed in identical black coats,
lifted the head of the cross and placed one
of its arms on Yakov’s shoulder, the other
on Mikhail’s. With difficulty Grigori and
a strange man lifted the heavy pedestal and
placed it on Tsiganok’s broad shoulders;
he swayed and placed his fect wide apart to
brace himself.

“Can you manage!” asked Grigori.

“Don’t know. Prctty heavy.”

“Open the gate, you blind devil,” roared
Uncle Mikhail.

“Shame on you, Vanya,” said my Uncle
Yakov. “We're both lighter than you.”

But Grigori turned to Vanya as he opened
the gate and admonished sternly:

“Take care not to strain yourself! Well,
God be with you!”

“You mangy old fool!” shouted Uncle
Mikhail from the street.
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Everybody in the yard laughed and started
talking in loud voices, as though pleased
that the cross had been removed.

Grigori took me by the hand and led me
into the workshop.

“Maybe your grandfather won’t flog you
today,” he said. “Seems like he’s in a good
humour.”

He sat me on top of a pile of wool ready
to be dyed, gently wrapped 1t around me,
and began to speak to me thoughtfully as he
sniffed the steam coming from the vats:

“I’ve known your grandfather for thirty-
seven years, sonny,” he said. “[ saw the begin-
ning of this business, and now I'm witnessing
the end of it. We used to be good friends—
went into business together, thought it up
together. He’s a smart one, your grandfather!
See, he made himself boss here—I wasn’t
able. But the Lord’s smarter than any of us:
one smile of His, and the wisest is left standing
there blinking his eyes like a fool. You don’t
know the how and the why of things yet, but
it’s right you should know everything. The
life of an orphan’s not easy. Your father,
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Maxim Savvateyevich, was a trump if there
ever was one—he understood everything.
That’s why your grandfather didn’t ke
him and wouldn’t have athing to do with

2

him
It was pleasant to sit and listen to his kind

words and watch the red and gold fire play.
ing in the stove, the milky cloud of steam
rising from the vats and settling to freeze on
the planks of the slanting ceiling. Through
a ragged crack [ glimpsed a blue ribbon of
sky. The wind had died down, the sun was
shining, and the yard seemed to have been
sprinkled with ground glass. From the street
came the crunching of sleigh runners; blue
smoke curled from the chimneys of the houses,
and light shadows flitted over the snow as
though they too were telling their story.

The tall, bony Grigori, with his long beard
and large ears, looked like a kind wizard as
he stood there hatless, stirring the boiling
dyes and giving me instructions.

“Always look people straight i the eye;
even a dog that’s after you will stop in his
tracks if you do that....”
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His heavy glasses pressed on the bridge
of his nose, causing the end to turn blue, like
my grandmother’s.

“What’s that?” he said, stopping suddenly.
He listened for a second, closed the draft
in the stove with his foot, and bounded across
the yard. T followed at his heels.

Tsiganok lay on his back in the middle
of the kitchen floor; from the window streamed
two broad shafts of light, one of which fell
on his head and breast, the other on his feet.
His forchead shone with a strange light; his
brows were raised; his slanting eyes stared
at the sooty ceiling; his dark lips twitched
and emitted a pink froth; thin streams of
blood oozed out of the corners of his mouth,
down his neck and onto the floor, while blood
ran freely from underneath him. Ivan’s legs
lay limp, and from the way his wide pants
clung to the floor, it was clear that they were
soaked. The floor had been scrubbed with sand
until it shone bright in the sun. Rivulets of
blood ran toward the doorway, lighted vividly
where they crossed the shafts of sunlight.

Tsiganok lay motionless except for the
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fingers of his outstretched arms, which kept
scratching at the floor, causing his dye-stained
nails to glisten in the sunlight,

Nanny Yevgenia crouched beside Ivan to
place a candle in his hand, but he could
not grasp it; the candle fell, and its flame was
extinguished in blood. The nurse picked it
up, wiped it off, and once more tried to place
it in his restless fingers. The kitchen seethed
with suppressed excitement which blew me
like a wind off the doorsill, but I clung tight
to the jamb.

“He stumbled,” said Uncle Yakov in a
colourless voice, jerking his head. He himself
had become faded and wrinkled, and he kept
blinking his colourless eyes.

“He fell, and 1t crushed him—struck him
in the back. It’d have smashed us too if we
hadn’t let go in time.”

“Then 1t was you that smashed him,” said
Grigori hoarsely.

“Well, what do you think we....”

“You!”

The blood kept ﬂowing; near the door
it had already formed a pool which darkened

96



and seemed to be rising. Tsiganok lay there
making noises as though in his sleep, while
the pink froth kept comung out of his mouth
and his body kept melting away, growirg
flatter and ﬂ'ltlcr, lcvcllmg down to the floer
as \llough merging with it.

“Mikhail took a horse and went to the
church to fetch pa,” whispered Uncle Yakov.
“I dumped him m a droshky and hurried
back here with hum. . . . A good 111mg Ididn't
carry the pedestal myself, or look where 1'd
be now....”

Once more the nurse fixed the candle in
Tsxganok’s hand, dripping wax and tears
into his palm

“Stick the candle to the Hoor at his head,
clumsy!” cried Grigori roughly.

“That’s right.”

“Take off his hat!”

The nurse pulled off his hat, and Ivan’s
head struck the floor with a dull thud. Now
his head was turned, so that the blood flowed
more frcely from hus moutl\, but only from
one corner. This went on for a frightfully long
time. At first I had expected Tsiganok to
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have a rest, then sit up, spit disgustedly, and
say in his usual manner:

“Phooh! This heat!”

That was what he always said on awaking
from his after-dinner nap on Sundays. But
mstead of sntting up, he kept lying there
and melting away. The sun had withdrawn;
the shafts had shortencd and now lay only
on the window sills. His face and hands had
grown dark, his fingers no longer moved,
and the froth had stopped bubbling from his
mouth. Three candles had been placed about
his head, their golden flames lighting the
blue-black mass of his hatr, the pinched tip
of his nose, and his blood-stamed teeth, and
throwing wavering patches of light over his
swarthy cheeks.

Nanny knelt weeping beside him:

“Ah, you poor little pigeon! Such a joy
you were!” she whispered.

[t was cold and terrifying. I climbed under
the table and hid there. Then my grandfather
came lumbering into the kitchen in his racoon
coat, followed by my grandmother in her
greatcoat with little tails about the collar.
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With them came Uncle Mikhail, the chil-
dren, and many strangers.

My grandfatllcr threw his coat on the
floor and shouted:

“The bastards! To do in a chap like this!
Why, in five years he’d have been worth his
weight in gold!”

The clothes on the floor cut off my view of
Ivan, andin crawling to a better postition [ got
in my grandfather’s way; he kicked me aside
as he shook his little red fist at my uncles.

“Wolves, that’s what you arel”

Then he sank down on a bench, graspmg
it tightly with his fingers as he whimpered
and muttered in a squeaky voice:

“Oh I know—you couldn’t stomach him.
Ah, Vanya, foolish boy! What can we do now?
What can we do, I say? The horse is old, the
harness sold. ... Well, mother, looks like
the Lord’s had it in for us these last few years,
eh? What do you say, mother?”

My grandmother had thrown herself down
on the floor beside Ivan and was feeling his
face, his head, his breast, breathing into his
eyes, picking up his hands and rubbing them,
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knocking over all the candles. At last she ros
11(‘.1v1|y to her feet, a vast black figure, her
black dress shining, her Dlack eyes rolling
O o
fearfully as she sard m a low voice:
“Out of here, you accursed ones!”
Everyonc exceptmy grandfather disappeared.
Tsiganok was buried unnoticeably, unob-

trusive ly
v

[ lay on a wude bed, with a heavy quilt
folded round and round me, ]xstcnmg to my
grandmother praying. She was on her knees,
prcssing her breast with one hand while with
tl\(‘ Olll(‘r Sllc OCC&Sion;l”y CI"OSS(’d llcrsel[
unhurriedly

[ could hear the crackling of the frost beyond
the window. Greenish  moonlight  glanced
through the lacy pattern of the frozen pane,
iluminating with 1ts phosphorescent light
the Kind face with its prominent nose and dark
cyes. The silken headdress covering my grand-
mother’s hair shone like metal, while her dark
dress streamed from her shoulders in shifting
folds that piled upon the floor about her.
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When she had finished praymng, she silent-
ly undressed, placing her clothes neatly on
the trunk in the corner. Then she came to
bed, and 1 pl’ctcndcd to be sound uslcqx

“Stop muaking believe, you little rascal.
You're not asleep,” she said softly. “You're
not now, are you pigeon-widgeon? Here, let’s
have a bit of that qullt 7

Scnsing what was to fbllow, [ could not
ressst a smile; then she shouted:

“Ahal So it’s sport you want to muake of
your old grandmother, 1s it?”

She took hold of the edge of the quilt and
yan{ied it with such force and such skill
that I went skyrocketing into the air, whirling
around and landmg back in the feather bed
while she roared with laughter.

“Take that, you little pixy! Guess that’ll
hold you!”

Sometimes she would pray for such a long
time that I would fall asleep and not hear her
come to bed.

Days of trouble, quarrels and fighting,
always ended in these long prayers; it was
most interesting to listen to my grandmother
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giving the Lord all the details of what had
happened. There she knelt, a mountainous
form, boginning her prayers in a quick, un-
intelligible whisper which grew into a deep
grumble:

“You know yourself, Lord, it’s only natural
everyone should want to better himself. Mi-
Khail, now, being the oldest, is the one as should
stay here in town—it’s an offence to send him
over the river to a new place as nobody’s tricd
before and there’s no telling how it’ll turn
out. But father has a preference for Yakov.
Is it right for a father to love his children
unequal! Fe’s a stubborn one, the old man
15 You’d do well to give him a drop of sense,
LO]‘({ 7

She would glance at the dark icons with
her huge, shimmg eyes as she went on giving
advice to that God of hers.

“Send hun a good dream, Lord, showing
him how to divide with his sons.”

She would cross herself and bow until her
broad brow struck against the carpet, 111cn,
straightening up, go on speaking convinc-

ingly:
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“And why not send a drop of joy to Varvara?
What’s she done to get in your bad graces,
Lord? Why is she worse than the others?
Who ever heard of such a young, strong woman
living in such misery? And then Grigori,
Lord—mind his cyes—getting worse every
day. Once he’s blind, what’s left for him but
to go begging his bread, and would that be
right?—him as has poured out all his strength
in grandad’s business. . . . But the old man’ll
give himno help. . . . Ah Lord, dear Lord. . . .7

For a long time she would remain silent,
with drooping head and hanging arms as
though she had fallen asleep.

“What else?” she would say at last, wrin-
kling her brows. “Be merciful to all the faith-
ful; and forgive me, accursed fool that I
am, as you know only too well; it’s a foolish
mind lcads me to sin and not a wicked
heart.”

Then she would give a deep sigh and say
with loving satisfaction:

“But there’s nothing you don’t know, dear
Lord; nothing you don’t understand, blessed
Father.”
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I was very fond of my grandmother’s God,
he seemed so near and dear to lier Often
[ would say.

“Tell me  about God ”

She had a specral manner for speaking about
Hun; she would always sit down andclose
her cyces and L.[\(uk m a soflt voice, strange-
ly drawing out her words, Tean still remeraber
how shie would draw horself up., take a scat.
throw a kerchief evar her hicad, and begin to
weave Il(f [\\llk‘l(‘s Ul]‘ll i (\‘ll «\SICC})

”TllCAAC l!l(‘ LOI‘\{ stls on a lllll, 5“1‘1\\UHL1(’&1
l)y the meadovs of l*..n‘;'.dxs(‘, stls on a .sc.pp])i'rc
throne under the stlver Imdcns, Linidens that
bloom all the year mund, for there 1s no winter
m paradise, and no autumn, so that the flowers
bloom from year’s end 1o year’s end, bring—
ing joy to the saints of heaven. And all around
the Lord ﬂy a multitude of angcls—llnck as
snow, or a swarm of bees—or like a flock of
white doves flying from heaven to carth and
back again, telling the Lord about us creatures
here below. And each of us has his own angel
—yours and mine and grandad’s—for the
Lord is the same to all His creatures Here,
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now, comes your angel and says to the Lord.
‘Alexei went and stuck his tongue out at his
gmndﬁtl!m‘f So the Lord gives His orders:
Let the old man g.wve him a bcating,’ says
he. And so st is with cverybody and every.
thn‘.g,
gricf to some, joy to othere And 1t's all so

CilCh IC‘\V{U'(‘C({ ilk\‘OF(!kllg to ]‘L;S (‘.\‘SL’I"S o=

fine that the angcls flautter their wigs i joy
and keep singing, ‘Prascd be the Lerd, the
Lord on high‘.' While He just looks on with
a smile, as much as to say, ‘Well, <o ahicad
my prct‘ucs_, once 1t plc.lsvs you""

And my grandinother hersell would smule
and nod her head.

“Have you scen all that?”

“T haven't scen it, but I know 11," she
answered  musingly

Whenever she spoke about God and para-
dise and the angels, she became small and
meck, her face lost the scars of ag>, and her
moist ecyes radiated a pariiculdrly warm hght.
[ wound her heavy satiny braids around
my neck and sat motionless, charmed by
these tales which T could never get enough

of.
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“It’s not given to mortals to look on the
fuce of God—blind them it would. Only the
saints can behold Him with wide-open eyes.
But angels I've scen. They become visible
when your heart’s been purged. Once [ stood
m the church at carly mass, and there at
the altar I could sec two of them—Tlike fog they
were—sce right lhrough them, and bright as
l)right, with \vings to the ﬂoor, all lacy and
gauzy They kept movingabout the throne, help-
mg old Father Ilyar when he’d raise his feeble
old arms to pray there they’d be, a-holding
up his clbows. So old and blind he was that
Lie kept bumping into evcryllling, and soon
after that he died T was so happy to sce them
I nearly fainted with joy; my heart ached nigh
to bursting and the tears came streaming from
ah, what a delight it was! How

my cyes
splendid everythmg is with God up in heaven,
Alyosha, my pigeon-widgeon! And how splendid
it 1s down here on earth!”

“Even here in our house?”

“Yes, cverywhere, praised be the Holy
Virgin,” rcphcd my gmndmotl\er, crossing

herself.
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This was puzzling: certainly it was hard
to agree thateverything was well in our house,
where relations were 1>ccoming more strained
cvery day.

[ remember once passing the open door
of Uncle Mikhail’s room and catching a glimpse
of Aunt Natalya all in white, rushmg about
the room with her hands pressed to her breast,
crying in a dreadful, low voice:

“Oh God, take me away from here, let

»

me  go. . ..

[ understood her prayer, and I understood
Grigori when he kept muttering:

“Soon as I'm blind I'll go off begging,
and that’ll be better than this!”

I hoped he would hurry and go blind so
that I could become his guide and go off with
him, to wander through the world begging
our bread. I once spoke of this to hum. He
laughed into his beard and said:

“All right, we’ll go together. And I'll
cry through the streets so’s all shall hear,
‘This 1s the grandson of Vasili Kashirin, owner
of the dye works!” That’ll be fumny, all
right!”
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I had noticed that often my Aunt N;lt;tlya's
hps were swollen and there were black-and-
blue marks oa her yellow face.

“Does uncle beat her?” T asked my grund—
mother.

“On the s]y, curse him!” she answered with
a sigh “Your graudfathor doesn’t allow st
so he does 1t at 1\1;:]11‘. Hec's a mean one and
she’s got no backbone 7

Then she would gy on, warming to her
story

“But they don’t beat rowadays the way
l‘le uscd 1ol Qb sometimes t]h-y'“ give 1t
to you in the tecth or the car or y;mk at your
brard for a mmute or two, but 1t used to be
lllcy\l torture you for hours! Once your g:xmd_
father beat me on the first day of Easter week

take

from car]y muass to sundown—beat me
a rest—then start all over agam With the
horse reins or anythimg else at hand 7
“What for?”
“Can’t remember now Once he beat tne
rul T was half dead and then gave me nothing
to cat for five days- -1 hardly managed to pull

»

through that tiee  Or again
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I was sicuck dumb by such facts. my grand-
mother was twice the size of my grandfather,
and T conld not mmagwe his gottmg the bet-
ter of her

“Is he so much stronger than you?”

“Not stronger, but older  Besides which,
he’s my husband. 1e7s hio God’s put i charge
of me, and ordered me to bear it.”

I used to love to watch her dust the icons
and clean their mountings Qur 1cons were
very claborate:r sct with pearls and precious
stones and mlaid with silver  She  would
handle them with deft fingers.

“What a sweet face!” she would mur-
mur as she crossed  herself  and  kissed
them.

“All covered with dust and soot! Blessed
Mother of God, omnipotent, shedding joy
unspcakable! Just look here, how fine the
drawing is, Alyosha, my pigeon-widgeon,
such tiny figures, but each standing separate.
This one’s called “Twelve Holidays,” with
the Feodorovsky Virgin in the middle—such
a dear kind lady! And this one—"Weep not,

y

oh mother, beside my grave. . ..

12795
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Sometimes it scemed to me that she played
with the icons as seriously and credulously
as my cowed cousin Katerina played with
her dolls.

Often she saw devils, both singly and in
droves.

“One night m Lent I was walking past
the Rudolf’s house—everything bright with

moonlight—and  suddenly [ saw somethimng
dark straddling the roof ncar the chimney.

Blg and shaggy it was, with 1ts horns bent
down into the c}ximney, a—sniﬂing and a-snort-
ing, lashing its tatl over the roof and shuf-
fling its big feet. [ made the sign of the cross
and said, ‘Christ shall rise agamn to the morti=
fication of His enemics!” Straight away he
gave a Iittle squeak and slid down into the
yard—mortified he was! Likely the Rudolfs
were cooking something to break their fast
and he sniffed 1t, gloating. .. .”

[ laughed at the thought of the devil somer-
saulting down into the yard, and she laughed
with me.

“Don’t they like mischief though, just like
little children! One night, getting on to mid-

110



night, I was doing the wash in the bathhouse.
All of a sudden the door of the stove swung
little ones, and littler

open and out tlley came
ones—red ones, green ones, black ones—like
roaches. I rushed to the door, but they wouldn’t
let me reach it. There I was, locked up with
those devils, millions of them, {illing the whole
bathhouse—under my feet, up my legs, pinch-
ing, biting, stinging "til I couldn’t so much as
make the sign of the cross to shoo them
away. Soft and warm and furry they were,
like little kittens, always up on their hind
legs, a-turning and a-tumbling, baring their
little mice tecth, flashing their Iittle green
eyes, tossing their heads with the Iittle knobs
where the horns were coming through, twist-
ing their little pigs’ tails. . .. Lordy, what
a time [ had! Lost my senses, I did, and
when I came to, the candle was most burnt
up, the wash water all cold, and the wash
scattered all over the floor. ‘Phooh!’ thinks
I, ‘the plague on you, devils that you
be!’”

I closed my eyes and could sce the door of
the grey stone stove open, letting out a stream
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of 1.ul'u'u1in$>y tnps who crowded the bath=-
house, blowmg at the candle and sticking out
thewr vixenish pink tongues  Thrs too was
amusmyg, but termfymg as well. My grand-
mother shook her head and was silent for a
minute, until agam she was seized by a flare
of agination:

“And 1've seen folls with the curse on them,
too, that was alo during the night, mn the
winter, with a blizzard ragmng. T was cross-
iny the Dukov gully. where remember T told
you Yakov and Mikhailo wanted to drown
your father (ln‘ough a hole m the sce of the
pond  That's where T was gong; T had just
come down the p;llh to the bottom of the gully
when all of a sudden, such a whisthing, such
a s:rccclung I heard! [ looked up, and there’s
a trotka of black horses gallopmyg down on
me with the coachman, a round little devil
m a pomted red cap, standmg up on the seat
with his arms steetched out, driving them with
chams mstead of rems. And when the horses
couldn’t get through the gully they made
slnuught for the pond in a cloud of snow. And

those 1 the slergh were also devils, whistling



and shouting and waving their caps. Seven
troikas went flying past me like fire-wagons,
and the horses of all of them black as sable,
and the people in all of them accursed of their
fathers and mothers! Such people are good
sport for the devil. The devils seek them out,
riding them and driving them through the
night for their merrymaking. Reckon it was
a devil’s wedding I saw that night. . ..

Grandmother spoke with such simplicity
and conviction that it was impossible not

E2]

to believe her.

But best of all were the verses she recited
about how the Holy Virgin walked the thorny
path through this world, exhorting the “Rob-
ber-princess” Yengalycheva not to rob and flail
Russians; verses about Alexei, the man of God,
and about Ivan-the-Warrior; tales about Vasi-
lisa-the-Wise, about Pope-the-Goat and the
godly Godson; fearful legends about Marfa-
the-Possadnitsa, about Baba Usta, the Robber
Chief, about Maria, the Egyptian sinner, and
about the grief of the Robber’s Mother. Her
stock of tules, legcnds, and verses was inexhaust-

ible.
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She was nat afraid of people, including
my grandfather, or devils, or any other dark
power, but she was deathly afraid of roaches,
and sensed their presence even at a great dis-’
tance. Sometimes she would wake me up in
the middle of the night, whispering:

“Alyosha darling, there’s a roach crawling.
Kill it, for the love of Christ!”

Only half awake, I would light the candle
and crawl about on my hands and knees in
search of the enemy; but my cfforts were not
always successful.

“There isn’t any,” I would say, but she
would gasp from where she lay motionless,
her head covered by the quilt.

“Oh, yes there is! Keep hunting, I beg you!
It’s there, I know it is!”

And she was always right. Usually I would
find the roach somewhere far away from the
bed.

“Have you killed it? Ah, praise the Lord!
And thank you, my love,” she would say, throw-
ing the quilt off her head with a happy smile.

But if I failed to find it, she would be unable
to sleep, and | would feel her body trembling
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at the slightest rustle in the silence of the night
and hear her whispering with bated breath:

“There it is at the door . . . now it’sunder
the trunk....”

“Why are you so afraid of roaches?”

“What are they good for anyway?” she
would answer sensibly enough. “Only go crawl-
ing about, crawling about, the black devils!
God gave the least of His creatures some pur-
pose in life—the thousand-legger shows there’s
dampness in the house; the bedbug shows
the walls are dirty; if you catch a louse on
you, it means you'll be sick—that’s all clear
enough! But as for them—who can tell what
they’re for; what right have they to be alive?”

Once when she was on her knees carrying
on an animated conversation with God, grand-
father flung open the door and cried hoarse-
ly:

“Well, mother, a visitation from the Lord,
all right! The workshop’s on fire!”

“What!” cried my grandmother, struggling
to her feet. Both of them rushed noisily into
the darkness of the large parlour.
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“Yevgenia, take down the icons! Natalya,
dress the children!” ordered my grandmother
in a firm, loud voice.

“Ab-h-h!” wailed my grandfather.

[ ran into the kitchen; the window overlook-
ing the yard was bright as gold, while golden
patches  slithered and shd over the floor;
my Uncle Yakov pulled his boots on his bare
feet and then jumped about on the spots as
though they burned his soles, crying:

“Ahal It’s Mikhail set us on fire; set us
on fire and ran away!”

“S-s-s, you cur!” said my grandmother,
giving him such a push through the door that
he nearly fell.

Through the frost on the windowpane
I could sce the burning roof of the workshop
and the flames whirling through the open door.
Red blossoms of fire bloomed smokeless in
the quict night; only high up in the air did
a smoke cloud hover, without blotting out
the silver trail of the Milky Way. The snow
glowed red with the flames and the walls of
the outhouses swayed and trembled as though
straining toward the corner of the yard where
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the fire was burning merrily, lighting up the
broad cracks in the workshop and thrusting
its bright twisted tongues through them. Red
and gold ribbons of flame quickly slid over
the dry boards of the roof where the slender
clay chimney thrust up noticeably, pouring
a thin stream of smoke into the air. A soft
crackling and silken rustling beat at the win-
dowpane; the fire grew, and its splendour
transformed the workshop into beauty like
that of the iconostasis in the church, luring
the watcher with irresistible power.

[ threw a heavy sheepskin over my head,
pulled on somebody’s boots, and staggered into
the entranceway, then out onto the porch, where
I stood stunned—blinded by the brilliance
of the fire; deafecned by its roar and the
shouts of my grandfather, my uncle, and
Grigori; frightened by the behaviour of my
grandmother. She threw an empty sack
over her head, wrapped herself in a horse
blanket, and ran into the blazing workshop,
shouting:

“The sulphuric acid,you fools! The sulphuric
acid’ll blow up!”
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“Stop her, Grigori!” wailed my grandfather,
“Oh, she’s done for!”

But grandmother was back already, all
smoking and shaking her head, bending un-
der the weight of a demijohn of sulphuric
acid.

“Lead out the horse, father!” she cried
hoarsely, between coughs. “Pull this thing off
me—can’t you see I'm a-fire?”

Grigori took the smouldering horse blanket
off her shoulders, then grabbed up a spade
and bent double to smash the huge hunks of
snow at the door of the workshop. My uncle
kept jumping about him with an axe in his
hands, my grandfather followed at the heels
of my grandmother, throwing snow at her.
She buried the demijohn in a snowdrift and
ran to open the gates of the yard.

“Save the granary, neighbours!” she cried,
bowing to the people who came running up.
“It’ll spread to the granary and the hayloft—
all our buildings will burn to the ground, and
yours will be next. Chop off the roof and throw
the hay into the garden! Grigori, throw the
snow up high—what good’s it on the ground?
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Be done with your running, Yakov, give the
people spades and axes! Good people, work
together, and God will be our help!”

She was as fascinating as the fire. Lighted
by the flames which seemed to strike out at
her, she darted like a black shadow about
the yard, being everywhere at once, noticing
everything and giving everybody orders.

Sharap ran into the yard and reared up on
his hind legs, throwing my grandfather off
his feet; the horse’s rolling eyes flashed red
in the fire light; he snorted and balked, and
was so unmanageable that grandfather let
go the reins and jumped aside.

“Hold him, mother!” he cried.

She threw herself under the very feet of
the rearing horse and stood motionless with
outstretched arms. The horse neighed plain-
tively and settled down, casting furtive glances
at the fire.

“Don’t be afraid,” said grandmother in
a deep voice as she patted the animal’s neck
and took the reins in her hands. “Would
[ leave you at such a fearful moment? You
silly little mouse!”
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The little mouse, three times her size,
followed meekly to the gate, neighing as it
looked into her flushed face.

Nanny Yevgenia led out the children, all
bundled up and mumbling into their wrappings.

“Vasili Vasilyevich, I can’t find Alexei!”
she cried.

“Get along, get along,” answered grand-
father, while I hid under the porch steps
so that Yevgenia would not lead me away
too.

The roof of the workshop caved in, leaving
a pattern of smoking, glowing rafters against
the sky; from inside the structure came ex-
plosions of red, green and blue flames which
licked out into the yard, reaching toward the
crowd of people who were trying to extinguish
this enormous bonfire by throwing snow at
it. The vats boiled furiously, giving off thick
clouds of smoke and steam which filled the
yard with strange odours and brought tears
to the eyes; I climbed out from under the steps
and landed at my grandmother’s feet.

“Get away!” she cried. “You'll get crushed!
Get away

1
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Into the yard dashed a horseman in a plumed
metal helmet. His sorrel steed was foam-
ing at the mouth and he lifted his whip as he
shouted threateningly:

“Make way!”

Little bells jingled merrily and everything
was gay and festive. My grandmother pushed
me up on the porch.

“Didn’t you hear me? Get away from here,
[ tell you!”

It was impossible not to obey her at this
moment. | went into the kitchen and again
took my stand at the window, but the dark
crowd of people cut off my view of the fire. The
only thing I could see was the flash of metal
helmets among the dark winter hats and caps.

The fire was quickly extinguished by beat-
ing it down and pouring water on it. The
policemen drove away the people, and at
last my grandmother came into the kitchen.

“Who’s here? You? Not asleep? Afraid?
Don’t be afraid. It’s all over now.”

She sat down next to me and began rock-
ing back and forth without a word. It was
pleasant to regain the quiet night and the

121



darkness, but at the same time I regretted
the loss of the fire.

My grandfather appeared in the doorway.
“Mother?”

“ARD”

“Get burned?”

“Nothing much.”

He scratched a sulphur match, and the blue
flame illuminated his chipmunk face, black
with soot. FHe lightcd the candle on the table and
sank down heavily next to my grandmother.

“You might have a wash,” she said. She was
also covered with soot and smelled of smoke:-

“Sometimes the Lord shows you his mercy,”
sighed my grandfather. “Sends you a flash
of reason.”

He patted her on the shoulder and added
with a grin:

“Just for brief minutes, for little spells,
but still He sends it.”

Grandmother also laughed and was about
to say something, but grandfather frowned.

“Have to get rid of that Grigori. It’s all
his carelessness. That muzhik’s done for,
outlived his time. Yakov’s sitting out there
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on the porch crying, the fool. You’'d better
go out to him....”

She got up and went out, holding up one
hand and blowing on the fingers.

“See it all, from the very beginning?”
asked my grandfather without looking at me.
“What did you think of that grandmother of
yours, eh? And don’t forget she’s an old wom-
an. . .. Beaten and broken. . . . There’s some-
thing for you! As for the rest of them—phooh!”

He bent down and said nothing for some
time. Then he got up and broke off the burnt
end of the candle wick as he asked:

“Were you afraid?”

“No.”

“That’s right. Nothing to be afraid of.”

He took off his shirt with an irritated move-
ment and went to the washstand in the corner.

“Stupid to have a fire!” he said in a loud
voice, stamping his foot. “Anyone who has
a fire should be thrashed out in the public
square as a fool or a thief! That’s what they
ought to do with such people and then there
wouldn’t be any more fires! ... Get back
to bed! What you sitting here for?”
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I went out, but there was no more sleeping
for me that night; I had just crawled back
into bed when | was galvanized into life by
an inhuman wail. Once more I ran into the
kitchen; I found my grandfather standing
in the middle of the room, shirtless, holding
a candle in his hand; the candle trembled;
he kept shifting his feet but did not budge
from the spot.

“Mother, Yakov, what’s that?” he
gasped.

[ jumped up on the stove and crouched
back in the corner. Once more everything
became topsy-turvy inside the house, like
during the fire. The wails beat in rhythmic
waves against the walls and ceiling, ever louder
and more insistent. My grandfather and uncle
began running about like madmen; my grand-
mother shouted them out of the kitchen. Grigori
made a great noise with the logs he was stuffing
into the stove. He filled some boilers with
water and walked about nodding his head like
an Astrakhan camel.

“First get the fire going!” commanded
my grandmother.
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Grigori climbed up on the stove for some
kindling, touched my foot, and shouted in
fright:

“Who's there? Phooh, what a scare you gave
me! You’re always where you don’t belong!”

“What’s happening?”

“Your Aunt Natalya’s giving birth,” he
answered calmly, jumping down off the stove.

[ remembered that my mother had not
wailed like that when she had given birth.

When Grigori had put the boilers on the
stove, he climbed up beside me and took a clay
pipe out of his pocket.

“Started smoking to cure my eyes,” he
said, showing me the pipe. “Your grandmother
says to take snuff, but I figure it’s Detter
to smoke.”

He sat with his feet swinging over the edge
of the stove, staring at the meagre light of the
candle; his ear and cheek were smudged with
soot, his shirt was torn, so thatlgotaglimpse
of his ribs sticking out like hoops. One glass
of his dark spectacles was cracked and a
large piece had fallen out, giving a glimpse
of a moist red eye that looked like a sore.
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He stuffed his pipe with leaf tobacco and
sat listening to the moans of the woman,
muttering to himself as though he were
drunk.

“Seems your grandmother got some burns
after all. How’s she going to do the delivering?
Hear how your aunt’s going on? They forgot
all about her; she started her moaning soon’s
the fire broke out—out of fright. ... Just
look how hard it is to bring a living creature
into the world, and still nobody holds a woman
of any account. But a woman should be respect-
ed—a mother, that is—and don’t you ever
forget it!”

[ dozed off, but was awakened by a slam-
ming of doors, the drunken cries of Uncle
Mikhail, and a general rumpus. | heard strange
words being said:

“Time for the Gates of Heaven to swing
wide. . . .”

“Give her some lamp oil with rum and soot
in it: half a glass of oil, half a glass of rum and

»

a tablespoon of soot.. ..
“Let me have a look at her,” Uncle Mikhailo
kept asking.
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He was sitting on the floor spitting between
his widespread legs and striking the floor with
his hands. The heat became unbearable on
top of the stove, so I climbed down. But when
I came up to my uncle he grabbed me by the
leg and yanked it so that 1 fell, striking my
head on the floor.

“Fool!” T cried.

He jumped to his feet, snatched me up and
swung me into the air with a roar.

“I’'ll smash you against the stove!”

When [ came to I was lying on my grand-
father’s knees in the parlour. He was sitting
in the icon corner, rocking me back and forth,
his eyes fastened on the ceiling as he muttered:

“And there’ll be no forgiving us, any of

us. . ..”
The icon lamp burned brightly above his
head and a candle was lighted on the table
in the centre of the room, while a hazy winter
morning glanced through the window.

“What hurts?” asked my grandfather,
bending over me.

Everything hurt. My head was damp, my
body like lead, but I did not wish to talk about
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it—everything about me was so strange: unfa-
miliar people were occupying most of the
chairs in the room—a priest in a purple robe, a
grey-haired old man in glasses and a military
uniform, and many others; they were all sit-
ting motionless, like wooden figures, frozen
‘in expectation as they listened to a splash-
ing of water somewhere close at hand. Uncle
Yakov was standing erect in the doorway with
his hands behind his back.

“Here, take him to bed, Yakov,” said my
grandfather.

My uncle beckoned to me and we went on
tiptoe to my grandmother’s room. When
[ had crawled up on the bed he whis-
pered:

“Your Aunt Natalya has died. . . .”

This did not surprise me—for some time
she had not been seen around the house—had
not entered the kitchen or come to the table
for her meals.

“Where’s grandmother?”

“In there,” he answered with a wave of
his hand. He went out as he had come in—tip-

toeing in his bare feet.
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I lay in bed glancing anxiously about me.
Blind, hoary faces were glued to the window-
pane; my grandmother’s dress was hanging in
the corner over the trunk—I knew this, but
now it seemed to me that the dress was some
living creature lurking there in the shadows.
[ hid my head in the pillow, keeping one eye
on the door; I wanted to jump up and run
away; it was hot in the room, and the house
was filled with a stifling odour reminding me
of how Tsiganok had died and the blood had
flowed over the kitchen floor. My head, or
perhaps my heart, seemed to swell up; every-
thing I had witnessed in that house dragged
through me like a sledge along a wintry road,
pressing me down, blotting me out. . ..

Slowly the door of the room was opened
and my grandmother edged through. Pushing
the door closed with her shoulder, she re-
mained leaning against it, her arms outstretched
toward the blue flame of the icon lamp.

“My poor hands ... how they hurt...”
she whispered in a plaintive, childlike voice.
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The division of property was made that
sprins; Yakov remained in town and Mikhail
went across the river. My grandfather bought
himself a fine new house on Polevoy Street,
with a saloon on the first {loor, a cosy little
room 1n the attic, and a garden overlooking
a ravine bristling with bare willow shoots.

“Plenty of whips!” said my grandfather
with a merry wink at me as we walked together
down soft, thawing paths on an inspection of
the garden. “Soon I'll begin teaching you your
letters, and then the \\lupsyll come in handy.”

The whole house was crowded with tenants;
my grandfather Ieft only one large room on
the upper floor for himself and the reception
of guests, while my grandmother and [ had
our quarters in the attic. The window of this
room gave onto the strect, and by lcaning
out [ could watch the drunkards come out of
the saloon in the evening and on holidays.
They would go stumbling down the street,
roaring and falling in the gutter. Somectimes
they would be thrown out of the saloon like
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sacks of flour, but they always crawled back
to the door, which would slam with a jarring
of glass and a shrick of the rusty pulley. Then
a fight would begin. It was amusing to watch
all this from up above. Every morning my
grandfather went to his sons’ workshops to
help them get started, returning n the evening,
tired and depressed and irritable.

My grandmother sewed and got the meals
and dug in the garden, bustlmg about all day
long Itke a huge top driven by invisible springs.
She would take her snuff, sneeze appetizingly,
and observe as she wiped her perspiring face:

“Praised be the saints and the angels to the
end of time! At last we've come to a quiet life,
Alyosha my pigeon-widgeon! Everything’s so
nice for us now, thanks to the Holy Virgin.”

But [ did not find our life very quict. From
morning to night the tenants kept running
about the yard and through the house; neigh-
bours kept popping in, always hurrying
somewhere, always being late for something,
always getting ready for something.

“Akulina Ivanovna!” they would call to

my grandmother.

ge 131



And Akulina Ivanovna would smile upon
all of them in her friendly way and listen at-
tentively to all of them as she pushed the
snuff up her nose with her thumb and wiped
it neatly with a large red-checked handker-
chief.

“To get rid of the lice?” she would say.
“To get rid of the lice you must wash often
at the bathhouse, my dear, and best to take a
steaming with o1l of peppermint. But if the
lice be under the skin, then take a tablespoon
of goose fat—the very purest—a tcaspoon of
bichloride of mercury, and three drops of mer-
cury; mix it all together seven times with a
china pestle and then rub 1t on. Never to
use a bone or a wooden spoon, else the mercury
will spoil; and never to touch it with copper
or silver—that’s very harmful.”

Sometimes, after careful consideration, she
would say:

“You’d best go to Asaf-the-Recluse at the
abbey, my good woman. Your question be
too much for me to answer.”

She served as a midwife, as arbiter in family
quarrels, treated sick children, recited “The
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Virgin’s Dream” so that the women could
learn it “for good luck,” and gave advice in
household matters:

“The cucumbers themselves know when it’s
time to be pickled; soon as they stop smelling
of earth and the like, that’s when to begin
salting them down. To set good kvass, its
temper must be stirred: beings as kvass can’t
abide anything sweet, throw in a few raisins,
or some sugar—a teaspoonfui to a pailful.
There’s different tastes in zarencts,™ there’s

the Danube way to make it and the Shpanish,

and then there’s the Caucasian. . . .”

All day T trotted at her heels, in the yard
or the garden, or at the neighbours’, where
she would sit for hours drinking tea and re-
counting tales; it was as if I had grown to be
part of her, and during that period of my life
I can remember nothing but that kind, inde-
fatigable old woman.

Sometimes my mother would put in her
appearance for brief stretches. She was still
proud and stern and looked upon everything

* arencts: Baked milk curds —Trans.
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with eyes as cold and grey as winter sun-
]ight. She never stayed long, and went away
without leaving any remembrance of her-
self.

One day I said to my grandmother:

“Are you a witch?”

“There now, whatever made you think of
such a thing!” she laughed. But presently
she became very serious and  added, “Who
am [ to be a witch? Witcheraft takes lots of
learning, and here am [ without even knowing
my letters! Look what a learned man your
grundfuthcr is, but the Blessed Vu*gm didn’t
see fit to make me wise.”

Then she confided another bit of her life
to me:

“I too grew up an orphan. My mother was
without husband, and a cripple in the bargain.
anhtcd she was by the lord who owned her
when still 4 maid So she threw heeself out the
window at night, hurting her side and her
shoulder so that her arm withered after that,
her rlght one, the mam one, and she an expert
lacemaker After that the nobleman had no use

for her and let her go—to make her way as best
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she could—but how could she make her way
with only one arm? So a beggar she became.
But at that time the people of Balakhna were
richer and better—such brave carpenters they
were, and luccmukers, cach one better than
the other! So we used to go a-begging, my
mother and me, through the town in autumn and
winter; but when the archangel Gabriel raised
his sword and drove off the frost, and the spring
came over the earth, then off we’d go, far as
feet would carry, to Murom we went, to Yurie-
vets, and up along the Volga and the quict
Oka. How nice it is to walk the carth in spring
and summer—with the ground so soft and the
grass like velvet! And there in the fields the
Virgin has sprinkled flowers for your joy,
and there lie the great spaces for your heart’s
delight! And then my mother would half
close her blue eyes and her song would go wing-
ing away to the heaven—a soft voice she had,
and a sweet onc

and everything around
would get quict and breathless with listening.
How good 1t was to go a-begging then! But
when my tenth year came my mother was
ashamed to take me with her begging; a dis-
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grace it was, so she settled down in Balakhna;
there she’d go alone from door to door, and
on Sundays on the porch of the church, while
I sat home learning to make lace. I couldn’t
learn fast enough, so anxious was I to help
my poor mothcr; and when the pattern wouldn 't
turn out, there I'd sit with the tears rolling
down my checks. In a bit over two years,
mind, [ learned the laccmaking, and my
fame spread throughout the town. Whenever
some spectal work was wanted, they’d come
to us—'Well, Akulya, start your bobbin work-
ing!” Didn’t that make me happy though!
To be sure 1t wasn’t me to take the credit,
but my mother for teaching me. If she couldn’t
work herself with her one hand, she knew how
to teach, and a good teacher is worth ten work-
ers. | was so proud! ‘You can stop your
begging now, mother,” says I. ‘I can feed you
now with the work of my hands.” But ‘Hush,
you,” says my mother. ‘Don’t you know it’s
a do\\‘ry you must lay by for yoursclf with
that money?’” Soon after that your grandfather
put in lis appearance—a very noticeable
young man: only twenty-two and overseer of the
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burlaks already. So his mother looked me over.
She saw how poor | was—the daughter of a
beggarwoman, which made it sure [ would
make a dutiful wife. Hm-m. . . . And she her-
self a bun-seller, and an evil-spirited wom-
an ... but why speak ill of the decad?
The Lord sces all that without our help; the
Lord sces it, the devil needs it. . . .”

She laughed her hearty laugh; her nose
quivered comically and her eyes caressed me
with musing tenderness, conveying much more

than words.

I remember one quict evening when my
grandmother and 1 were having tea in my
grandfather’s room; he himself was not well,
and sat on the bed without any shirt on, his
shoulders covered by a long towel with which
he frequently wiped the perspiration off his
brow. His breathing was hoarse and rapid,
his green eyes were filmy, his face red and pufly.
His sharp httle cars were particularly red,
and when he reached out for a glass of tea his
hand shook pitifully. He was very meek and
not at all like himself.
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“Why don’t you give me any sugar!” he
complained to my grandmother in the tone
of a spoiled child.

“Because honey’s better for you,

” she an-

swered gently but firmly.

He swallowed down the hot tea with much
grunting and blubbering.

“Watch out [ don’t die,” he said.

“Don’t worry, I'm watching.”

“That’s it. If I should die now it would be
like I never hived at all—all for nothing.”

“Lic down and stop talkimg.”

For a mmute he lay quict with his eyes
closed, smacking his blue lips. Suddenly he
jumped up as though someonc had pinched
him.

“Have to marry off Yakov and Mikhail
soon as possible Maybe wives and some more
children will tame them down, eh?”

He began naming over the eligible young
women in the town while my grandmother
sat drinking glass after glass without mak-
ing any comment. My grandfather had forbid-
den me to go out because of some misdemeanour,
so [ sat at the window watching the fading
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sunset and its bright reflection in the windows
of the houses.

Down in the garden flocks of beectles were
buzzing about the birches. A cooper was ham-
mering away in the next yard, while not far
away [ could hear the wheel of a scissors-grind-
er. From the ravine beyond the garden came
the shouts of children playing among the thick
bushes. I had a desperate longing to be out
there with them, and my heart was heavy with
the sadness of twilight.

Suddenly my grandfather took out a brand-
new book, slapped it against his palm, and
called to me m a cheerful voice:

“Hey you young whippersnapper, you cab-
bage cars you, come on over here! Sit down,
Tatar face! Sce that sign? That’s ‘@’ for
apple. Say it—’ for apple. ‘B’ for butter.
‘C’ for cellar. What’s this?”

““B’ for butter.”

“Right. And this?”

“C’ for cellar.”

“Wrong! ‘A’ for apple. Look close: d’
for dinner, ‘e’ for ever— “f’ for father—what’s

this?”
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“E’ for ever.”

“Right. And this?”

“D’ for dinner.”

“Fine. And this?”

“A’ for apple.”

My grandmother interrupted.

“Be better for you to lie quiet, father.”

“Stlence! This is just what [ need to keep
my mind off my worries. Go on, Alexeil”

He threw his hot, moist arm about my neck
and pointed to the letters, while with the other
hand he held the book under my very nose.
He cffused a smell of vinegar, sweat, and
baked onion which nearly suffocated me. He
became strangely excited and shouted into
my car:

“K’ for kitchen, 1’ for lady!”

The words were famitliar, but the Slavonic
letters in no way resembled them. The “[”
looked more like a worm than a lady; the “f”
looked like humpbacked Grigori rather than
father; the bulgmg “b” reminded me of my
grandmother and me together, while there
was something about all the letters that resem-

bled my grandfather. He kept drilling me on
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the alphabet, taking the letters in order and
out of order; he infected me with his excite-
ment, so that 1 too broke into a swecat and
began to shout at the top of my voice. This
struck him funny and his laugh brought on a
fit of coughing.

“Just look how he’s took to it, mother, ” he
gasped, clutching his breast and the book.
“Phooh, you Astrakhan plague, you! What
you hollering about?”

“It’s you that’s hollermng. . . .

[t delighted me to watch him and my grand-

E2]

mother, who sat with her elbows on the table,
her fists at her cheeks, laughing quietly as
she watched us.

“Enough of shouting your heads off!” she
said.

My grandfather turned to me in friendly
explanation:

“I’'m shouting because I'm sick, but what
you shouting for?”

Then he shook his perspiring head and said
to my grandmother:

“The late Natalya was wrong when
she claimed he had a bad memory. He’s
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got a memory like a horse! Go on, snub-
nose!”

At last he jokingly pushed me off the
bed.

“That’s enough. Hang on to the book.
Tomorrow you’ll tell me the whole alphabet
without a mustake, and for that I'll give you
five kopeks.”

When [ reached for the book, he drew me
toward him and said sadly:

“What did your mother have to go and
abandon you for, sonny?”

“Now, father, no sense in talking like that,”
put in my grandmother.

“Wouldn’t talk like that if the hurt of it
didn’t make me. ... Ah, what a girl to go
wrong!”

He pushed me away with a brusque move-
ment,

“Go on out and play! But not in the street—
only in the yard or the garden, hear!”

The garden was just the place [ had been
longing to be: I knew that as soon as I put in
my appearance up on the embankment, the
boys down in the ravine would start throwing
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stones at me, and I wanted nothing more than
to pay them back in kind

“There’s the pug!” they cried on catching
sight of me. “Here goes!” And they hurriedly
collected ammunition.

[ had no idea what a “pug” was, so the
name carried no insult; but 1t was a joy to
find myself pitted against so inany and to see
how a well-aimed stone would put the enemy
to flight or make them hide in the bushes.
Such fights held no malice and left no fecling
of injury.

[ lecarned my letters quickly, and perhaps
it was this that made my grandfather pay
more attention to me and stop whippmg me
so often, though in my opinion I deserved
more lickings than ever before. As I became
older and bolder, I began to violate my grand-
father’s rules and orders, but he only scolded,
or shook his fist at me.

[t seemed to me that he had often beaten
me without cause, and one day [ told
him so.

He gave me a light tap under the chin and
blinked into my eyes.
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“Wha-a-at!” he drawled, adding with a
chuckle:

“You little heretic, you! Who are you to
dectde how many lickings you deserve? I'm
the only one can know that! Scat!”

But he caught me by the shoulder as I
turned and once more looked me in the eye.
“You being sly, or just a simpleton?”

“I don’t know

“Don’t know, don’t you? Well, then I’ll
tell you: you be sly—that’s better than to be

»

a sumpleton. A calf’s a simpleton, understand?
Now go on out and play.”

Soon I was reading the Psalter letter by
letter. Usually we studied after tea in the eve-
ning, and each time I had to read an entire
psalm.

“B” for butter, “1” for lady, “e” for cver,

B2

“s” for sugar, “s” for sugar--bless; “e” for
ever, “d” for dinner—cd: Dblessed. “Blessed
is he . . .7 I spelled, running my index finger
along the line. The boredom of it gave rise
to all kinds of questions.

“Who is blessed? Uncle Yakov?”
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“I'll give you a whack over the head and
then you’ll know who is blessed!” answered
my grandfather with an angry snort. But I
sensed that his anger was not genuine; it was
only assumed by force of habit, and for decen-
cy’s sake.

And | was not mistaken; a minute later my
grandfather grumbled, without a thought for
me:

“Hm-m, when it comes to singing and play-
ing, he’s a regular King David, but when 1t
comes to working, he’s no better than an Absa-
lom. A songster, a trickster, a jester— phooh!
‘Dancing merry o’er the green!’” Well, and how
far does that dancing get you? Not very far!”

[ stopped reading to listen to him, glancing
up into his frowning, worried face; his nar-
rowed eyes were gazing off into the distance, and
they were filled with a warm sadness thawing
his usual severity. His golden eyebrows quiv+
ered and his stained fingernails glistened as he
tapped nervously on the table.

“Grandfather!”

“Eh?”

“Tell me a story.”
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“You go on with your reading, lazybones,”
he grumbled, rubbing his eyes as though he
had just waked up. “You’'d rather hear all
kinds of fairy tales than the Psalter.”

[ suspected that he too would rather hear
fairy tales than the Psalter, though he knew
the latter almost by heart, having taken a
vow to read part of 1t out loud every evening
before going to bed, chanting like the deacon
chanted the breviary in church.

But I pressed hum for the story, and finally
the old man gave in.

“Oh, all right. You’ll be having the Psalter
with you all your life, but soon I'll be going
to meet my Maker at the judgment seat.”

Leaning against the needle-point of the
old armchair, he threw back his head, fixed
his eyes on the cetling, and lost himself in rec-
ollections of old times: once a robber band
had come to Balakhna to loot the shop of the
merchant Zayev. My grandfather’s father
had run to the belfry to give the alarm, but the
robbers overtook him, slashed him with their
swords, and threw his remains down from the

belfry.
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“l was only a little chap at that time; I
didn’t see what happened and I don’t remem-
ber it; I only remember from the time the
French came, in 1812—when | was just twelvey
They drove about thirty prisoners into Balakh-
na at that time—all of them little and skin-
ny, dressed in whatever they could lay hands
on—worse than beggars—shivering 1n thewr
skins, some of them with their arms and legs
froze, so they couldn’t even stand up. The
muzhiks wanted to kill them off, but the con-
voy wouldn’t let them. Then the troops from
the garrison camec and drove the muzhiks to
their huts. After that they got used to each
other; the Frenchmen turned out to be a sllrewd,
nimble lot, and jolly in the l)argain, singing
their songs whenever the mood struck them.
The quality used to drive down from Nizhni
in troitkas to have a look at them. Some of
those who came would curse the French and
shake their fists at them, even strike them.
others would talk kind to them in their own
tongue and give them money and old clothes
to cheer them up. [ remember one old man—
a gentleman he was—who covered his face with
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his hands and started crying: ¢ Just see what that
fiend Napoleon has done to the French!’ he
says. Think of that—a Russian, and a gentle-
sman at that, with such a kind heart——-taking

£

pity on foreigners that way. . ..

For a moment he was silent, closing his
eyes and stroking down his hair. Then he con-
tinued cautiously, rummaging through his
memories of the past.

“Winter, with a blizzard raging and the
cold pressing down hard on the huts, and the
Frenchmen running to our window and calling
to my mother—she used to make buns to ped-
dle—they'd knock at the window, jumping
about and shouting for buns. My mother
wouldn’t let them into the hut; she’d hand
them their buns through the window. They’d
grab them, all hot and steaming, right from
the oven, and stick them inside their shirts,
tight against their frozen bodies, right to their
hearts; how they ever stood 1t! Lots of them
died of the cold—people from a warm country,
not used to such frosts. Two of them lived in
our bathhouse, down in the garden—an officer
and his adjutant named Miron; the officer was
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tall and thin, nothing but skin and bones,
and he went around in a woman’s cloak that
came to his knees. He was a gentle soul, but
a regular drunkard. My mother brewed beer
on the side and sold it; he’d buy himseclf beer
and drink himself drunk and start singing his
songs. He learned to babble a bit in our
tongue: ‘Your land’s not white,” he would say.
‘It’s black and harsh.” He spoke very broken,
but you could understand what he meant,
and it’s the truth—nothing gentle about our
northern parts. If you go down the Volga the
land gets warmer and softer, and down past
the Caspian seems there’s no snow at all. You
can be sure of this, sceing’s how you’ll not
find anything about snow or about winter in
the Gospels, or the Acts, or the Psalter, and
it was down in that country Christ lived. . . .
Soon’s we finish the Psalter, you and me’ll
start reading the Gospels.”

Again he became silent and seemed to doze
off; when his mind was fixed on something,
he would stare out the window with his eyes
narrowed, his whole figure little and sharp.

“Go on,” I urged quietly.
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“Ah welll” he said with a start. “What
was it | was talking about? The French?
Well, they're also humans, no worse than us
sinners. They’'d go shouting after my mother,
‘Madame, madame!” which means ‘my dame’
in their tongue, but that there ‘dame’ would
go toting home a sack of flour weighing no less
than five poods if an ounce. Strong as an ox
she was; it mcant nothing for her to go ﬂinging
me around by the hatr right up until I was
twenty years old. And I was no weakling my-
self at that time. That adjutant Miron was
a great lover of horses: he’d go from yard to
yard making signs, asking to be allowed to
groom the horses. At first people were scared —
an enemy—-might ruin the horses. But after
a while the muzliks used to ask him them-
selves: ‘Hui there, Miron!” and he’d laugh and
duck his head like a bull and come running.
His hair was red as a carrot, and he had a
big nose and thick lips. He was a fine groom
and knew how to curc the horses of various
ailments; later he became a groom in Nizhni,
but he went off his head and the firemen
beat him to death As for the officer, he sort of
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went into a decline when spring came, and on
the day of Saint Nikolai he died quietlike: sat
dreaming at the window of the bathhouse and
passed away, just sitting there with his head
out the window. I felt sorry for him; even shed
a few tears; a gentle soul he was; used to take
me by the ears and whisper something soft
in his own tongue. I couldn’t understand his
words, but they sounded nice. Not too much
human kindness in this world. Once he start-
ed teaching me how to talk his language,
but my mother forbid it. She even took me to
the priest and he ordered me a beating and put
in a complaint about the officer. People were
strict in those days, brother! You don’t have
to suffer what we did—others have suffered it
for you, and don’t you ever forget it! Take
me, for example—what ['ve suffered!”

It grew dark. My grandfather strangely
expanded in the darkness and his eyes shone
like those of a cat. He recounted his story
quietly, cautiously, musingly, but when he
spoke of himself he became animated and boast-
ful. I did not like to hear him speak of himself

and [ did not like his constant admonitions:
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“Remember that!” “Don’t you forget it!”

There were many things he told me which
I would have been glad to have forgotten,
but they stuck in my mind like painful splin-
ters, even without his admonitions. He never
told me fairy tales—only accounts of true
happenings. | had observed that questions an-
noyed him, and so | made a point of putting
them:

“Who’s better—Russians or Frenchmen?”

“Who can tell? I never saw Frenchmen in
their own country,” he answered with irri-
tation, adding:

“Lven a rat’s all right in its own hole.”

“Are Russians all right?”

“Some are, some aren't. They were better
when they were serfs—like wrought iron. Now
the chain’s off their feet, but they’ve nothing
to cat. To be sure the gentlefolk are a hard-
hearted lot, but they’ve got more sense than
the muzhik. Can’t say that about all of them,
but once a gentleman’s good, he’s very good.
Some are the veriest fools—Ilike sacks—hold
whatever you stuff them with. Too many
empty shells among us—at first glance looks
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like a human being, but on looking a little
closer you sec the worms have caten out all
the kernel—nothing left but a shell. What we
need is some lcarning; need to slmrpen our
wits, but there’s nothing to sharpen them

“Are Russians strong?”

“Some are, but it’s not strength that
counts, it’s skill; the strongest man is weaker
than a horse.”

“Why did the French fight us?”

"Well, now——wars—they’re the business
of the tsar. It’s not for simple folk like us to
understand why.”

But I shall never forget my grandfather’s
answer when I asked him who Bonaparte
was:

“He was a brave fellow who wanted to con-
quer the whole earth, so’s everybody could
live equal—no lords and officials, but just like
that—all the same. The names would stay
different, but the rights equal for everybody.
And the same faith for everybody. No sense in
that, of course; it’s only crabs are all alike.
Take fish, now—even they’re all different:
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the salmon’s no friend of the catfish, and the
sturgeon’s not making up to the herring. We’ve
had our own Bonapartes—Stepan Razin, for
example, and Emelyan Pugachov—but [’ll
tell you about them another time....”
Sometimes he would stare at me wide-eyed
for a long time, as though he had never seen
me before, and this was very unpleasant.
But he never spokc to me about my father

or mother.

Sometimes grandmother would enter during
these conversations. She would quictly take
a seat in the corner and say nothing until
suddenly she would ask a question in her ca-
ressing voice:

“Remember, father, how fine it was that
time you and me made a pxlgrimage to Murom
to pray to the Virgin? What year was that?”

“Don’t remember exactly, but it was be-
fore the cholera-—the ycar they combed the
forest for the Olonchans.”

“That’s right. [ remember how scared we

were of them....”

“Hm-m.”
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[ asked who the Olonchans were and why
they hid in the forest. My grandfather an-
swered reluctantly.

“The Olonchans were simply muzhiks—
serfs who ran away from work at the facto-
ries.”

“How did they catch them?

“How do you suppose! Like when the boys
p]ay——some of them run, others catch them.
Once they’re caught, they get licked with
whips and thongs; used to get their nostrils
slit too, and brands put on their foreheads
to ‘show they were punished.”

“What for?”

“Who knows? That’s a dark business, and
it’s hard to say who was at fault, the ones
who did the running or the ones who did the
catching.”

“Remember, father,” put in my grand-
mother once more, “how it was after the great
fire?”

“Which great fire?” asked my grandfather
with a stern insistence on accuracy.

Lost in their reminiscences, they became
" oblivious of my presence. Their voices went
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on quietly, and with such measured rhythm
that at times it seemed they were singing a
song, a gruesome song about fires and illnesses
and the thrashings dealt to human beings,
about accidental deaths and clever swindles,
about religious fanatics and irascible gentle-
men from the upper classes.

“How much we’ve seen! How much we've
lived through!” muttered my grandfather.

“And has it been a bad life?” asked my
grandmother. “Just think what a fine spring
it was when Varvara was born!”

“That was in "48, the year of the march
on Hungary; day after we had Varvara bap-
tized they drove off her godfather Tikhon. . . .~

“And he never came back,” sighed my grand-
mother.

“Never came back. From that day on God’s
mercy shpped past us Iike water over a raft.
Ah, Varvara. .. ”

“Enough, father. . ..

“Why enough?!” he answered angrily.
“Turned out bad, our children, however you
look at them. Our strength all poured away
into nothing. You and me thought we were

]
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putting things by in a sound basket, but
the Lord saw fit to slip a sieve into our
hands, . . .”

He cried out as if he had been branded, run~
ning about the room, moaning, denouncing
his children, shaking his bony little fist at
my grandmother.

“And it’s all your spoiling that sent them
to the dogs, you softy! You witch, you!”

The extremity of his bitterness drove him
into the icon corner, where he beat himself
on his thin, sounding breast and wailed tear-
fully:

“Why, oh Lord? Am [ so much worse than
anybody else?”

His wet eyes glistened with pain and indig-
nation, and his whole body trembled.

My grandmother remained sitting in the
darkness, silently crossing herself. Finally
she went over to him.

“Why torture yourself like this?” she said
persuasively. “The Lord knows what He’s
about. There be not many children better than
ours. [t’s the same everywhere, father—quarrels

and fighting and fussing. All mothers and
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fathers wash away their sins with their own
tears. You're not the only one. . . .”

Sometimes her words would calm him, and
he would wearily slip into bed, while my grand-
mother and I would steal away to our attic.

But once when she went over to him with her
gentle words, he whirled around and struck
her a sounding blow in the face with his fist.
My grandmother swayed and pressed her hand
to her lips. When she had sufficiently recovered,
she said in a calm, quiet voice:

“You fool .. .” and spat the blood at his
fect. He raised his arms over his head and
shricked twice:

“Get out before I kill you!”

“Fooll” repeated my grandmother, going
toward the door. He threw himself after her,
but she unhurriedly stepped over the sill and
Slammed the door in his face.

“The old hussy,” hissed my grandfather,
red as a glowing coal, as he clutched the jamb,
scratching at it with his nauls.

[ sat on the bunk built against the stove
more dead than alive, scarcely believing my
own eyes. This was the first time he had ever
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struck my grandmother in my presence, and
[ was crushed by the repulsiveness of it. His
act revealed a new quality in him, something
which nothing could justify and which bore
down on me with an awful weight. He kept
standing there, hanging on to the doorjamb,
shrinking and going grey, as though dusted
with ashes. Suddenly he went to the centre
of the room, fell on his knees and slumped for-
ward, supporting himself on his arm. Then
he straightened up, beat himself on the breast
with both hands, and cried. . . .

“Oh God, oh God....”

[ slid off the warm tiles of the bunk as
though they were ice and ran out. Upstairs my
grandmother was walking up and down, rins-
ing her mouth.

“Does it hurt?”

She went over to the corner and spit the
water into the waste bucket.

“It’s all right,” she answered calmly. “My
teeth are whole—just a cut on the lip.”

"Why did he do it?”

“Lost his temper,” she answered, glancing
out the window. “It’s hard for him, old man
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that he is, so much misfortune. ... You go
to bed and forget about it....”

[ asked her about something else, but with
unwonted sharpness she replied:

“Didn’t you hecar me? Go to bed! Such a
disobedient lad. . . .”

She sat down by the window and sucked at
her lip, frequently spitting into her hand-
kerchief. I kept looking atheras | undressed:
a sprinkling of stars could be secen in the
square of mght sky above her head. Every-
thing was quict outside, everything dark in-
side.

When [ was in bed she came over to me and
quietly stroked my forchead.

“Sleep in peace,” she said. “I'm going down
to him. ... Don’t you feel too sorry for me,
pigeon-widgeon, a lot of it’s my own fault. . . .
Go to sleep!”

She kissed me and went out, leaving me
with a choking sadness. I jumped out of the
soft, hot bed and went to the window, where
I stood glancing down into the empty street,
sumbed by unbearable pain.
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VI

Once more life became a nightmare. One eve-
ning after tea, when my grandfather and I were
reading the Psalter and my grandmother was
washing up the dishes, my Uncle Yakov rushed
into the room. He was as dishevelled as ever.
looking like a worn-out broom. He threw his
cap into the corner and without a word of grect-
ing began to speak with wild gestures.

“Mikhail’s on a rampage, pa! He had dinner
at our place, drank himself drunk and went
raging mad: broke the dishes, tore up a woolen
dress belongmg to a customer, broke the window,
and cursed me and Grigori. He's coming here
and swore he’d get you. ‘ULl pull all ihe hairs
out of pa’s beard!” he yelled. <I’II Kall him!”
he cried You better watch out. .. .”

Grandfather leaned on the table and slowly
pulled himsclf to his feet, his face all drawn
toward his nose, makmg it look for all the
world Iike a hatchet.

“Hear that, mother?” he squeaked. “What
d’ye think of that, ch? Coming to kill

his own father! There’s a son for youl
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Well, the time’s come! The time’s come, fel-

”

lOWS. [P
H(‘. S(Ill(ll‘(‘d lliS slnouldcrs and b(‘gdl’l pacing

the floor. Then he went to the door and fas-
tened it with a heavy hook.

“The both of you are still after that dowry
of Varvara’s, | know,” he said, turnmg to
Yakov. ”\Vc”, here's how you’ll get )7 and
he snapped his fingers under my uncle’s nose.

“\X/hy jraapoon e, pm”” said the latter,
springing back and spcdkmg in an offended
tone.

“You? I know you tool”

Grandmother swd nothing as she horriedly
put the cups m the cupl‘m.ud.

“I came to protect you!”

“Hat™ faughed my grandfather scornfully.
“That’s a good one! Thanks, son! Here, mother,
grve this foxey something to work with-—a
poker, or a flatiron! And you. Yakov Vastlye-
vich, soon as your brother breaks the door
open you’“ give 1t to him——on my head!”

f%y uncle thrust his hands m his pm'kcts and
slunk off to one sude.

“Well, 1f youdon’t want to believe me. . . .
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“Believe you?* shouted my grandfather
with a stamp of his foot. “I'd believe a cat
or a rat, or a Kkangaroo—but not you! It’s you
that gave him the liquor and cgged him
on—I know!l. Well, now beat him up! Take
your choice—him or me!”

Grandmother turned to me and whisporcd'

“Run upstairs and watch for Uncle Mikhail
through the window. Soon’s you see him, come
tell us! Be off, hurry‘”

So up I wentand planted myself at the win-
dow, a bit intimidated by the tllought of
what my raging uncle would do when he got
here, but swellmg with pride at the responsible
task entrusted to me. The street was W|de,
and covered with a thick layer of dust, through
which the curves of the cobbles protruded. It
extended far to the left, crossing a ravine and
coming out on Ostrozhnaya Square, where
the grey buildmg of the old jdil with its four
towers stood firmly implanted m the clay soil.
There was a certain, melancholy beauty and
1mpressivcness about this bullding. To the
right, three houses from ours, the street ran
into Sennaya Square, bounded on the opposite
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side by yellow barracks for prisoners and the
ogling fire tower, at the top of which the watch-
man walked round and round like a dog on
a chain. The square was cut up by gullies and
ditches, the bottom of one of which was filled
with green slime, while to the right lay Dukov
Pond Tt was there, according to my grand-
mother, my uncles had once thrown my father
through a hole m the ice Almost opposite
my window was a l)y—slrcct lined with little,
motley houses; 1t ended m the church of the
Three Saints, a thick structure  crouching
against the carth On ]oo':\ing stmsght out of the
wmdo\v, the roofs scemod to Dbe boats up-
turned on the green waves of the orchards.

The dusty houses of our strect, faded by
the winds of long wmters, washed by endless
autumn rains, stood huddled togcthcr like
beggars on a church porch, glancing about
furlivcly with their bulging windows as thougll,
Iike me, they were waitmg  for something.
The few people in sight walked as unhurriedly
as meditative roaches climbing the stove.
A stifling heat rose to my window, bringing
with it the detested odour of pireg stuffed with
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spring onions and carrots. To the present day
I find this odour intolerable.

The scene was oppressive—oppressive in
a peculiar way which was almost unbearable.
My breast became filled with liquid lead,
which pressed against my ribs and chest until
it seemed that [ was being blown up like a
bubble which could not be contained in this
tiny room with its coffin-like ceiling.

Suddenly I caught sight of Uncle Mikhail
glancing out from behind the grey house on
the corner of the by-strecet. He had pulled
his cap down so that 1t made his ears stick out.
He was wearing a short brown coat and knee
boots all covered with dust; one hand was
in the pocket of his checked pants, the other
holding on to his beard. [ could not see hisface,
but he was standing as though he meant to
leap across the street and dig his black, hairy
claws into grandfather’s house. I should have
run downstairs and told them that he had
come, but I could not tear myself away from the
window. [ saw him steal cautiously across the
street, as though he were afraid to dirty his
grey boots, and heard the jarring of glass and

165



the squeaking of hinges as he opencd the door
of the saloon.

I ran downstairs and knocked at the door
of my grandfather’s room.

“Who's there?” he cried gruffly, without
opening. “You? Well? Went into the saloon,
you say? All right, go back where you came
from!'”

“I'm afraid ”

“Can’t be llcllwd!"

I went. It was getting d;n’k; the dust of the
strect became thicker and d;lrkcl, oi[y ycllow
llghts ‘ll‘r[\\lr\‘kl m the wnulows; [rom the house
across the strect came the sound of string
music playmyg something fme and mournful.
Someone was singmy m the saloon; whenever
the door was opened Teould hear a tired, broken
vorce which T knew to bclong to the onc-cycd
beggar Nikitushka, a beardid old man whose
left eye was tight shut and whose rlgllt one
resembled o red hot coul. The slamming of
the door would chop off his song like the blow
of an axe.

My grandmother envied the beggar; when-

ever she heard hum sing she would sigh and say:
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“How lucky he is to know so many wonder-
ful songs!”

Sometunes she would call him into our
yard. He would sit on the porch leaning on
his cane, singing and reciiing verses, while
my grandmother would sit next to him, inter-
rupting with an occasional question.

“You mecan to say the Holy Virgin has
been in Ryazan?”

“She’s been everywhere—im all the guber-
nias . ..~ he would answer convincmgly.

A sleepy exhaustion crept impercepuibly
along the street, pressing down on my heart
and closing my eyes. If only my grandmother
would come! Or even my grandfaiher! What
sort of person must my father have bccn, that
my uncles and grandfather should have dis-
liked hum so, while my grandmother and Grigo-
rr and nanny Yevgenta should speak so well
of him? And where was my mother/!

Of late I kept thinkmg more and more of-
ten of my mother, envistoning her as the her-
oine of ail my grandmother’s tales and leg-
ends. The fact that my mother did not want

to live with her family only raised her in my
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estimation. [ imagined that she was living
with a band of highwaymen at an inn, and that
they robbed the rich and divided the spoil
among the poor. Or perhaps she was living in
a cave in the forest, again with a band of kind-
hearted robbers for whom she cooked and
guarded stolen gold. Or still another version
was that she was wandering over the earth
counting tts trcasures like the “Robber-princess”
Yengalycheva, accompanied by the Holy Vir-
gin, who kept saymg to her as she said to the

“Robber-princess”:

It is not for thee, thou greedy one,

To strip the earth of its silver and gold;

It is not for thee, thou grasping one,

To hide thy shame *neath the treasures of earth!

And my mother answered her in the words

of the “Robber-princess”:

Forgive me, oh Virgin Immaculate,

And pity my soul for its sinfulness,

Not for myself do I plunder so,

For the sake of my son, my beloved one. . . .
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Then theHoly Virgin, who was as kindheart-
ed as my grandmother, forgave her, and said:

Ah, thou vixen, thou Varyushka,

Al, thou Tatar incorrigible!

Go, if thou must, thy chosen path:

Choose the way; rue the day.

But touch not the folk of this Russian land,
On a forest trail a Mordovian flail,

Or a Kalmyk slay on the steppelands grey. . . .

[ lost myself in recollections of these legends
as in a dream, from which I was roughly awak-
enced by a bustling and shu[ﬂing and roaringcon-
ing from the hall and the yard down below. Lean-
ing out of the window [ saw my grandfather
and Uncle Yakov and the funny saloonkeeper
Melyan pushing my Uncle Mikhail through the
gate out into the street; he fought his way
back, but they kicked him and beat him on
the arms, the back, the shoulders, and at last
he went flying into the dust of the strect.
The gate was slammed, locked and bolted,
his battered cap tossed over the fence, and
everything became quiet.
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After lying sull for a while, my rumpled,
tattered uncle sat up, picked up a cobblestone,
and hurled 1t at the gulc, producmg a dull thud
like a blow on the bottomn of a barrel. Dark-faced
people came crawling out of the saloon and
started bellowing and waving their arms; heads
.lppcm'ml m the wmdows of the llouscs; the
strect became lwcly with yc“s and luugllter.
This too was Iike a fary tale—fascinating,
but unpleasant and even frightening.

Suddenly everyilimg  was over, cveryone
had gone, all was quiets

On the trunk by the door sat iy grand-
mother, all hunched over, motionless, scarcely
ln\\lllnng; I was ‘xl.xmlmg’ m [ront of her strok-
lng her s’of-l, warm, wet chee ks, but dpparcnt—
ly she was unaware of it. and ouly sat there
mutterig miserably.

“Dear Lord, wasn’t thore enotgh goed sense
to go around when 1t came to me and my

children? God llulp us.

It scems to me that nmy glxn‘dfalhcr lived
not more than a ycar m this house on Polcvoy

Slrcct—ﬁ‘mn spring to spring. But in so short
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a time the house managed to become notori-
ous; almost every Sunday the urchins would
come running to our gates, joyfully announcing
to the entire block:

“Another fight at the Kashirm’s!”

Usually Uncle Mikhail would come in the
evening and remam the whole night, keeping
the house in a state of stege, its inhabitants in
a state of alarm. Sometimes he would bring two
or three assistants along—desperate  young
bucks from the Kunavino workshop. They
would climb up the ravine into the garden,
and there give {ull rem to the dictates of their
drunken nnagmation. They pulled up all the
raspberry and currant bushes, and one night
they ruined the bathhouse, brc(tkmg cvcrything
in it that was breakable—the sllclves, the
benches, the botlers They took the stove apart,
pulled up some of the floor boards, rippcd off
the door and the jamb.

My grandf&thor stood at the wimdow silent
and lowering, listening to them destroy his
IJropcrty; my grandmother ran out into the
yard, where she became lost m the darkness.

But her voice came back pleadingly:
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“Mikhaill Think what you’re doing, Mi-
khaill™”

In reply came a string of foul and idiotic
Russian oaths, the meaning of which must
have been beyond the comprehension and teeling
of the beasts vomiting them forth.

There could be no thought of following
grandmothcr at such a moinent, but it was
frightening without her. I went down into
grandfather’s room.

“Out of here, anathema!” he shouted at me
hoarsely.

[ ran back to the attic and stared out mto
the darkness of the garden, trying not to lose
sight of my grandmother, crymg and calling to
her, afraid that they would kill her. She did not
come, but on hraring my vorce, my drunken
uncle addressed some filthy oaths to my mother.

On one such evening my grandfather was
tll. He lay in bed and kept crying plamtively
as he rolled his head back and forth over the
Pl“OW.’

“Is this all I lived for, sinned for, hoarded
for? If it wasn’t so shameful, 1'd call the po-
lice and haul them up before the governor. . . .

172



What a disgrace! Who ever heard of parents
sicking the police on their own children? So
there's nothing you can do but keep lying
here, old man!”

Suddenly he threw his legs over the edge
of the bed and went staggering to the window.

“Here, where you going?” cried my grand-
mother, catching him by the arm

“Give me a light!” he ordered, his breath
coming in great gasps.

When my grandmolher had l:ghtc(l the
candle, he held 1t in front of him like a gun and
shouted mockingly through the window:

“Phosh, Mishka, thief in the night, mad
as a dog with the scurvy!”

Immediately the upper pane of the window
was shattered and half a brick fell on the table
next to my grandmother.

“Missed!” yelled my grandfather, and began
cither to laugh or to cry.

My grandmother picked hmn up in her
arms as though he were me and laid him on
the bed, muttering in a frightened voice:

“What are you doing, for the love of Christ!
If anything should happen, it’d be Siberia
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for him; do you think he rcalizes 1t means
Siberia when he’s m such a state?”

My grand.ather lay with his legs jerkmg
as he sobbed hoarsely: “Let him kil me....”

A roarmg and stamping came from out-
stde. T took the biick off the table and ran to
the window, but my grandmother managed
to snatch me up and thrust me m the corner,
hissing:

“You crazy little brat!”

Another time ny uncle mounted the back
porch and [)c‘g;m swingmg a llugo club at the
entrance door My g";mdf‘all\cr stood in the
hall waiting for him, supportcd l)y two lodg-
ers with clubs in thewr hands and the large
wife of the saloonkeeper wiclding a rolling
pm. Behind them prcsscnl my gmndmolllcn

“Let me reach ham,” she pleaded. “Let me
have a word with him ”

My grandiather held his club uprased and
stood with one toot forward like the muzhik
with the spear m the pamting, “ Lhe Bear
Flunt.” When my grandmother rushed over to
him, he stlently pushed her away with his foot
and his etbow. All four of them stood 1 men-
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acing poses of expectation; a lamp hangmg on
the wallabove them lighted their faces with its
fitful flame. [ stood watclnng from the attic
stairs, anxious to take my grandmother away.

My uncle kept furiously beating the door.
The lower llingc was already broken, and
scraped unpleasantly, leaving the door hang-
ing by only the upl\crhingc, which also threat-
give way. Grandfather spoke to his

>
supportcrs i the same sort of scraping voice:

ened to

“Beat him over the hands and the lcgs,
but not on the head, mind.”

Next to the door was a little window) just
largc enough to stick a head through; my uncle
had already broken the glass of this window,
]caving it to gape darI\‘ly, fringcd with splin—
tered glass, like an <‘mpty eye socket.

My grandmothcr ran to the window, thrust
her arm through, and waved to Mikhail as she
cried:

“Muisha, for Christ’s sake, go away! T'ncy'll
cripple you for life! Go away!"

He struck her over the arm with his club;
I could see somcthing heavy flash across the
window and fall on her arm, after which my
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grandmother sank to the floor, just managing
to cry once more, “Run, Misha .. .” before
she became limp and silent.

“Ah,——mothcr!” wailed my grandfather in
a dreadful voice.

The door opened, my uncle jumped through
the black opcning, but was immcdmtely thrown
out onto the porch Iike a spadcful of dirt.

The wife of the saloonkeeper took my grand-
mother to grandfather’s room; he soon fol-
Jowed.

“Is the bone broken?” he asked unhappily,
going over to her.

“Looks like 1t’s broken,” she replicd with-
out opening her eyes. “But what have you
done to him—to hun'!”

“Come to your senses, woman!” cried my
grandfather angrily. “What do you think I
am, a beast! We tied him up and he’s lying
out in the shed. I poured a bucket of water over
him. There’s a fiend for you! Where does he
get it from?”

My grandmother groaned.

“I've sent for the bonesetter already; try
to bear it a while,” said my grandfather, sit-
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ting down next to her on the bed. “They’ll
be the death of us yet, mother; bring us to
our graves before our time.”

“Give them everything.”

“And what about Varvara?”
They spoke for a long time, grandmother

in a quiet, plaintive voice, my grandfather
noisily and angrily.

Then a little, hunchbacked old woman put
in her appearance. She had a mouth stretching
from ear to ear; her lower jaw trembled, her
mouth hung open like a fish’s, and her upper
lip was bisected by a sharp nose. Her eyes
could not be seen, she could scarcely move her
legs and kept shuffling across the floor
with her crutch, jingling the little bundle
she carried.

This, I thought, was Death come to my
grandmother. [ ran over to the old woman
and shouted at the top of my lungs:

“Get out of here!”

My grandfather grabbed me up and hauled

me unceremoniously to the attic.
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VII

Ata very ear]y date I realized that my grand—
father had one god, my grandmother another.

On waking in the morning, grandmother
would usually sit for a long time on the bed
combing her amazing hair, jerking her head,
clenching her tecth as she pulled out whole
locks of the long black silk, and cursing under
her breath so as not to wake me up:

“A pox on you, a plague on you, damn you! »

When she had mdnagcd to untangle it more
or less, she would braid it and wash herself
lmrriedly, with angry splutlering Without
}mving washed the irritation from her large
face, all wrinkled with slcep, she would kneel
in front of the icons. Then would begin her
true morning ablutions which left her com-
pletely refreshed.

Straiglltening her spine and throwing back
her lwad, she would gl.mce affectionatcly into
the round face of the Virgin of Kazan and cross
herself fervently as she whispered:

“Blessed Virgin, pour thy blessings on the

P2

coming day. . ..
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Then she would bow to the very floor, raise
herself slowly, and again whisper with growing
fervour:

“Fount of all joy, beauty inexpressible,
like an apple tree in full bloom. . ..”

Almost every morning she found new words
of praise and adoration, and this made me listen
to each of her prayers with strained attention.

“Dear heart, sopure, so divine! Light of my
soul, guardian of my hearth, sun of heaven, so
bright, so golden, precious mother of God, save
us from the onrushings of evil, save us allfrom
needless abuse, and me from being offended
without cause. . . .”

A smile hovered in the depths of her dark
cyes, and she seemed to have become younger
as she again crossed herself with a slow move-
ment of her heavy hand.

“Dear Jesus, son of God, be merciful to
me, a sinner, for thine own mother’s sake. . . .~

Her prayers were always a laudatory offer-
ing, a pean of praise coming from a simple
and sincere heart.

In the morning she did not linger long over
her prayers; it was necessary to put up the sam-
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ovar, since my grandfather no longer kept
a servant, and if she made him wait for his
morning tea, she was rewarded by violent
and endless reproaches.

Sometimes, if he had awakened earlier than
my grandmother, he would climb up to the
attic and find her at her prayers. He would
stand listening silently, with a contemptuous
smile at the corners of his thin, dark lips,
remarking later at the breakfast table:

“How many times have [ taught you how
to pray, you thickhead, but on you go, in your
stubborn way, muttering along llke a here-
tic! How God cver puts up with it is more
than I can understand!”

“He understands,” answered my grandmoth-
er confidently. “No matter what you say
to Him, He’s sure to understand.”

“Crazy as a Chuvash, that’s what you are!
Phooh!”

Her God was with her all day long. She
even told the animals about Him. I could see
that it was ecasy for all creatures—people,
dogs, birds, becs, and even growing things—
to submit to that God. He was equally
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kind and equally dear to everything on
earth.

One day the mischievous tomcat belonging
to the saloonkeeper’s wife—a lovely grey, gold-
en-headen beast which was a favourite in
the yard in spite of the fact that it was a
toady and a sly glutton—caught a starling. My
grandmother took the tortured bird away from
the cat and said angrily:

“No fear of God in your heart, that’s what’s
the trouble with you, you horrid beasty!”

The janitor and the saloonkeeper’s wife
laughed at my grandmother for these words,
but she shouted at them angrily:

“You think the animals have no knowl-
edge of God? The least of them knows Him as
well as you, you hardhearted creatures!”

While harnessing the fat, listless Sharap,
she would murmur:

“Why so unhappy, servant of God? Getting

22

old I guess. ...
The horse would sigh and shake its head.
Yet she did not utter the name of God as
often as did my grandfather. [ could under-
stand my grandmother’s God and was not
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afraid of Him, yet [ dared not lie in His pres-
ence. That would have been shameful. Be-
cause of this shame, I never lied to my grand-
mother. [t was quite impossible to hide any-
thing from so kind a God, and so far as I can
remember, [ never had any inclination to do so.

One day the saloonkeeper’s wife had a
quarrel with my grandfather, and included my
innocent grandmother in her vituperations,
even t]lrowing a carrot at her.

“And it’s a fool you are, my fine lady!”
retorted grandmother calmly. But I was deep-
ly offended for grandmother’s sake and decid-
ed to have revenge.

For some time | considered what would
be the best way to injure this fat, redheaded
woman with the double chin and no eyes
to speak of.

In the internecine wars waged by our neigh-
bours, | had observed that vengeance was
wreaked by chopping off the tails of cats,
poisoning dogs, killing chickens, or by steal-
ing into the enemy’s cellar at night and pour-
ing kerosene into barrels of sauerkraut or
pickles, or pulling the stoppers out of kegs
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of kvass. But none of these means satisficd me.
It was necessary to think up something more
bold and terrible.

And so I decided on the following measure:
when the saloonkeeper’s wife climbed down
into the cellar, I closed the hatch after her,
locked it, did a dance of vengeance on top,
and threw the key up on the roof. Then I
rushed into the kitchen where my grandmoth-
€er was cooking. At first she could not under-
stand my ecstasy, but when she discovered
its cause, she slapped me on the parts provid-
ed for that purpose, dragged me out into the
yard, and sent me up on the roof for the key.
Crushed by her reaction, I silently procured
the key and then ran into a corner of the yard,
from where I watched my grandmother free
the prisoner, and then come walking toward
me in the company of the hated one, both of
them laughing amiably.

“I'll give it to you yct!” threatened the
saloonkeeper’s wife, shaking her fat fist at
me, but her cyeless face was smiling good-
naturedly. My grandmolhcr took me by the
scruff of the neck and led me into the kitchen,
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“What did you do that for?” she asked.

“Didn’t she throw a carrot at you?”

“Aha! So it was on my account you did it,
eh? I'll show you, you little whippersnapper!
I’ll shove you under the stove with the mice,
and then you’ll get some sense in you! A fine
champion you make! Come, everybody, and
take a look at this little bubble before it bursts!
If T tell your grandfather, won’t he take the
skin off your behind for you though! Get up
into the attic now and have a look at those
books of yours!”

She did not speak to me for the rest of the
day, but in the evening before saying her
prayers, she sat down on the side of my bed
and said these unforgettable words:

“Listen, pigeon-widgeon, just remember
this: never butt into the affairs of grownups.
Grownups are a spoiled lot—tried by toils
and temptations. But you’re not—not yet.
So you just go on living according to your
child lights, until the Lord sees fit to touch
your heart and show you your task, lead-
ing you out onto the path you must trod. Is
that clear? As for who’s to blame for what—
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that’s none of your business. God will
judge and punish. That’s for Him, not for
us.”

She was silent for a minute, during which
she took some snuff, and then she narrowed
her right eye and added:

“Sometimes the Lord Hisself -is hard put
to tell who'’s to blame.”

“Why, doesn’t He know everything?” 1
asked in surprise.

“If He did,” she replied sadly, “there’s
lots of things people wouldn’t be a-doing.
He sits up there in heaven, watching us sin-
ners down below, and sometimes he breaks
into such tears, such sobbing! ‘Ah, my people,
my people, my own dear people!” he weeps. ‘How
my heart bleeds for you!’”

She herself was weeping, and without both-
ering to dry her tears, she went to the icon
corner to pray.

From that time on her God became even
dearer and more comprehensible to me.

At his lessons my grandfather also taught
me that God was all-knowing, all-seeing, and
gver present, a help to man in all his troue
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ble. But grandfather did not pray like grand-
mother.

Before going to the icon corner in the morn~
ing, he would carefully wash and dress and comb
his red hair and beard; only after adjusting
his blouse in the mirror and tying the black
cravat he wore inside his vest would he creep
stealthily toward the icons. He would always
come to a halt at one and the same knot in the
floor board which resembled the eye of a horse,
his arms stiff at his sides like a soldier’s.
After a moment’s silence, during which he
stood with bowed head, thin and straight,
he would say impressively:

“In the name of the Father and of the Son
and of the Holy Ghost!”

It always seemed to me that the room be-
came particularly quiet after these words—
even the flies seemed to buzz with a certain
veneration.

Now his head was thrown back, his eye-
brows bristling, his golden beard Lorizontal
with the floor. He said his prayers in a firm
voice, as though reciting a lesson, pronounc-
ing the words em_phatically and demandingly.
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“Cometh the Judgment Day when no man
knoweth, to expose the deeds of men....”

Beating himself lightly on the chest, he
would press his request:

“Against Thee, Thee only, have I
sinned. . . . Hide Thy face from my sins. .. .”

Every word was stressed as he recited the
“Creed,” and he beat time by jerking his
right leg. He stood there ncat and clean and
commanding, drawing his whole body toward
the icons, seeming to grow taller and thinner
and harder.

“Thou, who hast borne the Great Healer,
cleanse my heart of all evil; hark to the groan-
ing of my soul and have mercy, Oh Mother
of God!”

Then he would wail thinly, the tears gleam~
ing in his green eyes:

“Let my faith be accounted for works,
oh my God, and lay not a burden beyond my
strength to bear. .. .”

He crossed himself over and over again,
quickly and convulsively, nodding his head
like a butting goat and speaking in a wheez-
ing, whimpering voice. When in later life I had
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occasion to visit a synagogue, | realized that
my grandfather prayed like a Jew.

The samovar had long since been steaming
on the table, the room was filled with the scent
of hot rye cakes stuffed with cottage cheese,
and my stomach was roaring with hunger.
My grandmother stood leaning against the
doorjamb, sighing and frowning, with her eyes
fastened on the floor; the sun glanced merrily
through the window, the dew shone like pearls
on the trees, the morning air bore the fresh
scent of dill, currants, and ripening apples,
but my grandfather stll contmued to rock
and wail at his prayers:

“Quench the fire of my passion, for I be
base and accursed!”

I knew all his matins and all his vespers
by heart, and would follow him with intense
concentration to see whether he made a mis-
take or left out anything.

Such occasions were rare, but they always
roused in me a malicious sense of triumph.

When my grandfather had finished his pray-
ers, he turned to me and my grandmother and
said:
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“Good morning.”
We bowed, and at long last took our places
at the table.

“You left out ‘sufficient,’” 1 said, turning
to my grandfather.

“Sure you’re not lying?” he asked scepti-
cally.

“No. You should have said, ‘And may
my faith be sufficient unto my need,” but you
left out ‘sufficient.””

“Humph!” he exclaimed, blinking guiltily.

Some day he would repay me with interest
for that remark, but for the present I took
my fill of pleasure in his embarrassment.

One day my grandmother said jokingly:

“Must be boring for God to listen to your
prayers, father—always saying one and the
same thing.”

“Wha-a-t?” he drawled menacingly.
“What’s that you're gibbering?”

“It’s never a word from your own soul you
offer your Maker, that’s what ['m saying.”

Trembling and flushing, he jumped up
on a chair and threw a saucer at my grand-
mother.
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“Get out of here, you old witch!” he
screeched like a saw on glass.

Whenever he spoke about the strong arm
of God, he emphasized 1ts ruthlessness: once,
for example, when people sinned they were
drowned in a flood; another time their cities
were burned and destroyed; people were pun-
ished by famine and plague. For him, God
was a raised sword, a lash held over the heads
of the wicked.

“Any as violates the laws of God are sure
to come to some bad end!” he warned me,
tapping the table with his bony fingers.

It was dillicult for me to believe in the
cruelness of God. [ was suspicious that grand-
father had invented this in order to make me
afraid of himself, rather than of God.

“Is it to make me obey you that you tell
me this?” T asked candidly.

“Of course,” he replied with equal candour.
“A fine thing 1t would be 1f you didn’t obey!”

“What about grandmother?”

“Don’t you listen to that old fool,” he said
sternly. “She’s been that way all her life—cra-
zy and unlearned. I'll let her know she’s not
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. to talk to you about such important things.
Now answer me this: how many ranks are
there among the angels?”

[ answered and then asked:

“What does 1t mean, ‘A person of high
rank?’” ,

“Have to know cverything, don’t you?»
he snorted, dropping his eyes and chewing
his lips. On second thought he explained re-
luctantly:

“That’s got nothing to do with God, that’s
human business—people of high rank—govern-
ment officials and the like. An official is one
as lives off the law—chews it up and swallows
it down.”

“What's the law?”

“The law? That’s, so to speak, what people
take on as their habit,” answered the old man,
his sharp, clever eyes twinkling with relish.
“People live together and come to an agree-
ment among themselves: that, for example,
is the best way to do something or other, so
they take it on as a habit, make it a rule, or
a law, as they call it. Like when the boys get
together to play a game and decide among
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themselves how they’ll play. What they de-
cide on is the law.”

“And the officials?”

“They’re like the bad boys who come and
break the law.”

“Why?”

“That’s not a thing for you to understand,”
he said with a frown. “The Lord stands over
all the affairs of men. They want one thing;
He wants another. Notlnng sure about human
alfairs. Just one little breath from the Lord,
and everything gets scattered to the wind like
so much dust.”

There were many reasons why [ was inter-
ested in officials, so I kept pressing my point:

“There’s that song Uncle Yakov sings:

The holy angels—servants of God,
The state officials—slaves of Satan!”

My grandfather closed his eyes, lifted his
beard on his palm and stuck it into his mouth.
From the trembling of his cheeks, I could
tell he was laughing inside.

“Have to put you and Yakov in a sack and
throw you in the river,” he said.“He has no busi-
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ness singing  such songs and you have no
busimess llslcnmg to them. That’s a song made
up by dissenters and herctics—a bad sort of
joke.” He looked past me m a moment’s med-
ttation, then added with a sigh, “Phooh!
What people!”

While 1n his conception God stood high
and menacmg above the affairs of men, he,
like my g]‘andmolher, constdered  that  the
Lord had a hand m all his busmess—He and
and endless number of samts. The only saints
my grandmother scemed to recogmize were
Nikolar, Yurt, Frol and Lavr, who were kind
and good, spending therr time wandermg fiom
v1llagc to vxllagc, from town to town, ]lelping
people and sharing all their human qualities
Almost all of my grundf‘athcr’s saints, on the
other hand, were martyrs who had torn down
wlols and pitted themselves against the Cae-
sars, as a result of which they had been tor-
turcd, burned at the stake and skinned alive.

Sometimes my grandfather would say wist-
fully.

“If only the Lord would help me self

this house for a profit of even five hundred
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rubles ['d hold a service for Nikolai-the-
Martyr!”

My grandmother would laugh and say to
me:

“The old fool! Like as if Nikolai had
nothing better to do than sell houses for him!”

For many years I kept my grandfather’s
church calendar with various remarks writ-
ten 1 his hand Qpposnte the days of Tochim
and Anna he had mscribed m red mk.

“Saved by thetr mercy from great misfor-
tune.”

[ remember what that musfortune was. In
hus efforts to help his worthless sons he had se-
cretly begun to lend money, taking various
articles of value as security. Someone reported
this, and onc night the police came to scarch
our house. There was great excitement, but
cverything ended happily. My grandfather
prayed until sunrise, and in the morning he
wrote those words on the calendar in my pres-
ence.

Before supper he had me read the Psalter,
the prayerbook, or the heavy volume of Yef-
rem Sirin. After supper he once more began
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to pray, and in the evening silence his monot-
onous words of repentance went on and on:
“It is Thine to give, and Thine to take away,

most merciful immortal King. ... Lead us
not into temptation. . . . Protect us from the
wicked. . .. Let my tears absolve me of
sm. . .7

Often my grandmother would say:

“Oh, how tired I am! Looks like I'll be
gomng to bed without saying my prayers to-
night!”

My grandfather took me to church: on Sat-
urdays to vespers, on Sundays to late mass.
Even at church I could tell which God people
praycd to: the priest and the deacon pr;lycd
to grandfat]wr’s God, but the choir always
sang to grandmother’s.

To be sure, I have given a crude picture
of the childish distinction [ drew between
the two Gods, a distinction which 1 remember
having caused me much spiritual conflict. I
feared and dishiked grandfather’s God, who
loved no one and kept a stern eye on everyone.
He was primarily interested in unearthing
something wicked and vicious in man. It was
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clear that he did not trust pcople, was ever
waiting for them to repent, and took plcasurc
in meting out punishment.

During those days my mind dwelled primari-
ly on God, the only beauty I found in Iife.
All other mmpressions repulsed and saddened
me  with their filth and cruclty. God—my
grandmothcr s God, friend to all living things—
was the l)rnghtcst and best of all that sur-
rounded me And naturally T could not under-
stand  why grandfather was blind to God’s
goodncss.

[ was not allowed to play out 1 the street
because this excited me too much. I became
almost drunk from the impressions gained
from playing there and was often the instiga-
tor of some fight or disorder. I made no
friends; the neighbours’ children were hostile
toward me. | hated to be called a Kashirin,
and knowing this, they insisted on shouting
the name to each other.

“Here comes the grandson of Kashirin,
the miser! Take a look!”

“Knock him down!”

And the ﬁgl\t would begin.
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[ was cxceptionally strong for my age and
a good fighter. Even my enemies admitted
this and never attacked me singlchanded  So
I always took a good beating at their hands,
and returned home with a bloody nose. cut
Iips, and torn clothes.

Grandmother would meet me with f‘rlght
and commuiseration.

“What! Been fightmg agam,  you little
brat? T'll show you all rlghl' Where Il T be-
gll]? ”

She would wash my face and put a com,
or some herbs, or a lotion on my injurlcs,
saymg the while:

“What in the world mukes you fight hike
this? Such a quict lad at home, but a very
demon once you get out in the street! For
shame! I'll tell your grandfather not to let
you out!”

Grandfather always noticed the bumps and
bruises, but he never got really angry about
them, simply mut(ering:

“Got on your medals again! Such a brave
warrior! But don’t let me catch you out in

the street again, hear?”
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[ had no desire to go out in the street when
everythmg was quiet there, but when I heard
the merry voices of the children [ would for-
ot my gmndf.lthcr’s warning and run out of
the yard. [ did not mind the bumps and bruises,
but I could never get used to the brutali-
ty of the boys” fun, a brutality with which
I had become only too famihar and which
nc.lrly drove me mad [ could not bear to sce
them set cocks and dogs fightng each other,
torture cats, chase the goats bclongmg to chs,
tease (il.l"ll‘k'll l)\‘gg.lrs cl]l(l t]]\‘ 1\10”5 “lgObllil,
Death-m-the-Pocket

The latter was a tall, lean, grimy person
with a bristling beard on his bony face. Hus
stooped figure 1 a long sheepskin coat swayed
slrangcly as he moved down the street, his
cyes fixed on the ground. His dark face with
s sad hietle cyes mslnrcd me with awe and
respect. [t scemed to me that thes person
must be engaged m some very solemn  task
which was not to be mtvrruptcd,

But the boys ran after him and threw
stones at his hunched back. For some time he

would pay no attention to them, as if he did
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not feel the blows, but all of a sudden he
would stop, throw back his head and look
around, adjusting his shaggy cap with a con-
vulsive movement as if just aroused from
sleep.

“Igosha, Death-in-the-Pocket! Igosha, where
you bound? Just look in your pocket—sece
that death there?” cried the boys.

Grabbing hold of his pocket, he would
bend over, pick up a stone or a lump of carth
and wave his long arm clumsily, cursing un-
der his breath. He always used the same three
swear words—the boys’ vocabulary was in-
comparably richer. Sometimes he would run
llmping after them; his long coat would get
in his way and he would full on his knces,
supporting himself with grimy arms that looked
Iike two dry sticks Then the boys would
pelt him with stones, while the bolder ones
would run up to him, throw a handful of
dust on his head and dodge away.

Perhaps the most painful sight the street
had to offer was that of our former master-
workman Grigori Ivanovich. He had gone com-
pletely blind and spent his days wandering
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through the city beggmg. Tall and stlent and
comely, he was led by a grey little old woman
who would stop at every window and say in
a squeaky Little vorce.

“Flelp blind Iwggdr, for the love of
Chrast. ...

Grigort Ivanovich would say nothing Huis
black glasscb looked slr;nghl into the wall

of the house or the window or the face of any-

2

one he met; his «l\/c-saltumtcd hand  would
q\uctly strohe his broad beard, but his llps
were ;llw.tys 11g1111y closed T often saw lnm,
but never did | hear a sound from those tlgl)t
llps, and this silence opprcsscd me more than
:mylhmg clse T never went up to hun—I could
not make mysclf do this—but whenever [ saw
hin I would run home and say to my gmnd-
mother:

”Grlgori 1s cmnmg!”

“AhT” she would exclamm with pamed agi-
tation. “Here, run and give him thes!”

[ rudcly vefused. Then she herself would
go out the gate and stand t.nlkmg to him for
a long time. He would laugh and shake his

beard, but say scarcely a word.
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Sometimes grandmother would bring him
mto the kitchen and feed him. Once he asked
where [ was. Grandmother called me, but
I ran away and Iud in the wood pile. T could
not meet him. [ felt horribly ashamed in his
presence, and T knew that my grandmolhcr
felt the same Only once did she and 1 speak
¢l[)01|t Grlgﬂ['l : \\'I‘CI] $]1C ]11[(1 seen ]]l“l ol
the gate. she came walkmg Slowly back lln’ough
the yard weepmg, her head bent down
[ went over to her and took her hand.

“Why do you always run away from him?”
she asked quictly. “So fond he s of you, and
a good man v

“Why doesn’t gr‘mdf‘alhcr feed him?” 1
asked

“Grandfather?”

She stopped and drew me to her and whis-
pered almost prophetically:

“Remember my words: the Lord will send
us a bitter punishment for this! A bitter pun-
ishment!”

She was not mistaken. Some ten years lat-
er, when my grandmother had already gone
to her rest, my crazed grandfather himself
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walked the streets of the city begging miser-
ably at the windows for something to cat.

“Good folks, givc me a piece of pt’rog—
just a little piece. . .. Phooh, such people!”

That bitter, heart-rending “Phooh, such
people!” was the only thing left of his for-
mer sell

In addition to Igoslm and Grigori [vano-
vu‘h, there was  the proﬂlgate old woman
Voronihha, the very sight of whom was enough
to drive me off the street  She put m her
appearance every Sunday—huge, dishevelled,
drunken. She had o peculiar walk, as though
she did not move her feet or touch the ground,
but sarled hike a stormeloud. shrillng her lewd
songs  The people on the street fled before
her, Tuding o stores, around corners, behind
fences  She swept the street clean. Her face
was blue and bloated like a balloon; her bulg-
mg grey eyes rolled frighteningly. Sometiumes
she would wail.

“Where are my children, my children?”

[ asked my grandmollwr what that meant,

“It’s not for you to know, " she sard at first,

but then she explained in a few words: it seems
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the woman’s husband had once been an official
named Voronov. In order to be promoted to
higher rank, he had sold his wife to his chief,
who took her away for two years. When she

returned, her children—a boy and a girl—
were dead, her husband had gambled away
public funds and was m jaul. In her grief she
began to drink and lead a profligate hfe. Now
the police took her off the strects every Sunday.

There was no doubt about it—home was
better than on the streets. It was particul.lrly
pleasant during the hours after dimner when
grandfather went to wvisit Uncle Yakov and
grandmother would sit at the window lclling
me storics and remmiscences of my father.

She had clipped the broken wing of the
starling rescued from the cat and cleverly
attached a little stick to the stump of the
bird’s leg. Now that it was well, my grand-
mother tried to teach 1t to talk. For a whole
hour she would stand before the cage on the
window sill—and keep repeating the words
she wanted to teach the bird.

“Come now, say: birdy wants some por-

[
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The bird would cock its round eye at her
like the proverbral humourist, knock 1ts wooden
leg agamst the floor of the cage, stretch
tts neck and whistle like an oreole, imitate
ajay and a cuckoo, ;lllvml)l to meou like a
cat, or bark hike a dog, but 1t had a hard time
reproducing human sounds

“LEnough of your nonsense! "my grandmoth-
cr would say very seriously ey it now:
budy wants some porridge!”

It the feathered monkey would screech some-
ll\mg Lnnl[y l‘cscmblmg my gl‘:mdmolhcrls
words, she would Taugh with joy and feed 1t
a bit of oat porridge tfrom her finger.

“Oh I know you, all rxghl, you trickster!”
she would tease “You can say zmythmg if
you want tol”

And she ;lutually (augllt it to s;wak. after
some time 1t asked for poreidge quite clearly,
and on seemg my grandmother would cry
somethimg which sound-d extremely Like “Hel-
lot”

At first the bird hung m my grandtather’s
room, but soon he outlawed 1t to our attic,

because it began to wmitate him, my grand-

204



father enunciated his prayers very distinctly,
and the starling would poke tts yellow beak
through the bars of the cage and say:

“True, true, 0o, 0o, tru~u-ue, o, too true!”

This offended my grandfather. One day he
mterruptcd his prayers, stampcd his foot and
cried angrily:

“Take that devil out of here before Tkallit!”

There was much that was inlcrcstmg and
much that was amusing in our house, but some-
times [ was overwhelmed by a vast longing.
[t was as though a great burden were weighing
me down) and [ went on llvmg at the bottom
of an mky pit, bereft of sight and hearmg and

feeling—blind and only half alive.

VIII

Quite unexpectedly my gr;\ndfather sold
our house to the saloonkeeper and bought
another one, on Kanatnaya Street. This street
was clean and quiet, unpaved and overgrown
with grass. It led directly out into the fields
and was lined with little, brightly-painted
houses.
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The new house was more pleasant and cheer-
ful than the old one. The facade was painted
a dark, warm red, against the background
of which the.blue shutters of the three down-
starrs windows and the lattice-work shutter
of the attic wmdow stood out vividly. The
lett side of the roof was fretted by the
branches of ¢lins and limes. There were many
enticing corners m the yard and garden, which
seemed to have been especrally designed for
playmng hide-and-seck The garden was de-
llghlfulA—not very largc' but chdrmmgly over-
grown with shrubbery  In one corner stood the
balhhousc, small and ncat as a toy. In an-
other corner was a wide, shallow pll overgrown
with weeds, from which protruded the charred
remamns of a former bathhouse. On the left
the garden was bounded by stables belonging
to Colonel Ovsyannikov; on the right by out-
houses belonging to the Betlengs. The extreme
end joincd the property of the d.lirywoman
Petrovna, a fat, red-faced. noisy creature
who resembled a largv bell Her lLittle house,
dark and rickety, had settled comfortably into

the earth and become overgrown with moss.
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Its two windows glanced out over fields, cut
up by deep gullies and banked by the blue
haze of the distant forest. All day long soldiers
drilled on these fields, their bayonets flashing
like white lightnmg in the autumn sun.
Our house was filled with people I had nev-
er seen before: the front apartment was occu-
pted by a military man, a Tatar by birth,
and his round little wife who laughed and
shouted and played a gaily-decorated guitar
from mornmg to mght. The song she sang
most often in her high, ringing voice, was the

following:

To love when you despise?
Oh no! If you are uise,
You'll seck another gurl.
I hope you get your prize,
And that she'll be a pearl!

A te-e-c-ery w-o-o-n-drous pearl!

Her husband, who was as round as a ball,
would sit at the window with his blue cheeks
blown up as he puffed on his pipe, rolling his
merry little brown eyes and coughing with a
strange bark:
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“Ar-r-ulf! Ar-r-uff-uff-uff!”

Two draymen and a tall, glum Tatar or-
derly named Valer hived in the warm quarters
built over the storchouse and stable. One of
the dmymcn was lltllc, grey man whom
lllcy called Uncle Pyolr; the other was his
deat” and dumb ncp]lcw Slyopu‘ Slyopa was
sleek and smooth, with a face hike a brass
tray All these lwoplc were new to me and pre=
sented rich possibilities.

But the person 1 found most imteresting
was our boarder, “That’s Tme,” who occupred
a room next to the kitchen m the back of the
house Tt was a long room with two windows
m 1t, once lookmg out onto the garden_, the
other onto the yard.

The boarder was tall and bent, with a black,
parted beard accentuating the pallor of his
face. He had kimd eyes and wore glasses. In
general he was quict and unobtrusive, and
when he was told that tea or dinner was ready,
he would always answer.

“That’s fne!”

My grandmother began to call him “That’s
Fine” behind his back, and even to his face.
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“Go tell ‘That’s Fine' to come have tea,
Alexei,” she would say, or: “Have some more,
‘That’s Fine,” you’re not eating very much.”

His room was piled high with wooden boxes
and secular books, a kind I had never seen
before. Everywhere stood bottles filled with
different coloured Huids, bits of copper and
iron and lumps of lead. He was always dressed
in a brown leather jacket and grey-checked
pants, all spotted with paint and smelling un-
pleasantly. From morning to night he would
stand there smelting lead, soldering copper,
weighing something on his tiny scales, grunt-
ing, burning his fingers, blowing on them,
stumbling over to diagrams hanging on the
wall, wiping his glasses and examining the
diagrams so closely that he almost touched
them with his chalk-like nose. Sometimes he
would stand stock-still in the centre of the
room or beside the window and remain thus
for a long time with his eyes closed, his head
lifted, silent and motionless.

I climbed up onto the roof of the shed across
the yard and observed him through the open
window. [ could see the blue flame of the al-
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cohol lamp burning on the table and his dark
figure bending over it; I could see him write
something 1 a worn notebook, his glasses
shining coldly, like bits of blue ice. The nec-
romancy of this man kept me up on the roof
for hours, possessed by a torturing curi-
ostty.

Sometimes he would stand framed in the
window, his hands behmd his back, staring
directly at the roof; but he never seemed to
sce me, and this offended me. Suddenly he
would jump back to his table and bend double
as he rummaged nervously through papers
and objects there.

I might have been ufrard of him had he
been rich and well dressed. But he was poor:
the dirty, wrinkled collar of his shirt stuck
out of his leather jacket, his pants were
patched and stained, the shoes he wore on his
bare feet were much the worse for wear.
There was not11i11g dungerous or frightening
about poor people—this I had lecarned from
the pity my grandmother showed them and
the contempt in which my grandfather held
them.
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Nobody in our house liked “That’s Fine.”
Everyone spoke of him with ridicule—the jolly
wife of the military man called him “Chalk
nose,” Uncle Pyotr called him a chemist and
wizard, while my grandfather called him a
“pharmacer,” a dealer in black magic.

“What does he do?” T asked my grand-
mother, but she answered abruptly:

“None of your business. Know when to
keep your mouth shut.”

One day 1 gathered all my courage and
went to his window.

“What are you doing?” I asked, scarce able
to hide my excitement.

He started and gave me a long look over
his glasses. Then he held out his burned and
scarred hand and said:

“Here, climb in.”

The fact that he invited me toenter through
the window rather than through the door
raised him Considcrably in my estimation.
He sat down on one of the boxes, placed me
in front of him, moved me first to one side,
then to another, and finally asked:

“Where did you come from?”
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The question was strange enough, inasmuch
as | sat beside him at the kitchen table four
times every day.

“I'm the grandson here,” 1 answered.

“Ah, yes,” he said, and relapsed into si-
lence as he studied one of his fingers.

I decided it was necessary to make things
more clear.

“But I'm not a Kashirin—I’m a Peshkév.”

“Péshkov?” he repeated with the wrong
stress. “That’s fine.”

He pushed me aside, got up and went back
to the table.

“Well, sit down and don’t make any
noise.

I sat there for a long time observing how
he made filings from a piece of copper which
he held in pincers. When he had enough, he
gathered the golden dust into a little heap
which he placed in a thick mug; then he took
some powder as white as salt out of a can,
added it to the filings, and poured some dark
liquid over it. The mixture in the mug began
to hiss and smoke and give off an acrid odour
that made me cough violently.
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“Smell bad?” asked the wizard boastfully.

“Yes!”

“Aha! That’s good, brother, that’s very
good!”

[ failed to sec any cause for boasting.

“If it’s bad, it can’t be good!” I said se-
verely.

“You don’t say,” he cried, blinking his
eyes. “Well, now, that’s not always true,
brother! Do you like to play knucklebones?”

“Dibs?”

“That’s right, dibs.”

“Sure I do.”

“How'd you like me to smelt a filler for
you? Make a good beater.”

“I'd like it.”

“Let’s have the knucklebone then.”

Again he came over to me, holding the smok-
ing mug in his hand.

“If T fll it up for you, promise you won’t
come back any more!” he said, glancing at
me out of one eye.

This injured me deeply.

“I’ll never come back as it is!” I retorted
and went into the garden.
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There [ found grandfather placing manure
about the roots of the apple trees; it was autumn,
and the leaves had long since begun to fall.

“Here, clip the ruspberry bushes,” said
my grandﬁlthcr, ]mnding me the shears.

“What is “That’s Fine’ making?” [ asked.

“Just a mess,” he answered angrily. “Spoil-
ing the room: he’s burned the floor already and
stained the wallpaper, even tore a piece off.
Flave to grve hin notice.”

“That’s right,” I assented as [ tackled the
raspberry bushes.

But I was in too much of a llurry.

On rainy evenings, if my grandfather was
out, my grandmother would hold parties in
the kitchen. She would invite all the lodgers,
including the draymen, the adjutant, and even
a gay young woman lodger; often the lively
Petrovna would come, and always “That’s
Fine” would be found in the corner by the
stove, where he would sit stlent and motionless.
The deaf mute Styopa would play cards with
the Tatar Valei, who would cuff him on his
broad nose and say:

“You old devil, you!”
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Uncle Pyotr would bring a huge loaf of
white bread and a jar of raspberry jam, slice
the bread, spread it thickly with jam, and
hold the pieces on his outstretched palms as
he offered them to the guests.

“Be so kind as to help yourselves,” he would
say with a low bow. Whenever anyone took a
piece, he would examine his dusky palm and
lick off any drops of jam which might be there.

Petrovna brought cherry wine and the gay
young lodger donated nuts and candy. A feast
would begin which was my grandmother’s fa-
vourite form of entertainment.

My grandmother held such a party shortly
after “That’s Fine” had offered me a bribe
to stay away from his room. A dreary autumn
rain was falling, the wind was blowing, the
trees sighing and scratching at the walls of
the house. [t was warm and cosy in the kitchen;
the people drew close together and were some-
how particularly quict and well-disposed. My
grandmother was more lavish with her tales
than usual.

She sat on the edge of the stove bunk with
her feet resting on the step, and leaned down
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toward the people, her face illuminated by a lit-
tle tin lamp. She always chose a seat up on
the stove when she was inspired.

“I have to talk down from up above; it’s
casier somehow when you talk down,” she ex-
plamed.

[ sat at her feet on a lower step, just above
the head of “That’s Fine.” Grandmother told
the charming story of Ivan-the-Warrior and
Miron-the-Hermit; rhymically flowed the rich,

measured language:

Once on a time lived the evil Gordion,
Black was his soul, stoney his heart.
Hating of truth, stinting of ruth,
Living a mole in an evil hole.

Of all whom he hated, this Gordion,
Miron-the-Hermet he most abhored,
Muron, who peace and love adored,
Of blessed truth a champion.

Now summened this Gordion, Captain-of-War,
His warrior bold dubbed Ivinushka.
Get thee hence to old Mirén,
Slaughter the ancient, the haughty one,

Strike off his head, be not afeared,
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Lift it aloft by its hoary beard,
And bring it me, a feast for my hounds.

Forth went Ivan, obedient,

Forth to the task, bitterly ruing:

Not of mine own, of another’s will

Do I this deed, decreed of God.
Under the floor he hid his sword,
Came to the hermit, courteous bowing.
Greetings, oh ancient, how farest thou?
Many the blessings shed by the Lord?

Smiled the knowing one, Mirén the ancient,
Spake in his wisdom to Ivan-the-bold:
Why thou deccivest I know not, in sooth,
For Jesus our Saviour is wit to all things,
Goodness and evil both dwell in His hand,
And surely He knoweth thine evil intent.

Shame filled the heart of Ivdnushka:
Feared he the vengeance of Gordion.
Snatched he his sword from its leathern sheath,
Boldly he burnished the baneful blade.
Feign would I spare thee the sight of this,
Keep thee in blissful unknowingness,
But now thou hast seen—on thy knees, old man!
Pray the last time to the Fountain Head,
Pray for all men, and for me and thyself.
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Then shall [ sever thy hoary head!

Down on his knees sank the ancient one,
There on his knees 'neath a sapling cak:
Over him bended the branches green,

Soft spake the ancient, smiling the while,

Consider, Ivan: long shalt thou wart me,
Endless the prayer for the souls of all men,
Better have done with my life undelaying,
Make thou an ending and hasten away.

Here Tran frouned at him wrathfully,

Here he did answer him boastfully:

Nay! As decreed, thus shall 1t bel!

Pray while I wait for you, even an age!
Prayed then the hermit t1ll coming of nmightfall,
Prayed he from nightfall *t:l breaking of dawn,
Prayed from the dawn to descending of darkness,
Prayed from the summer straight through to the

spring.
Year followed year, and sull the good hermit,
Kneeled Pneath the ouk, now groun to the sky,
" Round him a forest up-sprang from the acorns,
Still his petition ascended on high.
Thus to this day, there in the forest,
Pleadeth untiring the hermit Mirdn,
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Asking God’s help for all of the people,
Besceching the Virgin to smile upon men.
Near him reclineth Tvan-the-Warrior,
Sword and its sheathing rotted to dust,
Chain mail and armour eaten by rust,
All of his garments gone to decay.
Consumed by the heat—yet unconsumed,
Devoured by pests—yet undevoured.
Shunned by the wolves, shunned by the bears,
Spared by blizzards, spared by the frost,
Pouwerless he to move from that place,
To lift a hand, or even to stand.
And this, I wist, be a punishment,
That he hearkened so to such evilness,
That he bent his will to another’s will.
Still the prayers of the ancient one
Flow up to God for us sinning ones,
Flow like a stream to the ocean-sea.

At the very beginning of the tale I noticed
that for some reason “That’s Fine” was
greatly agitated: he kept making strange con-
vulsive movements with his hands, taking
off and putting on his glasses, waving them
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in rhythm to the verse, nodding his head,
pressing his fingers against his eyes, and
wiping the sweat pouring off his forehead and
cheeks. If anyone moved or coughed or scraped
his fect across the floor, he would whisper
impatiently:

“Sh1”

When grandmother had finished, he jumped
up noisily with a waving of his arms, and
began to walk about in circles, muttering:

“That’s a wonderful thing! It must be writ-
ten down by all means! How very true itis....”

Now I could plainly see that he was crying:
his eyes were filled with tears that flowed
over and streamed down his cheeks. This was
strange and very touching. He ran about the
kitchen in funny little hops, trying to put on
his glasses, but unable to hook them bechind
his ears. Uncle Pyotr let out a laugh, but
everyone else was silent with embarrassment.

“Well, go ahead and write it down,” said
grandmother hurriedly. “No sin in that.
[ know lots of others like it.”

“Oh, no! Just this one. It is so very—Rus-
sian,” cried the boarder excitedly. Suddenly
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he came to a halt in the middle of the kitchen
and began to speak in a loud voice, waving
his right hand and holding his glasses in his
trembling left one. He spoke heatedly and at
length, emphasizing his words by raising his
voice and stamping his foot.

“It’s wrong to let someone else act as your
conscience!” he repeated over and over again.

All of a sudden his voice broke off, and
with a glance at the faces around him he stole
away, quietly and guiltily, with hanging
head. People sniggered and glanced at each
other uneasily. My grandmother retired into
the shadows of the bunk and gave a deep sigh.

“What’s wrong with him? Mad about
something?” asked Petrovna, passing her
hand over her thick red lips.

“No,” replied Uncle Pyotr. “That’s just
his way.”

Grandmother climbed down off the stove
and began to put up the samovar.

“The gentles are all like that—capricious!”
added Uncle Pyotr calmly.

“That’s what comes of being a bachelor,”
put in Valei.
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Everyone laughed, and Uncle Pyotr said:

“See hun cry? Hard to come down to her-
ring when you’re used to sturgeon!”

It became dull in the kitchen; a sad drear-
iness pricked at my heart. “That’s Fine”
had greatly surprised me, and I pitied him.
I could not get the memory of his brimming
eyes out of my mind.

He spent the night away from home, re-
turning after dinner the next day. He seemed
chastened and embarrassed and was badly
rumpled. )

“I made a scenc yesterday,” he said to my
grandmother with the guilty manner of a
little boy. “Are you angry?”

“Why should T be?”

“For having my say like that.”

“You didn’t hurt anybody.”

[ felt that grandmother was afraid of him.
She did not look at him and spoke too softly
to be natural.

He went over to her and said with utter
simplicity:

“You see | am terribly alone. I have no one
in the world. And when a person’s forever
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silent like that, there comes a moment when
all that’s going on in his soul has to break
loose. Then he’s ready to speak to even the
rocks and the trees. .. .”

“Why don’t you get married?” asked
grandmother, moving away from him.

“Ah!” he cried, with a wave of his hand,
and went out frowning

My grandmother watched him leave, then
took a pinch of snuff and turned to me:

“Don’t you go hanging around him,” she
said sullenly. “No telling what he’s like.”

But again [ was drawn to him.

I had noticed the change which came over
his face as he said, “I am terribly alone.”
There was something comprehensxble to me in
those words which touched my heart, and 1
went to seek him.

[ glanced through the window of his room—
it was empty, and cluttered with strange and
useless things«—as strange and useless as their
owner. [ went into the garden and found him
in the pit, sitting all hunched over on a charred
beam, his elbows on his knees and his hands
locked behind his neck. The beam was covered
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with dirt and one end of it stuck up in the air
above the nettles and wormwood and bur-
dock. It was obviously uncomfortable for
him to sit there, and this fact made me feel
all the more drawn to him.

For some time he sat staring past me with
the unseeing eyes of an owl, but suddenly
he asked with a touch of annoyance:

“Come for me?”

“No.”

“Then what?”

“Nothing special.”

He took off his glasses and wiped them with a
handkerchicf stained black and red.

“Well, climb down.”

When I had taken my place next to him, he
gave me a tight hug.

“S1t here. We’ll just sit and say nothing,
all right? Like this. ... You a stubborn
fellow?”

“Yes.”

“That’s fine.”

We sat there without speaking for a long
time. It was a shy, quiet evening, one of those
melancholy evenings of Indian summer when
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the flowering fades and withers before your
very eyes; when the earth has exhausted the
lush smells of summer and exudes only the
chill odour of dampness; when the air is strange-
ly transparent, and the daws plunge in the
rosy sky, giving rise to oppressive thoughts.
Everything was hushed and mute, so that the
slightest sound—the rustle of a bird’s wing,
the falling of a leaf-—was so resounding as
to cause one to start up and glance about,
only to relapse once more into the engulfing
silence.

Such moments give rise to thoughts which
are particularly pure, but fragile and trans-
parent as a spider’s web, defying capture in
words. They flash and fade like falling stars,
searing the soul with sadness, or fondling it,
disturbing it, causing it to seethe and crys-
tallize into permanent contours. At such
moments character is moulded.

Snuggling against the warm body of my com-
panion, I glanced with him through the black
filigree of apple boughs and saw the linnets
planing in the flushed sky, saw the goldfinches
pecking at the dry turnip tops in search of
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spicy seeds, saw the ragged grey clouds
with lurid borders strain across the fields,
while beneath them the crows headed for their
nests i the churchyard. All of it was good,
and comprehensible to an unwonted degree.

Sometimes my companion would utter a
dccp sigh and remark:

“Fine, 1sn’t 1, brother? Humph! But isn’t
it damp? Aren’t you cold?”

When the sky had darkened and every-
thing merged o maghttall, he said:

“Well, guess that’s enough. Come on. . . .7

He stopped when we reached the garden
gdl\‘.

“That grandmother of vours is a wonder-
ful woman,” he sard. “Ah, what a world!”

Then he closed his eyes and smuled, and

repeated very softly and distinetly:

And this, I wist, be a punishment,
That he hearkened to such evilness,
That he bent hus will to another’s will. . . .

“Remember that, brother!” he admonished,

pushing me ahead. “Can yon write?”

“No.”
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“Learn. And once you learn, put down

what your grandmother recites—that’s very
important.”

We became friends after that. From that
day on [used to visit “That’s Fme” whenever
[ wished. T would sit on a box filled with
rags and watch him unmolested while he
smelted lead or heated copper; when 1t was
molten, he would forge plates on a little
anvil with a fancy handle, and work on them
with a rasp, sandpaper, and various files,
one of which was as fine as a hair. He would
weigh everything on a delicate copper scale.
He would mix various liquids in thick white
porcelain vessels, filling the room with acrid
smoke. He would frown as he looked into a
thick book, muttering and biting his red
lips, or sighing gently:

Ah, rose of Sharon. ...

B

“What are you making?”

“A certain thing, brother. . ..”
“What thing?”

“Now you see, I wouldn’t know how to

»

explain so that you would understand. . ..
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“Grandfather says you’re probably making
counterfeit money.”

“Grandfather! Hm. That’s all nonsense.
Moncy, brother, is not worth bothcring about.”
“Now can you buy bread without it?”

“That’s right, can’t buy bread without

»

it

“See? Or meat. .. .”

“Or meat either.”

He laughed in a quiet way | found delight-
ful, and rubbed me behind the car as if [ were
a kitten.

“Can’t get the better of you, brother,” he said.
“You push me into a corner every time. So
let’s not talk any more.”

Somectimes he would stop working and come
sit down beside me at the window, where we
would watch the apple trees shedding their
leaves or the rain on the roof and in the yard,
all overgrown with weeds. “That’s Fine” was
sparing of words, but what he said always
scemed to be to the point. Most often he
would draw my attention to something he
wanted me to notice by nudging me and indi-
cating the object with a wink and a glance.
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[ could see nothing remarkable about our
yard, but from those nudges and his occasion-
al words everything I saw assumed particu-
lar significance and became engraved on my
memory. A cat went running across the yard
and stopped to watch its reflection in a puddle,
raising its paw as though to strike the
image.

“Cats are proud and sceptical,” said “That’s
Fine” softly.

The red-gold rooster Mamai flew up on
the fence, fluttered its wings, nearly lost its
balance, became annoyed, and began to cluck
angrily as it stretched its neck.

“He’s important, is the General, but he
hasn’t got much sense.”

The clumsy Valei picked his way through
the mud like an old horse, raising his broad,
puffy face to squint at the sky; a ray of pale
autumn sun struck him on the chest and set
the brass buttons of his jacket aflame. The
Tatar stopped and touched them with his
crooked fingers.

“As if he'd just had a medal pinned on his
chest.”
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Soon I found that my attachment to “That’s
Fine” had grown very deep. He became essen-
tial to me in all my joys and sorrows. Though he
himself was stlent by nature, he never stopped
me from saymg anythmg that was on my
mmd My grandfather, on the contrary, was
alwnys interrupting me:

"S(op your c]mt(cr, you windbag!”

My grandmother was so full of her own
thoughts that she could not absorb other
people’s

But “That’s Fme” always listened to me
:\ttcntchly, and often he would say with a
smile-

“But that’s not true, brother. You just
made that up‘”

His brief remarks were always apt and
timely It was as though he could sce what
was gomg on in my heart and mind, could
sce what was false and supcrﬂuous before the
words passed my lips, and secing it, slew it
with three sharp words, fondly spoken:

“You're lymng, brother.”

Sometimes I would intentionally test his

magic powers by making up stories and re-
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lating them as fact. But after listening a min-

ute he would inevitably shake his hbead and
say:

“You're lying, brother.”

“How do you know?”

“Oh I know all right!”

Often grandmother would take me with
her when she went to fetch water from the
pump on Sennaya Square. One day we saw five
townsmen beating a muzhik. They had him
down on the ground and were going at him
like a pack of dogs. My grandmother took the
pails off her koromyslo,* flourished it like a
club, and rushed at the townsmen, shouting
to me:

“Get away!”

But [ was ufrand, and ran after her. T be-
gan to throw stones at the enemy, while she
bravely poked them with her keromysle, and
thumped them on head and shoulders. Other
people joined in the fray, and the townsfolk
were driven off. Grandmother began to wash
the muzhik whose face was badly battered.

* Shoulder yoke for carrying buckets of water
or any other heavy load.—T'rans.
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To this day I shudder at the recollection of
how he pressed his dirty fingers to a torn
nostril, coughing and howling while the blood
spurted from between his fingers into my
grandmother’s face and on her breast. She
also howled and trembled from head to
foot.

When I got home I ran to the boarder and
began to tell him all about it. He stopped
working and stood in front of me holding a
long file upraised Iike a sword. He looked
at me sternly and steadily from under his
glasses, then suddenly interrupted, saying
with unusual emphasis:

“Splendid! That’s exactly how it was!
Very good!”

I was so taken up by what I had seen that I
went on talking without realizing what he
had said, but he put his arm around me and
began pacing the floor.

“That’s enough, that’s enough,” he ad-
monished. “You’'ve said all that you had to
say, understand? Enough!”

[ stopped talking. At first I was hurt, but

on considering the matter I realized to my
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amazement that he had stopped me just in
time, that [ had, in fact, told everything.

“Don’t let your mind brood over such
things,” he said. “Try to forget them.”

Sometimes he would quite unexpectedly
say things that | have remembered all my life.
Once 1 told him about my enemy Klushnikov,
one of the warriors from Novaya Street. He
was a fat, large-headed boy who could no
more get the better of me than I could of him.
“That’s Fine” listened to my trouble, and
then said:

“Nonsense! Strength like that is no strength
at all! Real strength lies in quickness of move-
ment; the quicker you are, the stronger—
understand?”

On the following Sunday I tried using my
fists quicker, and had an ecasy time licking
Klushnikov. That made me prize the boarder’s
words even more.

“You have to know how to take hold of
things, understand? And that’s very difficult—
to know how to take hold of things.”

[ did not understand the meaning of what
he said, but I remembered these and similar

233



words. [ remembered them because there was
somc(]\ing irritatingly mysterious in their
sunplicity: what could be difficult about tak-
ing hold of a stone, or a piece of bread, a cup,
or a hammer?

The people in our house came to dislike
“That’s Time” more and more. Even the
friendly cat belongmg to the gay young lady
lodger would not climb up onto his knee as
it would onto the knees of other l\«:mplc, nor
would 1t answer his gcntlc call. T beat it for
this and shook it by the cars. almost weeping
as I tricd to convinee the cat not to be afraid
of this man.

“My clothes smell of acid, and that’s
why it won’t come to me,” he explained.
But I knew that everybody else, including my
grandmother, had a different explanation.
They were hostile to him, and I found this
wrong and painful.

“Why arc you forever hanging around
him?” asked my grandmother angrily. “Watch
out, or he’ll go teaching you ricks!”

My grandfather, the mean redhead,
whipped me cruelly every time he heard that |
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had visited the boarder. Naturally I did not
tell “That’s Fine” that I had been forbidden
to visit him, but [ frankly told him what
people thought of him.

“Grandmother’s afraid of you; she says
you go in for black magic, and grandfather
too. He says you’re against God and it’s dan-
gerous for people to have anything to do with
you.”

He jerkcd his head as tllough clmsing a
fly; his pallid face flushed with a smile
that made my heart contract and my head
reel.

“I can see all that, brother,” he said quietly.
“Too bad, isn’t it, eh?”

“Yes.”

“Too bad, brother.”

Finally they drove him away.

One morning after breakfast I found him
sitting on the floor packing his things in a
box and humming “Oh rose of Sharon.”

“Well, good-bye, brother. 1I'm lcaving.”

“Why?”

He studied me intently for a moment be-
fore answering.
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“Didn’t you know? This room is needed
for your mother.”

“Who said so?”

“Your grandfather.”

“He’s lying.”

“That’s Fine” drew me toward him, and
when | was sitting on the floor beside him
he said quietly:

“Don’t be angry! [ thought you knew and
just didn’t say anything, brother, and I didn’t
like 1t.”

For some reason I was hurt and annoyed.

“Listen,” he said with a smile and almost
in a whisper. “Remember my telling you not
to visit me?”

I nodded.

“Hurt your feelings then, didn’t 1?7

“Yes.”

“l didn’t mean to, but I knew they would
scold you if you started making friends with
me.”

He spoke as though he were my own age,
and his words made me very happy. It seemed
to me | had long since known what he just
told me.
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“I knew that long ago,” [ said.

“Good. Well now, so that’s how it is,
brother. Hm.”

My heart ached unbearably.

“Why doesn’t anybody like you?”

He hugged me tightly and blinked hard
as he replied:

“Because [’'m not like them, understand?
That’s the whole thing. I'm not like them

I plucked at his sleeve, not knowing what

1>

to say.

“Don’t be angry,” he said, and then whis-
pered in my ear, “and don’t cry either.”

But the tears were stcalmg down his own
cheeks from under his filmy glasses.

We sat there for a long time in silence, as
was our wont, occasionally exchanging brief
words.

That evening, after taking a fond farewell
of everyone and embracing me warmly, he
went away. | slipped through the gate and
saw him jouncing on top of the cart as the wheels
struck the frozen ruts in the road. As soon
as he had left, my grandmother set to work
cleaning the dirty room while I made a point
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of getting in her way by running from corner
to corner.

“Get out!” she cried on stumbling over me.

“Why did you put him out?”

“That’s none of your business!”

“You're all fools, the whole bunch of you!”
l b¢lld

She bcgan bl.lpping me with a wet rag and
crymg:

“Have you gone plumb crazy, or
what?”

“They’re all crazy but you,” I corrected,
but this d:d not appease her.

“Well, thank God he's gone!” said grand-
father at the supper table. “Every time I
saw him it was like a knife in my heart. Had
to get rid of hum.”

In my rage [ broke a spoon, for which I was
Lluly chastised.

Thus ended my friendship with the first
of that innumerable company of people—
str.mgcrs in their native land—who rcpresent
its finest sons.
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IX

[ might [iken myself as a child to a bee-
hive to which various common, ordinary
people brought the honey of their knowledge
and views on life, each of them making a rich
contribution to the development of my charac-
ter. Often the honey was dirty and [)itter, but
being knowledge, it was honey nonctheless.

After the departure of “That’s Fine,”
[ became friendly with Uncle Pyotr. He re-
sembled my grandfather in that he was thin
and neat and clean, but he was smaller in
stature and n every other way. He reminded
me of a young boy dressed up like an old man
just for the fun of it. His face was a basket
work of fine leather thongs, forming a cage
from behind which his merry eyes twinkled
like two little birds His grey hair was curly,
and his beard lay in ringlets; he smoked a
pipe whose smoke was the colour of his hair
and curled about him as did his quaint speech.
He spoke in a buzzing voice that seemed to
be kind and gentle, but I always had the

impression that he was ridiculing people.
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“At the beginning of things, the countess who
owned me—Tatyan by name, Alexeyevna by
patronymic—says, ‘It’s a smith you’ll be,’
but no sooner had | taken to smithing than
she says, ‘Be the gardener’s assistant.” | had
no objections, but as the saying goes, ‘If you
don’t belong, everything’s wrong.” When
that didn’t work out, she says: “Try your
hand at fishing, Petrushkal’ Again it’s all
right by me; I takes up with the fish, but just
[ get a hankering for them, when 1t’s good-
bye fish and I'm sent to town to serve as
drayman. So it’s drayman I’ll be and any-
thing else you like, but before she gets a chance
to like anything else along comes ’mancipa-
tion and there [ be, left with the horse on my
hands, and to this very day [ follow the horse
instead of the countess.”

The horse was old and white and looked as
if a drunken painter had slung a mottled brush
at 1t. It was a crazy quilt with bandy legs.
[ts bony head set with filmy eyes hung sor-
rowfully from a neck scarce conm‘cting 1t to
the body by stretched sinews and flaccid
hide. Uncle Pyotr was most respectful to
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his horse; he called it “Tanya” and never
beat it.

“Why should you give your beast a Chris-
ttan name!” my grandfather once asked
him.

“But it’s not, Vasili Vastlyevich—not at
all,” he replied. “Tanya’s no Christian name—
the Christian name’s Tatyana.”

Uncle Pyotr was also literate and had a
thorough knowledge of the Scriptures. He and
my grandfather were always arguing as to
which of the saints was the most saintly. They
were relentless in passing judgment on sin-
ners mentioned in the Bible, condemning Ab-
salom above all others. Sometimes their
arguments assumed a purely grammatical as-

P2 ul

pect: my grandfather said, “wickedism, aw-
lesstism,”  “idolitism,” while Uncle Pyotr
claimed they should be pronounced “wickedry,”
“lawlessry,” “idolitry.”

“Your way’s one thing—mine’s another!”
bellowed my grandfather all red in the face.
“A fig for your ‘-ry’s’l”

But Uncle Pyotr sat unperturbed, with the

smoke curlirg about his head.
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“And what’s better about your ‘“isms’?”
he drawled spitefully. “Not a bit better in
the sight of God. Maybe when the Lord listens
to them prayers of yours He thinks to Hisself,
“The prayer is big, but not worth a fig!"”

“Get away from here, Alexe1!” my grand-
father shouted at me, his green eyes flash-

lll&Y

Pyotr was very fond of order and clean-
iness.  Whenever he  walked  through the
yard, he would kick away sticks and bones
and chips, muttering reprovingly:

“No good for anything but just to get in
he way.”

He was very loquacious and gave the im-
pression of being kind ond merry. But at
times his eyes would become filmy and staring
like those of a corpse. And frequently he
lould be found sitting off somewhere in a
dark corner as sullen and silent as his nephew,

“What’s the matter, Uncle Pyotr?”

“Go away,” he would answer with dull
severity.

Into one of the houses on our street moved
a gentleman with a lump on his forehead and
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a very strange habit: on Sundays he would
sit at the window and fire his shotgun at dogs,
cats, chickens and crows, and even at passers-
by if they did not strike his fancy. One day
he poured grapeshot into “That’s Fine.” It
did not penetrate his leather jacket, but some
of the shot landed in his pocket. I remember
watching the boarder examine the pieces he
held in his hand. My grandfather urged him
to put in a complaint, but he tossed the shot
into a corner of the kitchen and said:

“Not worth the trouble ”

Another time the sniper put some shot
into my grandfather’s leg; my grandfather
was enraged, reported the offence and began
mobulizing witnesses. But all of a sudden the
gentleman dlsappearcd.

Every time his shots were heard out on the
street, Uncle Pyotr would hastily pull on the
faded, large-visored cap he wore on Sundays,
and rush through the gate. Once out on the
sidewalk, he would put his hands under his
coattails to make them stick up like a roost-
er’s tail, poke out his belly, and stride im-
portantly past the sniper’s window. If the
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first stroll remained uneventful, he would re-
peat 1t a second and a third time. All the
people from our house would crowd at the
gate to watch, with the military man and his
blond wife peering at the window. People
also came out 1 the yard of the Betleng’s
house. Only the grey house belonging to the
Ovsyannikovs remamed lifeless.

Sometimes Uncle Pyotr’s cfforts were fu-
tele
worthy of his attention. But sometimes the

the hunter refused to consider such game

double-barrelled gun went off.

“Bang-bang!”

Without quickening his steps, Uncle Pyotr
would come over to us and report with the
greatest satisfaction:

“Got me in the coattails.”

One day the shot landed in his neck and
shoulder.

“Why should you egg on such a wild crea-
ture!” asked grandmother as she removed the
lead with a needle “He’ll shoot your eyes
out yet!”

“Oh no, Akulina Ivanovna!” replied Pyotr
contemptuously. “He’s no shot at alll”
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"Why give him the satisfaction?”

“Satisfaction? I just do it to teasc the
gentleman! 7

As he examined the wounds in his hand, he
added, “No shot at all. The countess,
now, Tatyan Alexeyevna, once had temporary
marriage ties—she changed her husbands like
her footmen—once had these ties, 'm saying,
with an army man named Mamont Ilyich.
Well, he was a shot all right! What he could do
with a gun, grandmother! He’d place the
fecble-minded Ignashka way off—some forty
steps or so—and tie a bottle to his belt so’s to
hang down between his legs, and Ignashka
would plant his feet wide apart and laugh like
the idiot he was. Then Mamont llyich would
take aim and—bang! right into the bottle.
Only once a horsefly must’ve bit Ignashka or
something—the boy goes and jerks and gets the
bullet in his knee—right in the cap. They
call the doctor and quick as a wink he has the
leg off—just like that! They buried it. ...”

“And Ignashka?”

“Oh, he was all right. An idiot has no use
for arms and legs—lives by his idiocy. Every-
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body’s ready to help an idiot—they’re a
harmless lot like the saying goes, ‘No sense—
no offence.’”

This story did not impress my grandmother—
she knew dozens like it. But it gave me the
creeps.

“Could one of the gentlefolk kill a person to
death?”

“Why not? He could, all right. Sometimes
the gentlefolk even kill each other. Once a
lancer came to visit Tatyan Alcxeyevna and
got into a fight with Mamont. They both
grabbcd their pistols, went to the park and
there on the path by the lake the lancer gave
it to Mamont bzmg!—right in the liver. Well,
Mamont went to glory, the lancer to the

Caucasus, and that was the end of that!
There, you see? Killing their own selves.
As for the muzhiks and their kind—phooh!
Many as you lLke! Especially nowadays,
when they don’t own them no more. Used to
be more careful—after all, the muzhik was their
propcrtyl”

“Didn’t care much then either,” put in
my grandmother.
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“True enough,” agreed Uncle Pyotr. “Prop-
erty, all right, but cheap property.”

He was always gentle with me and spoke
more kindly to me than to the grownups,
without dropping his eyes. But there was
something about him I did not like. When
he treated us to his favourite jam, he would
spread my bread thicker then that of the oth-
ers. He would bring me ginger cookies and
poppy seeds when he went to town, and he
always spoke with me quietly and seriously.

“Well, what we going to be when we grow
up, my man? A soldier, or a clerk?”

“A soldier.”

“Good for you. Not hard to be a soldier
these days. The priests have it easy too—
just go around shouting, ‘Praised be the Lord!”,
and there’s an end to it. Even easier to be
a priest than a soldier. But the easiest of
all is to be a fisherman. He don’t need to know
anything at all—just get the habit, that’sall.”

He gave an amusing imitation of how the
fish circle around the bait and how a bass,
abream, and a mackerel struggle when they are

hooked.
47



“You get mad, now, when your grandfather
gives you a beating, don’t you, though?” he
said consolingly. “But there’s no reason at
all to get mad in a case like that, my man.
They’re all for your own good, those beatings,
and they’re just childish beatings. But take
my Tatyan Alexeyevna, for instance. There
was a person for you when it came to beatings!
She kept a special man for such business—
Cllrlstopl\cr was his namc—such an cxpert he
was that the owners of neighbouring estates
used to send to the countess: be so good, Tatyan
Alexeyevna, as to lend us your Christopher for
a beating or two So she’d send him over.”

He gave an  unimpassioned and detailed
account of how the countess would sit in a
red armchair on the columned porch of her
estate, resplcndcnt in a sheer white dress with
a blue scarf about her shoulders, supervising
the lashings Christopher administered to her
serfs of both sexes.

“That Christopher person came from Rya-
zan—somcthing like a gypsy or a khokhol*

* Khokhol: Russian nickname for Ukrainians.—
Trans.
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he was, with moustaches from car to car, but
his face all blue-like, from shaving his chim.
And there was no telling whether he was real-
ly half=witted or just made believe to be so’s
to make life easy for hisself. He’d go mto
the kitchen and fill a basin with water, catch
a {ly, or a roach, or some kind of a beetle, and
drown itby pushing it down with the end of a
stick— keep drowning it for a long timne. Or
sometimes catch the vermin under his own
collar and drown it. . ..”

[ was well acquainted with stories like
this, having heard many of them from my
grandfather and grandmother. But with all
their variations, they were the same in that
they told of human torture and humiliation.
[ was sick of such storics.

“Tell me about something else,” T said.

The drayman galhercd all his  wrinkles
about his mouth, then shifted them to his
eyes as he gave his consent.

“All right, greedy. Here’s something else.

»

Once we had a cook. . ..
“Who had?”

“Countess Tatyan Alexeyevna.”
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“Why do you call her Tatyan, like a man,
instead of Tatyana? She wasn’t a man, was
she?”

“Of course not—she was a lady, but still
she had a moustache. A little black one. She
was a black German by birth—a tribe some-
thing like the Negroes. Well, then this cook
of ours—this is going to be a funny story, my
man. . ..”

The funny story was an account of how
the cook had spoiled a pic and was punished
by being made to eat the whole thing at one
sitting, as a result of which he became sick.

“That’s not funny,” 1 said with annoyance.

“So what’s funny? Come on, let’s hear.”

“I don’t know.”

“Then keep your mouth shut.”

Once more he started spinning his dull
tales.

Sometimes my cousins would come for a
visit on Sundays—Uncle Mikhail’s sad and
lazy Sasha, Uncle Yakov's neat and knowing
Sasha. One day, when the three of us were
exploring the roofs of the outhouses, we saw
a gentleman sitting on a woodpile in the Bet-
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leng’s yard, playing with some puppies. He
was wearing a green long coat lined with fur,
but his little yellow bald head was uncovered.
One of my cousins suggested that we steal one
of the puppies, and we immediately thought
up a plan: my cousins were to go out in the
street and wait at the Betleng’s gate while
I was to frighten the man. When he ran away,
my cousins would dash into the yard and grab
a puppy-

“How shall I frighten him?”

“Spit on his bald head,” suggested one of
my cousins.

[ found nothing particularly wicked about
spitting on a bald head—I had seen and
heard about greater crimes being committed,
so [ did not hesitate to fulfil the task entrust-
ed to me.

But the act created a tremendous fuss. A
whole army of men and women from the Bet-
leng’s house invaded our yard, led by a hand-
some young officer. And since my cousins
were innocently playing out in the street at
the moment when the crime was perpetrated,
[ was the only one to receive the beating
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which my grandfathcr performed with great
gusto in order to propitiate the insult offered
the house of Betleng.

While [ lay bruised and aching on the
bunk i the kitchen, Uncle Pyotr came to
see me, all dressed up and in a cheerful mood.

“That was a clever thing to think up,
yeung man,” he whispered. “Serves him right,
the old goat. Spit on the bunch of them! Better
to have thrown a brick at his rotten head!”

[ remembered the round, hairless, child-
like face of the gentleman in the green coat,
and how he had squealed softly and plamtive-
]y as a Puppy as llk‘ \‘\"ll“()d l]lb )’CI]OW Patc
with his little hands. This had made me hate
my cousins and feel frightfully ashamed of
mysc]f at the time, but now 1 forgot it as
[ looked into the basket-work face of the dray-
man, which was tremblmg in the same fright—
ening and repulsive way my grandfather’s
had when he gave me the beating

“Get out!” T cried, pushing Pyotr away
with my hands and feet.

He chuckled and  winked ond got up off
the bunk.



From that time on I never had any desire
to talk with him. I began to avoid him, and
at the same time to keep a suspicious eye on
him, as though T were vaguely expecting
something.

This incident was shortly followed by anoth-
er. For some time I had nurtured a secret inter-
est in the quiet house belonging to the Ovsyanni-
kovs It seemed to me that amysterious fairy
tale existence went on in that grey house.

The Betleng house was always noisy and
cheerful. A number of attractive young girls
lived there courted by students and officers
who were always talking, Iauglling, singing and
playing. The very house itself had agay look,
with 1ts flashing wimdows through which the
green of the plants shone with partxcular vivid-
ness. My grandfather did not like this house.

“Infidels! Heretics!” he called the occu-
pants in generul, while he applied a particu-
larly filthy word to the women—a word which
Uncle Pyotr once exp]ained tome in a gloating,
filthy manner.

But grandfather was impressed by the stern
and silent house of the Ovsyannikovs.
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It was high and one-storied and ran far
back into a clean, open yard carpeted with
grass. In the centre of the yard stood a well,
covered by a roof supported on two columns.
The house stood back from the street, as though
hiding from it. Three narrow arched windows
whose panes were turned to rainbow hues by
the sun, decorated the facade. A barn to the
right of the entrunce gate also had three win-
dows matching those of the house, but they
were imitation windows, formed by moulding
tacked to the wall, with frames and sashes paint-
ed in white. There was something unpleas-
ant about these blind windows, and the barn
scemed to emphasize the fact that the house
wanted to hide away and live its life unob-
served. The entire property, including the empty
stables and empty barns with their hugegates,
breathed a sense of quiet injury, or silent
pride.

Sometimes a tall, beardless old man with
white moustaches bristling like needles could
be seen limping about the yard. Occasionally
another old man with side whiskers and a
crooked nose led a grey horse out of the stable.
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Once out in the yard, the narrow-chested, thin-
ankled horse would nod to everything about
it like a modest nun. The lame old man would
slap it noisily, whistle and sigh deeply,
then send the horse back into the dark stable.
It seemed to me that the old man wanted to
escape from the house, but was held there
by some evil spell.

Almost every day from noon to evening,
three little boys played in the yard. They
were all dressed alike in grey pants and blouses
and similar hats, and they themselves were
so much alike, with their round faces and grey
eyes, that [ could distinguish them only by
their size.

I watched them through a chink in the
fence, but to my disappointment they did not
notice me. It was pleasant to scc in what a
happy, friendly manner they played games that
were unfamiliar to me. [ liked the way they
were dressed and the way they took care of
each other, especially tlie older ones in rela-
tion to the youngest—a sturdy, amusing lit-
tle fellow. If he fell down, they laughed as

people always laugh at anyone who falls
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down, but therc was nothing mean about
their laughter; they would immediately help
him get up and brush off his hands and
knees with burdock leaves or their handker-
chiefs.

“You clumthy thing!” the middle one would
say.

They never fought or played tricks on
cach othcr, and all three of tllcm were strong
and agilc and full of energy.

One day I climbed a tree and  whistled
to them. Tl\ey stoppcd at the sound of the
whlstlc, then drew logcthcr with therr eyes
on me and held a consultatron Texpected them
to start throwing stones, so I descended, filled
my shirt and pockets with mussiles, and once
more climbed the tree. But tlley were already
playmg agam 1 a far corner of the yard and
apparently had forgotten all about me. That
was regrettable, but I did not want to be the
first  to declare war. Presently, somcone
called from the window:

“Home, children

They turned obediently but unhurriedly, and

quick!™

marched off like geese.
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Many times [ sat on the trec above the
fence, hoping they would invite me to play
with them, but they never did. In my imagma-
tion [ often joined them in their games, cven
calling out and laughing aloud in my enthu-
siasm. At such times all three of them would
look at me and quietly pass remarks to each
other, while I would slip embarrassedly down
the tree.

One day they began to play hide and seek.
The middle brother was “1t,” and he stood
at one corner of the barn with his hands over
his eyes, without pecking, while his two broth-
ers hid. The oldest boy quickly climbed into
a sledge sheltered by the overhanging roof
of the barn, but the little fellow ran round
and round the well, not knowing where to
hide.

“One!” cried the boy who was “1t.”
“Two. ...”

The little one climbed up on the edge of
the well, grabbed hold of the rope, and jumped
into the empty bucket, which immediately
disappeared, knocking dully against the sides
of the well.
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| was frozen with horror as I saw the rope
quickly and noiselessly unwinding. But [ im-
mediately realized what might be the result
and jumped down into the yard, shouting:

“He fell in the well!”

The middle brother reached the well at the
same time | did, and grabbed the rope, which
Iifted him off his feet and burned his hands,
but I took hold, and by that time the eldest
boy came running and helped me haul up the
bucket.

“Not so fast, please,” he said.

We rescued the little one, who was badly
frightencd. Blood was flowing from the fingers
of his right hand, one of his checks was also
badly scratched, he was soaked to the waist
and deathly pale, but he smiled and said with
a shudder:

“How I fel-1-11”

“You craythy thing!” lisped the middle
brother, llugging him and wiping the blood
from his face, while the eldest frowned and
remarked:

“Come on, we can’t hide it anyhow, so

we may as well go now.”
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“Will you get a licking?” T asked.

He nodded and held out his hand.

“You ran mighty fast,” he said.

[ was so overwhelmed by his praise that
before I could take his hand he was saying
to the middle brother:

“Come on, or he’ll catch cold. We’ll say
he simply fell down. No sense telling about
the well.”

“Yes,” agreed the little one. “We’ll just
say [ fell in a puddle.”

And they went away.

Everything had hzlppencd so fast, that when
I glanced up at the branch on which I had
been sitting it was still shaking, scattering its
yellow leaves.

For about a week after that the brothers
did not appear in the yard, and when they did,
they were noisier than ever. As soon as the
eldest boy saw me, he cried in a friendly tone:

“Come play with us!”

We climbed into the sledge and sat there
or a long time getting acquainted.

“Did they beat you?» [ asked.

“We gotit,all right,” answered the eldest.
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It was hard to believe that these boys
also took beatings like mine, and I thought
it unfair.

“Why do you catch birds?” asked the lit-
tle one.

“Because they sing nice.”

“Don’t catch them any more. Let them
stay free to go where they want.”

“All right, T won’t any more.”

“Only first catch one and give it to me.”

“What kind?”

“A cheerful kind—to put in a cage.”

“That’ll be a chatlinch.”

“The cat’ll kill it,” said the m:ddle broth-
er. “And father won’t let uth keep it.”

“That’s right,” agreed the eldest.

“Haven't you got a mother?”

“No,” answered the eldest, but the mid-
dle brother corrected him:

“We have, only aunother one—not ourth
—ourth died.”

“That kind’s called a stepmother,” I said,
and the cldest nodded

“That’s right.”

All three of them fell into a brooding silence.
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[ had learned what a stepmother was from
grandmotlxcr's tales, and so I could under-
stand their silence. They sat there huddled
together, as like as three peas. 1 recalled the
story of the witch stepmother who resorted
to foul means to take the place of the real
mothcr, and I tried to console the boys by
saying:

“Don’t worry, your real mother will come
back yet.”

“How can she, once she’s dead? That never
happens,” said the eldest with a shrug of his
shoulders.

Never happens? Heavens, how many times
a sprinkling of living water had brought
back to life not only those who were merely
dead, but even those who had been chopped
into a hundred pieces! And how many times
death turned out to be not a real death, sent
by God, but the work of witches and wizards!

[ began an enthusiastic recounting of grand-
mother’s stories, but the cldest Jaughed con-
temptuously and said:

“We’ve hecard those—they’re just fairy
tales!”
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His brothers listened in silence, the lit-
tle one with afrown on his face and his lips
conpressed, the middle brother with one clbow
on his knee, the other arm crooked about
the little one’s neck, drawing him toward
me.

[t was already well on toward evening;
rosy clouds had secttled low over the roofs,
when the old man with white whiskers appeared
among us. He was wearing a long brown
coat like a priest and had a shaggy fur cap on
his head.

“Who's that?” he asked, pointing his fin-
ger at me.

The eldest boy rose and nodded toward
my grandfather’s house.

“He’s from over there,” he said.

“Who asked him to come?”

All three of the boys immediately climbed
silently out of the sledge and  went home,
once more reminding me of obedient geese.

The old man took me firmly by the shoul-
der and led me through the yard to the gate.
[ was on the verge of tears from fright, but
he strode ahead so quickly that I found my-
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self out in the street before [ had time to cry.
He stood at the gate shaking his finger at me
and saying:

“Don’t dare come see me again!”

“I never came to see you, you old devill”
[ retorted angrily.

His long arm reached out for me once more,
and he led me down the sidewalk, reiterating
the same question, ltke hammer blows over
my head:

“Is your grandfathcr at home?”

Unfortunately for me, he was. He stood
before the menacing old man, his head thrown
back, his beard sticking out, looking up into
eyes as round and dull as kopek pieces.

“His mother’s away, ['m busy, nobody
to look after him—begging your pardon,
Colonel!” he said hastily.

The Colonel gave a roar that could be
heard all over the house, swung around on
his heel and marched away. Some time later
I was thrown out into Uncle Pyotr’s cart.

“Got it again, my man?” asked the dray-
man as he unharnessed the horse. “What was
the beating for this time?”
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When [ had told him the story, he flared
up and hissed through his tecth:

“What do you want to make friends with
the likes of them for? They’re gentlefolk’s
spawn; sce what you took on their account?
Hercafter you give it to them!”

He kept on muttering to himself, and at
first, rankled by my injuries, [ sympathized
with what he said. But his basket-work face
trembled so disgustingly that T was reminded of
the fact that those boys would also be flogged,
and that they had in no way offended me.

“No reason why I should give it to them,”
I sard, “and what you’re telling is just a pack
of lies ”

He glanced at me sharply, then suddenly
shouted:

“Get out of my cart!”

“Fooll” T cried, jumping down.

“A fool, am 12 A liar, am [? I'll
show you. . .” and he began chasing me around
the yard, but was unable to catch me.

My grandmother appeared on the kitchen
porch. I ran to her, and he began to complain
about me:
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“I get no peace with that brat around!
Don’t spare his words—calls me all sorts of
filthy names, and me five times his senior. . . .”

When pcople lied in my very face, I was
stunned out of mind. Now I stood there at
an utter loss for words, but my grandmother
said firmly:

“Now, there, Pyotr, aren’t you taking a
little too much rope? You can’t tell me as
he called you filthy names.”

My grandfather would have believed the
drayman.

From that day on the relationship between
me and the drayman was one of silent, vicious
war. He would try to find opportunities for
poking me or str1king me with the reins as
if by chance; he set my birds free and one day
he sicked the cat on them. He was always
complaining to my grandfather about me,
invariably exaggerating the cause. I found it
impossible to look upon him as anything but
a boy like myself dressed up like an old man.
In my turn I would unravel his bast sandals
and untwist the cording, so that it would break
when he was lacing them. One day I sprinkled
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pepper in his cap, and he went about sneezing
for a whole hour. In general, I did everything
in my power to give him measure for measure.
On Sundays he would spend the entire day
spying on me, and more than once he caught
me in illegal communication with the spawn
of the gentlefolk, on which occasions he straight-
way reported the fact to my grandfather.

[ had continued my acquaintanceship with
the boys, and derived more and more plcasure
from it. Between the wall of my grandfather’s
house and the Ovsyannikov’s fence there was
a little corner shaded by an ¢lm and a lime and
overgrown with clderberry bushes. Behind these
bushes [ had cut a Little opening in the fence,
to which the brothers would come in turns
or pairs, to talk quietly with me. One of them
always watched to sec that the Colonel did
not catch us.

They told me about the dull life they lived,
and this made me very sad. We talked about
my birds, and about many childish interests,
but so far as I can remember they never men-
tioned their father or their stepmother. Most
often they simply asked me to tell them sto-
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ries, and [ conscientiously related all the tales
[ had heard from my grandmother. If I forgot
anything, [ would ask them to wait while
I ran to her to be prompted. She was only
too glad to do this.

[ often told them about my grandmother.
One day the eldest boy gave a deep sigh and
said:

“All grandmothers must be nice. We used
to have a nice grandmother too....”

He so often and so sadly repcated the ex-

PIaNTs

pressions: “used to be,” “used to have,” “once
upon a time,” that it seemed he had lived a hun-
dred years, instead of only eleven. | remember
that he had slender hands with long thin ﬁngers.
He himself was slender and fragile with eyes
as shy and clear as the icon lamps in church.
[ was fond of his brothers as well. They won
my sympathy and inspired me with the de-
sire to do something nice for them. But I
was most fond of the eldest.

So absorbed would [ become in our con-
versation that I often failed to notice the ap-
proach of Uncle Pyotr, who would startle us
with his long-drawn-out:
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“Wha-a-t! At it again?”

I could see that he was becoming more
and more subject to fits of sullenness. I even
learned how to determine the mood in which
he returned from work: ordinarily he opened
the gates unhurriedly, so that the hinges gave
a prolonged creak. But if the drayman was in
a bad mood, the hinges would let out a sharp,
sudden shriek, like a cry of pain.

His mute nephew left for the country to
get marricd. Pyotr went on living alone in
a low-ceilinged room over the stable contain-
ing one tiny window and smelling of tar,
old leather, tobacco and sweat. 1 could never
visit him because of this odour. These days
he slcpt without extingulshing his lamp, a tlling
which displeased my grandtather very much.

“Watch out or you’ll be burning the place
down, Pyotr.”

“No danger of that. I always stand the
lamp in a basin of water at night,” he an-
swered, glancing off to one side.

He was always glancing about shiftily now-
adays, and he no longer attended grand-
mother’s parties or treated us to jam. His face
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had become dried up, the wrinkles had grown
deeper, and he swayed like a sick man when
he walked.

One morning when my grandfather and I
were shovelling the snow which had fallen
abundantly during the night, the latch on the
gate clicked with particular importance, a po-
liceman entered the yard, closed the gate,
stood with his back to it, and beckoned to
my grandfather with a fat grey finger. When
my grzmdfather went over to him, he stuck
his big nose into his face and said something
to which my grandfather hastily replied:

“Here? When? If only I can remember. . . .”

Suddenly he started comically and cried:

“Merciful God! Not really?”

“Sh!” warned the policeman.

Grandfather glanced about and caught sight
of me.

“Take the shovels and go home!”

I hid around the corner of the house and
watched them enter the drayman’s quarters
in the stable. The policeman took the glove off
his right hand and began slapping his left
with it.
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“He understands all right; abandoned his
horse and went into hiding.”

[ ran into the Kitchen to tell my grandmoth-
er all 1 had scen and heard. She nodded
her flour-dusted head as she kneaded the

dough.

“Must’ve stole something or other,” she
said calmly when T had finished. “Go out
and play. What’s 1t to you?”

When I ran out into the yard again, grand-
father was standing at the gate with his hat
off and his eyes raised to heaven, crossing
himself. His face was angry and bristling and
onc of his legs was jerking.

“Didn’t T tell you to get in the house?”
he cried, stamping his foot.

He followed me into the kitchen.

“Come here, mother!” he said.

They went into the next room and whis-
pered together for some time. One look at
grandmother’s face when she returned told me
that something dreadful had happened.

“What are you scared of?” [ asked.

“You just keep your mouth shut,” she

replied softly.
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A strained and awed atmosphere hung over
the house the rest of the day; my grandmother
and grandfather kept exchanging furtive
glances and short, incomprehensible words
which heightened the feeling of alarm.

“Light all the icon lamps, mother,” or-
dered my grandfather, clearing his throat.

They ate dinner hurriedly, but without
appetite, as if expecting someone. Grandfa-
ther wearily blew out his checks, cleared his
throat, and murmured:

“Satan’s too strong for a man to pit hisself
against. Take him, for instance—a godly,
pious man to all appearances, but look what
he’s done!”

Grandmother sighed.

The silvery winter day dragged on in-
terminably, while the atmosphere at home be-
came more uncasy and oppressive with every
hour.

Towards evening another policeman came.
He was fat and redheaded and sat drowsing on
a bench in the kitchen, nodding and snuffling.

“How did they find out{” my grandmother
asked.
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After a short pause he replied gruflly:

“Don’t worry, they find out everything.”

[ remember sitting at the window heating
an old coin in my mouth in order to make
an impression of St. George the Victorious
on the frosted wmdowpane.

Suddenly there was a great bustling in
the entranceway and the door burst open. Pet-
rovna stood on the threshold and shouted:

“Go have a look at what’s out on your
propcrty! 7

On catching sight of the polxceman she
rushed back into the entranceway, but he
caught her by the skirt and also shouted in
frlght:

“Wait a minute! Who are you? What’s out
there?”

She fell on her knees and began to cry,
swallowing down her words and her tears:

“I went out to milk the cow, and all of
a sudden I sces something like a pair of boots
in the Kashirin’s yard.”

“That’s a lie, you hussy!” shouted my grand-
father in a rage. “You couldn’t see anything
in our yard—the fence is too high and there’s
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no holes in it! You’re lying! There’s nothing
out there!”

“Ah me!” wailed Petrovna stretching out
one hand to him and holding her head with the
other. “It’s the truth when he says ['m lying.
[ was walking along and all of a sudden I sees
tracks leading up to your fence and the snow
all trampled down in one place, so | climbs
up and looks over the fence, and there he is

3

lying there. ...’
“Who-o0-0?"
The cry came frightful and long-drawn and
meaningless. Then all of a sudden, as though
they had lost their senses, everyone went run-
ning and shoving out of the kitchen into the
yard. There in the snow-filled pit lay Uncle
Pyotr, his back against a charred beam, his
head drooping on his breast. Just below his
right car was a great gash resembling a red
mouth with bluish fringes sticking up like
teeth. I closed my eyes in horror, and through
my lashes [ saw Uncle Pyotr’s saddle knife
lying on his knee with the twisted darkened
fingers of his right hand alongside, while his
left hand was buried in snow. The snow had
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melted under his shight figure, which lay deep
in the white fluff, looking more childlike than
ever. On his right the snow was stained with
a strange red design that looked like a bird,
while on his left it remained unspotted, and
lay smooth and glistening. His head, so meekly
bowed, rested on his chest, pushing up his
curly beard, beneath which hung a large brass
cross framed by rivulets of dried blood. My
head swam from the confusion of wvoices;
Petrovna shouted without interruption; the
policcman shouted to Valei to go somewhere;
my grandfather shouted:

“Don’t spoil the tracks!”

Suddenly he frowned and dropped his eyes.

“No sense in yelling like that, officer,” he
said in a loud, authoritative voice. “This
is the hand of God, the judgment of God,
and you with your silly business—fie on
you!”

All the people became silent, sighmg and
crossing themselves and staring at the dead
man.

Others climbed over the fence from Petrov-
na’s side and came running across the yard,
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falling and muttering, but making little noise
until my grandfather glanced around and cried
in despair:

“You’re breaking all the raspberry bushes,
neighbours! Aren’t you ashamed of your-
selves?”

My grandmother took me by the hand and
led me into the house.

“What did he do?” T asked.

“Didn’t you see?” she answered, whim-~
pering.

All that evening and until late in the night
strange people moved about the kitchen and
the room adjoining it. The police gave orders,
and a man who looked like a deacon made
notes in a book and kept quacking like a duck:

“What’s that? What's that?”

Grandmother served tea to everybody. At
the Kkitchen table sat a round, bewhiskered,
pock-marked man who said in a squeaky voice:

“Nobody knows his real name. The only
thing they know is that he comes from Elat-
ma. But that there deaf mute is no more deaf
than you nor me, and he come out with the
whole story. And the third chap squealed too
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—secems there was a third one. They been rob-
bing churches ever so long—that was their

E2]

main specialty. . . .
“My God!” exclaimed Pctrovna, all moist
and red.
I lay up on the bunk looking down on them,
and they all appeared short and fat and ugly. . ..

X

Very early one Saturday morning T went
into Petrovna’s garden to catch bullfinches.
Some time passed, but the proud, red-breast-
ed creatures would not enter my snarec. Vaunt-
ing their beauty, they would step importantly
over the silver snow crust, or fly into the
bushes, where they would sway on the hoar-
covered branches like bright flowers among
blue sparkles of snow dust. All this was too
lovely to allow of my feeling disappointment
in the hunt. In general T was not a very impas-
sioned hunter: I always took greater pleasure
in the process than in the result. I was most
interested in observing and mcditating on the
lives of the birds.
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What could be more pleasant than to sit
alone at the edge of a snowy ficld and listen
to the chirping of the birds in the crystal si-
lence of a winter’s day, while somewhere far
away in the distance sounded the bells of a
passing troika—that melancholy lark of the
Russian winter.

When I was chilled to the bone and felt
that my cars were freezing, | gathcred up my
snares and cages, climbed the fence into grand-
father’s garden, and went toward the house.
The gates were open, and a huge muzhik was
leading three horses hitched to a large, closed
sleigh out into the street. Clouds of steam rose
from the horses, the muzhik whistled gaily,
and my heart stood still.

“Who did you bring?” [ asked.

He turned, glanced at me from under his

.

hand, jumped up into his seat, and said:

“The priest!”

That did not concern me—if the priest
had come, he was probably visiting one of
the - tenants.

“Get going, my chickens!” cried the muzhik
as he touched the horscs with the whip, caus-

277



ing them to spring ahead and set the air ring-
ing with bells. I watched them go, then
closed the gates and went into the house. When
[ entered the kitchen [ heard my mother’s
deep vowce coming from the adjoming room:

“Well, what now? Off with my head—is
that it?”

[ threw down my cages and rushed out into
the entranceway without taking off my coat,
but my grandfather caught me. He looked at
me with wild eyes, swallowed pamnfully, and
gasped:

“Your mother’s come—go m to her! Wait!
He shook me so that T could scarcely retain

my footing, then pushed me toward the door.

»

“Go on, 5o on,” he said.

[ fumbled at the door, scarcely able to Lift
the latch with my frozen, trembling fingers;
when at last Topenad 1t 1 stood speechless on
the threshold.

“Al, so bore be il 7 sard my mother, “Heav-
ens, how big you’'ve yrown! Don’t you rec-
ognize me!  The way yon dress him! And
look. his cars are frozen! Give me some goose

grease—hurry, mother!”
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She stood bending over me in the middle
of the room, taking off my clothes and turning
me around like a ball. Her large body was
clothed in a soft, warm red dress as wide as
a man’s cloak, with large black buttons de-
scending diagonally from the shoulder to the
waist, and then down to the very hem. I had
never seen such a dress before.

Her face seemed to have grown smaller
and paler, her eyes larger and deceper, and her
hair more goldcn. She threw aside the clothes
she took off me, drawing down the corners of
her red lips disdainfully and saying in an im-
perious tone:

“Well, why don’t you say somecthing?
Aren’t you glad? Phooh, what a dirty
shirt!”

Then she rubbed goose grease on my cars.
It hurt, but the pain was compensated by the
refreshing,  delightful scent  which emanated
from her. I pressed up close and looked deep
into her eyes, unable to utter a word in my
agitation. As a background to what she was
saying, [ hecard my grandmother softly com-

plaining:
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“He’s gotten clean out of hand, don’t
even fear his grandfather any more. Ah, Var-
ya, Varya. . ..”

“Stop whining, mother! Everything will
be all right!”

In contrast to my mother, all the surround-
ings scemed little and old and drab. I myself
felt as old as my grandfather.

She hild me tightly between her knees as
she stroked my head with a warm, heavy hand.

“Need a hair cut,” she said. “And time for
you to be gomng to school. Do you want to
study?”

“I’ve already studied ”

“There’s more to be learned. But what a
sturdy little fellow you are!” And she laughed
a rich, warm laugh as she fondled me.

My grandfather came in, grey and bris-
tling, with bloodshot eyes. She pushed me
away with a single gesture and asked in a
loud voice:

“Well, what am I to do, father? Leave?”

He stood at the window scratching  the
ice with his nail and saying nothing. The
atmosphere was so strained that [ could feel my
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eyes and ears expanding until they secemed to
comprise my whole being, while my breast was
nigh to bursting with the impulse to scream.

“Get out of here, Alexei,” said my grand-
father dully.

“Why?” asked my mother, once more draw-
ing me to her.

“You’ll not leave! I forbid it!”

My mother got up and soared about the
room like a lurid sunset cloud.

“Listen, father,” she said, halting behind
his back.

“Silence!” he shrieked.

“I won’t allow you to shout at me!” said
my mother quietly.

“Varvara!” cried my grandmother, rising
from the divan and shaking a warning finger,
while my grandfather sank weakly onto a chair,
muttering to himself:

“What’s this{ What’s this, eh? Who am l?
“What do you call this?”

Suddenly he let out a roar like a wound-
ed beast:

“You’ve disgraced me, that’s what you’ve

done, Varkal!”
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“Go away,” said my grandmother to me.
Decply unhappy, I went into the kitchen and
climbed up onto the stove, from where I
could hear the sounds coming from the other
room—now everyone talking excitedly, now ev-
cryone stlent, as though suddenly fallen
asleep. They were talking about a baby my
mother had given birth to and left with some-
one. But 1t was mpossible to tell whether
my grandfather was angry because my mother
had given birth without his consent, or be-
cause she had not brought him the buby.

Fm.llly he came into the l\‘itclwn, red and
dihevelled and exhausted, followed by my
grandmother, who was wipmg the tears from
her cheeks with a corner of her blouse. He
slumped down on a beneh, leanng on his hands,
biting the grey Lips of his twitching face. My
grandmother fell on her knees before him.

“Forgive her, father, for the love of Christ,
forgive her! Lven botter sleighs have broken
down. Don’t such things happen among the
gvntlcfolk too, and amony the merchants? Just
sce what a woman she is! Forgive her, father—

»

none of us are perfect. . ..
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Grandfather leaned back against the wall
and looked her in the eye as he whim-
pered:

“Oh yes, of course! Why not? You'd forgive
anybody. You'd forgive anything. Phooh! Fie
on you!”

Then he leaned toward her, grabbed her by
the shoulder and shook her

“But what about the Lord?” he said in a
rapid whisper. “He doesn’t forgive anything,
ch? Here we arc at the brink of the grave,
and the punishments we get—our last days,
and no peace, no joy, and none to hope for.
Beggars we'll die—mark my words—beggars!™

My grandmother tookh his hands in hers,
sat down beside him, and laughed softly.

“What of it? Why you so scared to be a
beggar? So we'll be beggars. You can sit home
and I'll go out with the cup. Nobody Il refuse
me—we'll not go  hungry! Step  worrying
yourself with all this busmess!”

Suddenly he snorted, turned his head like
a goat, grabbed my grandmother about  the
neck and huggcd her up tiglll, little and
crumpled and blubbering:
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“You fooll You blessed little fool!l The
only person left to me! You'd be willing
to lose everything, simpleton that you are!
Just remember how we worked for our children,
how I sinned for them! And now at the end,
not to have anything, not cven a little bit. . . .”

At this point [ could stand it no longer; I
jumped off the stove with the tears streaming
down my face and ran to their side, sobbing
with joy that my mother had come, that they
should be speaking together with such unprece-
dented tenderness, and that tl\cy allowed me to
share their grief with them,both of them embrac-
ing me, fondling me, bathing me in their tears.-

“So you're here too, you little scoundrel,”
whispered my grandfather into my car. “Now
your mother’s come you won’t be needmg me,
your grandfather, the old devil, eh? Nor yous
grandmother, the old harpy that only knows
how to spoil you. Phoch, fie on you!” -

He waved us off with his hands and stood
up

“Lverybody leaves us-—everybody tries to

cach for himsclf. . .. Well, call
her in,” he said angrily. “Hurry up!l”

get away
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Grandmother left the kitchen and grandfa-
ther went over to the icon corner.

“Merciful God—just see—to think of it
he muttered with bowed head, striking himself

[

vauntingly on the chest. I did not like this,
and in general I did not approve of the way in
which he spoke to God, always so boastful. My
mother entered, filling the room with the cheer
of her red dress. She sat on the bench at the
table with grandmother and grandfather on
either side of her, the full sleeves of her dress
draped over their shoulders. She spoke to
them softly and scriously, and thcy listened
without a word. Both of them looked so small
beside her that it scemed she was the mother
and they the children.

Worn out with emotion, [ fell fast asleep
on the bunk.

That evening both the old people dressed
up in their best clothes and went to vesper
service. Grandmother mcrnly winked at my
grandfather, who was resplendent in the suit
of a master-workman and a racoon coat.

“Just sec what a neat little goat your father
is,” she said, nudging my mother.
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Mother laughed gaily.

When she and I were alone in her room,
she saton the divan with onc leg drawn up un-
der her and called me over, patting the divan
next to her.

“Here, come sit down. Well, how are things?
Not very good?”

How were they? T didn’t know.

“Does your grandfather beat you?”

“Not so much any more.”

“Rca“y? Well, tell me anything you like.”

[ had no desire to talk about my grand-
father, so I began to tell her that a very nice
man had lived in the room we were in, but
nobody had Liked him and grandfather had final-
ly put him out. Ap[v.’n‘cnlly thus story did not
interest my mother, and she said:

“Tell me something else.”

[ told her about the three little boys and
how the Colonel had chased me out of his
yard.

“What a nasty man,” she said with a hug.

Then she became quiet, studying the floor
through narrowed eyes and  shaking her

head.
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“Why is grandfather so angry with you?”
[ asked.

“I am to blame.”

“You should have brought him the baby.. ..

She started up, frowned, and bit her lip,
then burst out laughmng and hugged me agamn.

“You little silly! But don’t say a word
about that agamn, hear? Not a word—and

P2l

don’t even think about it!”

For some time she spokc words that were
quict and stern and unmtelhgible. Then she
got up and began to pace the floor, tapping
her chin with her fingers and moving her
heavy brows.

A wax candle burned and melted on the
table and was reflected in a mirror. Dirty
shadows crept across the floor, an icon lamp
glowcd in the corner, and the frost-covered
window was silver with moonlight. Mother
glanced about as though searching for some-
thing on the empty walls and ceiling.

“When do you go to bed?”

“A Iittle later.”

“That’s right, you had a nap this after-
noon,” she remembered with a sigh.
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“Do you want to go away?” [ asked.

“Where to?” she replied with some surprise,
then she lifted my head and gazed for so long
into my cyes that I could not hold back the
tears.

“Why are you crying?”

“My neck hurts.”

But my hcart hurt more. [ realized that
she could not live in that house, that she would
surely go away. . ..

“You will look Iike your father some day,”
she sard, tossing the carpet aside with her
foot “Has grandmother told you about him?”

“Yes.”

“She was very fond of Maxim—very. And

»

he was fond of her. ...

“l know.”

Mother looked at the candle, frowned, and
put it out.

“That’s better,” she said.

[t scemed fresher and cleaner in the room
without the candle. The dirty shadows on
the floor were replaced by patches of blue
moonlight, while golden reflections glittered

on thc windowpane.
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“Where did you live before you came here?”

She mentioned the names of several towns
as  hough remembering something long for-
gotten, all the while circlmg about the room
like a hawk.

“Where did you get such a dress?”

“I made it myself. I do everything for my-
self.”

It was pleasant to find her so different
from everybody else, but I regretted that she
spoke so little. If 1 did not ask her questions,
she said nothing at all.

Once more she sat down next to me on the
divan, and we remained there without speaking,
holding tight to each other, until the old
folks returned smelling of wax and incense,
gravely quiet and gentle.

Supper was a solemn and elevated affair.
We spoke little and cautiously, as though
afraid of awakening someone from a light
sleep.

Soon mother energetically undertook my
“secular” education: she bought me a few
books, one of which was called “A Russian
Primer.” From this book I learned the secular
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alphabet in a few days. But mother immedi-
ately had me learn poetry by heart, and this
was the bcginning of mutual torture.

Here is the first verse I had to learn:

A winding road, an endless road,

A road past frelds and man’s abede,
No pick or spade the path has laid,
But countless hoofs the bed hare made.

When 1 recited it 1 always said “binding”
instead of “winding,” “blade” instead of
“spade” and “by” instecad of “but.”

“But just think,” protested my mother,
“how could a road be ‘binding,” silly? “Winding’
—that’s what you must say ”

I understood, and yet 1 kept saying “bind-
ing,” to my own consternation.

Mother became angry and insisted that 1
was stubborn and stupid. That was a very
bitter accusation to hear, and I strained every
cffort to remember the accursed lies. Men-
tally I recited them without a mistake, but
when [ said them out loud I invariably mixed
up the words. I came to hate these illusive
lines, and bcgan to distort them for spite,
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thinkmg up a whole scries of words in allit-
cration, which gave me the greater pleasure
the less sense they made.

But this amusement cost me dear: one
day at the end of a successful lesson, mother
asked me to recite the poem, and m spite of

myself 1 began to mutter:

A road was sowed and blowed with toad,

No pixies, tuixies, fixed the nixies. . . .

I realized what was happening only too
late: my mothcr rose with her hands on the
table and asked, enunciating cach word sep-
arately:

“Where did you get that?”

“l don’t know,” I answered, thoroughly
shocked.

“Oh yes you do! Tell mel!”

”Just like that.”

“Just like what?”

“For fun.”

“Get into the corner.”

“What for?”

“Into the corner! ”she repeated threateningly.

“Which corner?”
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Without answering, she gave me such a
look that I completely lost all sense of what
I was doing or what she wanted me to do. In
the icon corner stood a round table containing a
vase filled with sweet-scented dried flowers and
grasses. In another corner stood a trunk covered
with a rug. A bed occupied the third corner,
while the fourth was taken up by the door.

“T don’t know what you want me to do,»
I said, with a desperate effort to understand.

She sank into a chair, silently rubbing her
brow and check.

“Hasn’t grandfather ever stood you in the
corner{”

“When?”

“At any time,” she cried impatiently, strik-
ing the table twice.

“No, not that [ remember.”

“Don’t you know that it is a punishment—
to be stood in the corner?”

“No. Wlly is it a punisl\ment?”

“Dear me!” she said with a sigh. “Come
here.”

“Why are you shouting at me?” T asked,

coming over.
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“Why do you make a point of mixing up
the poem?”

[ explained to the best of my ability that
when [ shut my eyes I remembered the poem
as it was written, but when [ said it out loud,
other words came out.

“Aren’t you just making that up?”

I swore I was not, but immediately 1 began
to wonder whether I was or not. Suddenly,
taking my time, I recited the poem without
a mistake. That amazed and overwhelmed me.

[ felt my face flushing, my ears burning.
I stood there in front of my mother consumed
with shame, and through my tears I could
see her face darken with disappointment, her
lips tighten, her brows lower.

“What does that mean?” she asked in a
strange voice. “So it seems you actually did
make it up!”

“I don’t know. I had no intention to. . . .

“You’re a hard person to deal with,” she
said, lowering her head. “Go away.”

She began to give me more and more poems
to learn, but my mind refused to absorb them.
The desire to distort these rhythmic lines and

»
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to fit different words into them grew more
v1c10us|y intense, [ had no trouble in doing
this—the unwelcome words came to my mind
in droves, (Iul(kly su[)stltutmg themselves for
the required ones Often whole limes refused
to be c;lptlm'd by my visual memory how-
ever much [ tried One plaintive vcrsc——'by
Prince Vyawsemsky 1t seems—caused me partic-

ularc trouble

"Tul late at wight from carly morn,

Old folks and orphans and widows

Beg for a crust "neath the windows.
¢

I alw.xys left out the third lme:
Stretch out their hands and in rowces orlorn,

ln exasperation my mother told my grand-
) ! §

father about my freaks of memory.

“S[\mlcd, that's what he 1s!'” he sard an-
gn[y. “There's nollnng wrong with his mem-
ory; knows all the prayers better than me.
His memory's like stone—once a thing’s cut
into 1t, it's there for good. Try giving him a
licking!”

294



My grandmotl\er confirmed his opinion.

“He remembers fairy tales and songs, and
songs be the same as poetry.”

All this was true, and T felt that T was to
blame, but as soon as [ undertook the learning
of a poem, other words would come crawling
out like a flock of roaches and line them-

sclves up:

Night and morning, to our gate,
Cripples, orphans, come and wait,
Wait and whine and beg for bread,
Take 1t to Petrovna’s shed,

Sell it for her cows, and then,
Wallow drunken in the glen.

At night as [ lay alongside of my grand-
mother, [ would tell her all T remembered
from the books and all that I myself made up.
Sometimes she would laugh, but mostly she
reproved me.

“Just sce what you can do if you want!
But you hadn’t ought to make fun of beggars.
Christ was a beggar, and so were all the
saints.”
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[ replied by muttering:

Beggars I hate,

And grandfather too,
So help me God,
What can 1 do

To escape my fate,
And grandfather’s rod?

“May your tongue wither at the roots,
you wicked boy!” exclaimed grandmother.
“What 1f your grandfather hears it?”

“Let him!”

“Why ever should you be a-worrying of
your poor mother? Hard enough it is for her
without you making it worse,” coaxed grand-
mother gently.

"\Vlly is it hard for her?”

“Hold your tongue! [t’s not for you to un-
derstand such things!”

“I know 1t’s grandfather that. ...

“Hold your tongue I tell you!”

I was unhappy alinost to the point of de-

»

spair, but for some reason [ wanted to hide
the fact. And so [ became bold and unruly.
My mother’s lessons increased and became
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more difficult. [ had no trouble with arithme-
tic, but I could not bear to write and under-
stood nothing about grammar. The thing which
oppressed me above everything else was the
knowledge that my mother was so miserable
living in my grandfather’s house. She became
more gloomy with every day, looking upon
cveryone with alien cyes and sitting for hours
at the window gazing into the gardcn, seem-
ing to wither away. The first few days after
her arrival she was quick and full of life, but
now there were dark circles under her eyes and
she neglected her appearance, going about
the whole day long in a wrinkled, unbut-
toned blouse without combing her hair. It hurt
me to sec her so unattractive, she who always
should have been neat and clcan and beautiful,
the most beautiful person in the world.
During our lessons she starcd past me at the
wall or through the window, asking her ques-
tions in a tired voice and forgetting to listen
to the answers. She had become very irritable
and often shouted at me. This also hurt my
feclings: a mother should be more just than
other people, like the mothers in fairy tales.
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One day I said to her:

“Are you unhappy with us?”

“Get on with your work,” she replied
sharply.

[ also observed that my grandfather was
preparmg 1o do somclllmg which ﬁ'ightened
my grandmother and my mother. Often he
would lock himself up with my mother inher
room and screech like shepherd Nikanor’s hor-
rible wooden whistle On one such occasion
my mother shouted so loud as to be heard
thronghout the house:

“That will never be, never!”

She slammed the door and my grandfather
howled.

That was in the evening My grandmother
was sntling m the kitchen nmklng gr.’lndfa-
thee a shirt and muttering under her breath as
she sewed. When the door slammed  she lis-
tened, and then said:

“Oh Lord, she’s gone to the tenants!”

Smldcnly my gtxuu]fdllwr rushed into the
kitchen, struck my grandmother over the
head, and hissed as he nursed his stinging

hand:
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“When you going to learn to hold your
tongue, you old witch?”

“It’s a fool you be,” answered my grand-
mother calmly, adjusting her hair. “Think
you're going to get me to hold my tongue?
You can be sure I'll always be telling her
anything I {ind out about your scheming. . . .”

He threw himself at her and lﬁcg.m to pum-
mel her head. Grandmother made no resistance,
but kept saying:

“Go ahcad and beat me, you fool! Harder,
harder!”

From the bunk where I was sitting [ began
throwing pillows and blankets and boots at
him, but in his rage my grandfather did not
notice it. Grandmother fell on the floor, and
there he kicked her head until he hime<ell
stumbled and fcll, ovc‘rturningY a pal[ of water
He Jumped up, spittmg and sputtering. With
a wild glance around, he ran out of the kitchen
and up to his room in the attic. Grandmother
got up with a groan, sat down on the bench,
and  began straightening out her tangled
hair. I jumped down off the bunk on the
stove.
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“Gather up these pillows and things and
put them back on the stove,” she said angrily.
“A fine thing to go throwing the pillows about!
Learn to be minding your own business! And
that old devil going off his head like that too!”

Suddenly she let out a little cry, frowned,
and called me over.

“Look here,” she said, lowering her head.
“What 1s 1t hurts so here?”

[ Lifted her heavy hair and discovered that
a hairpm had been driven into her scalp. |
pulled it out and found another. T went weak
all over.

“I better call mother,” I said. “I’'m afraid.”

“What you saying—<I'll call mother!” ”
she cried with a wave of her hand. “Thank
the Lord she didn’t sec or hear it, and you’ll
be calling her! Get out of here!”

With the deft fingers of a lacemaker, she
herself began feeling through her heavy black
mane for the imbedded hairpins. Gathering all
my courage, [ helped her pull out two more.

“Does it hurt?”

“Not specially. Tomorrow I'll heat up
the bathhouse and wash all the hurt away.
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But don’t you go telling your mother he beat
me, pigeon-widgeon,” she coaxed tenderly.
“They’re angry enough with each other as
it is. You won’t, now, will you?”

“No.”

“Don’t forget! Now let’s straighten up
here. Can you sec anything on my face? No?
That’s good. So everything’s neat as daisies.”

She began to wipe up the floor, and I said
from the bottom of my heart:

“You're like one of the saints—they beat
you and torture you, and you don’t pay any
attention to it.”

“What nonsense is that! A saint! A fine
place to go looking for a saint!”

She kept on muttering as she crawled about
on all fours, while [ sat on the doorstep figur-
ing out how I could pay back my grandfather
for what he had done.

This was the first time he had shown such
violence to grandmother in my presence. There
in the twilight I scemed to see his red face
with the red hair waving about it. My heart was
burning with indignation, and I suffered from
the inability to think up a fitting revenge.

301



Two days later, on entering his room in
the attic, | found him sitting on the floor n
front of an open chest gomg tIlrougl] some
papers On a charr beside him lay his favourite
calendar of  samts—twelve sheets of llcavy
grey paper divided mnto squares for the d;lys
of the monlll, with ﬁgurcs of the samts in
the squares. My gr.mdf}lthcr prlzed this cal-
endar lngh]y, a]lo\\mg me to look at it only
on those rare occastons when he was particu-
lurly p]cased with me. And | alw.lys contem-
plalcd those attractive Iittle grey ﬁgurcs with
At pccullm‘ emotion. [ knew the lives of some
of them. Kirtk and Ullla, Vdrvam-lh&Martyr,
Pantelemmon, and many others. T was cspccially
moved by the sad Iife of Alexeci, Man-of~God,
and the splcndld verses about him which my
grandmother often recited to me with deep
feeling When you looked at these hundreds
of samts, it broug]lt the quict consolation
that there had always been martyrs

But now I decided to cut up this calendar,
and when grandfather went over to the window
to read a blue paper embossed with eagles,
[ grabbed up several sheets, quickly ran down-
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stairs, took the scissors from grandmother’s
table, climbed up on the stove and began
cutting off the heads of the samts. When |
had dccupltalcd one  row, my heart  was
toucllcd with plty for tllcm, so | I)cg:\n to mcrcly
cut along the Imes dividing the sheet into
squarces. Before T had cut up the followmg
line my grandfather appeared on the doorstep

“Who gave you permussion to take the cal-
endar?” he asked

Suddenly he caught sight of the Iittle squares
scattered over the bunk He grabbcd them
up, peered at them, discarded them for others,
and when he realized what was happening,
his jaw cl;\mpcd, his beard bcgan to quiver,
and he breathed so hard that the papers went
ﬂying.

“What have you done!” he shouted at last,
yanking me off the stove by the leg. I somer-
saulted into the air, but my grandmother
caught me.

“I'll kill you!” shricked my grandfather, pum-
meling both me and my grandmother.

Suddenly my mother appeared and [ found

myself in the corner with her in front of me.
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“Stop this nonsense!” she cried as she ward-
ed off grandfather’s blows. “Come to your
senses!”

“I'm done for,” wailed my grandfather,
sinking down on the bench by the window.
“You're all agamst me—all of you!”

“You should be ashamed of yourself for
putting on such a show!” came my mother’s
low vorce.

Grandfather shouted and kicked the bench,
his eyes tight closed and his beard pointing
ridiculously toward the cetling It seemed to
me that he really was ashamed of the show
he was putting on in the presence of my moth-
er, and that was why he closed his eyes.

“I'll paste these picces together on some
calico and the calendar will be better than

cver

stronger,” said mother as she straight-
ened out the sheets of paper. “See, they’re all
wrinkled and worn and falling to picces.”

She spoke to him in the same tone she used
during our lessons whe . [ did not understand.
Suddenly grandfatier ¢« un strarghtened his
shirt and  his vest witle -ecat importance,
cleared his throat, and .aid:
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“See that you paste them together today.
[ shall bring you the other sheets.”

He went to the door, but turned at the
threshold.

“He deserves a licking!” he said, shaking
a crooked finger at me.

“Yes he does,” agreed my mother. “Why
did you ever do such a thing?” she asked,
bending over me.

“I did it on purpose. If he ever beats grand-
mother again, I'll cut his beard off!”

Grandmother, who was in the act of taking
off her torn blouse, shook her head.

“It’s holding your tongue you should be,
like you promised!” she said, spitting in dis-
gust. “May it swell up so’s it can’t go wag-
ging any more!”

Mother glanced at her, then turned to
me.
“When did he beat her?” she asked.
“Have some shame on you, Varvara, ask-
ing him about such things! It’s none of your
business!”

“Ah, mother, you blessed creature!” cried
my own mother, embracing her warmly.
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“Hm, a fine sort of a mother for you! Here,
let me go. - . e

They looked at each other in silence for a
minute, then moved apart. My grandfathcr
could be heard moving about in the entrance-
way.

From the very first day of her arrival,
my mother was {riendly with the gay wife of
the army man, and went to visit her almost
every evening  There she met people from the
Betleng’s house—pretty young girls and brave
officers My grandfather did not like thus,
and often as he sat over his supper in
the kitchen he would shake his spoon in their

direction and grumble:

“Another party on, curse them! There’ll
be no sleeping the night through!”

Soon he asked the tenants to move, and
when they had gone he brought two loads
of odd furniture from somewhere, placed
it in the cmpty apartment, and locked  the
door.

“Don’t need those tenants any more—going
to be cntcrt.\mmg guests mysclf from now

»

on.
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And on Sunday the guests began to arrive
Among them were grandmother’s sister, Mat-
ryona [vanovna, a noisy, large-nosed laun-
dress wearing a striped silk dress and a golden
scarf on her head. With her came her two sons,

Vasili, a draughtsman, long-haired and dressed

m grey—a jolly, good—naturcd fellow; and
Victor, who had a horsy head and a narrow face
sprinkled with freckles. While he was taking
off hus rubbers out 1n the entranceway [ heard
him piping like a clown:

“Andrer-papd, Andrei-papd. . . .7

This surprised and frightened me.

Uncle Yakov came with his gurtar. He also
brought along a quiet, bald-headed, onc-cyed
watchmaker, dressed in a long black coat that
made him look like a monk. He always sat
smiling 1n the corner with his head tipped
to one side, and one finger supporting his
cloven, clean-shaven chin. He was dark, and
his one eye gazed at everyone with particular
mtensity. He spoke Iittle and constantly re-
peated the same phrase:

“Please not to trouble yourself-—it’s all

£

the same. . . .
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When I first saw him I suddenly remembered
the time, long ago (we were still living on
Novaya Streety when [ had heard the drums
beating ominously out in the road and seen
a high black cart surrounded by soldiers and
people move from the jail to the public square.
On a bench in the cart sat a man with a round
cap on his head and chains on his hands that
jmgled with the swaying of his body. A black
sign hung about his neck with something
written on it in large white letters. The man’s
head hung down as though he were reading
| SR

“This is my son,” said my mother, intro-
ducing me to the watchmaker, but ledged away
in fright, holding my hands behind my back.

“Please not to trouble yourself,” he said,
stretching his mouth to hisright ear in a fright-
ful way. Catching me by the belt, he yanked
me toward him and whirled me about with a
quick, deft movement.

“Hle's all right, a sturdy chap,” he said in
approbation as he let me go.

[ took up my position in a leather armchair
large enough to sleep in. Grandfather always
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boasted that this chair had belonged to Prince
Gruzinsky. From the corner I observed with
what an effort the grownups tried to be jolly
and how strangely and suspiciously the watch-
maker changed his facial expressions. His
face was thin and greasy, all melted and run-
ning. When he smiled, his thick lips shifted
to the right and his little nose moved Iike 1
dumpling in a stew. His large, protruding cars
also moved, now rising along with the brow
above his one eye, now sliding toward his
cheekbones, and it seemed to me that if he
so desired, he could fold them over his nose
like hands. Sometimes with a sigh he would
stick out his dark little tongue, as round as
a pestle, drawing circles with 1t to moisten
his thick, oily lips. [ found this more surprising
than amusing, and could not take my eyes
off him.

The guests drank tea with rum, which
smelled like burnt onions. They also drank
grandmother’s liqueurs, which were golden, or
green, or dark as tar. They ate seasoned va-
renets and honey cakes with poppy sceds. They
swelled and sweated and praised my grand-
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mother. When they had had their fill they
sat back in their chairs, flushed and bloated,
and lazily asked Uncle Yakov to play for
them

He bent over his gurtar and strummed it
as he sang in his unplcasant voice,

Oh, we lived as best we could,
Lots of noise, but little good.
Ca-a-ame the lady from Kazan,
Locking for ancther man

I found this a very sad song, and my grand-
mother said:

“Smyg something else, Yakov—a true kind
of song. Remember the songs llmy used to
sing, Motrya?”

“There’s a new stylc i songs these days,
my dear,” sard the laundress with an impres-
stve rustle of her dress.

My uncle stared at my grandmothcr through
half-closed cyes as though she  were  far
away, and continued pludxmg out his gloomy
tune and siging his ugly words

N[y gramdflllhcr wds carrymg on a secret

conversation  with the w:xtalmmkcr, demon-
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strating something with his fingers. The lat-
ter lifted his brow, glanced in my mother’s
direction, nodded, and a subtle change spread
over his liquid face.

Mother was sitting with the Sergeyevs as
usual, speaking to Vasili in a quiet, serious
vorce.

“Hm-m. Have to think about that,” he
sard with a sigh.

Victor gave a well-fed smile, shuffled his
feet, and suddenly began to smg in a thin
voice:

“Andrei-papd, Andrei-papd. .. .”

Everyone stopped talking and glanced at
him.

“He got that from the thedyter,” explained
his mother proudly. “They sing that in the
thedyter ”

There were two or three such evenings,
memorable for their msufferable boredom.
Then one Sunday the watchmaker put in his
appcarance at noon, just after late mass. |
was sitting in my mother’s room helping her
unravel an old beaded embroidery when the
door was suddc_nly flung open and grandmoth-
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er’s frightened face appeared just long enough
to whisper:

“Varya, he’s come!”

My mother did not start or move a muscle.
A minute later the door opened again and my
grandfather said solemnly:

“Dress yourself and come along, Varvara!”

“Where to?” asked my mother without
glancing at him and without getting up.

“Come along, and God bless you. Don’t
start arguing. He’s a steady man, a master
at his job, and he’ll make a good father for
Alexei. . . .”

Grandfather spoke with unwonted impor-
tance and kept stroking his thighs with his
hands, while his elbows quivered as though his
arms wanted to stretch forward and he was
struggling to keep them back.

“I have already told you that that would
never be,” said my mother calmly.

Grandfather strode over to her with his
arms ahead of him like a blind man.

“Come along or I'll drag you along—Dby
the hair!” he shouted hoarsely, bristling all
over.
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“You’ll drag me?” said my mother rising.
Her face was white and her eyes narrowed
menacingly. Quickly she began to take off her
skirt and blouse. When she remained in only
her petticoat, she said to my grandfather:

“All right, drag me along!”

He bared his teeth and shook his fist.

“Put on your clothes, Varvara!”

My mother pushed him away and went to
the door.

“Well, are you coming?” she cried.

“I'll disown you!” hissed my grandfather.

“I'm not afraid. Well?”

She opened the door, but he grabbed the
hem of her slip and fell on his knees.

“You’ll come to an awful end, Varvara,
you she-devill Don’t disgrace me. Mother!
Mother!” he wailed.

Grandmother had already barred mother’s
way and was shooing her back into the room
like a chicken.

“You fool of a Varka!” she muttered. “Get
back, you shameless wench!”

When she had her back in the room, she
put the hook on the door and turned to my
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grandfather. With one hand she raised him
off the floor, while she shook the other at him
menacingly.

“O-0-0, you old devil, you senseless crea-
ture!”

She sat him down on the divan like a rag
doll with his head floppmg and his mouth
hanging open.

“Get mto your clothes. you!” she shouted
at my mother.

“I won't go out to hlm, do you hear?”
said my mother as she picked up her clothes
Grandmother pushed me off the divan.

“Go bring a dipper of water, quick

She spoke almost in a whisper, but calm-
ly and imperiously. [ ran out into the en-
tranceway, from where I could hear someone
walking S]owly up and down in the front
room.

“Tomorrow I'm leaving!” I heard my moth-
er say.

I went mto the kitchen and sat down at
the window as in a dream

My grandfather sniffled and groaned, my
grandmothcr muttered under her breath, then
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a door slammed and all was quiet and terri-
fying. Suddenly remembering what [ had been
sent for, I dipped up some water and went out
into the entranceway. From the front of the
house appeared the watchmaker with drooping
head, stroking his fur cap and making hoarse
sounds. He was followed by my grandmother
with her hands crossed on her stomach, bow-
ing and saying quietly:

“You yourself can understand—no forcing
a person to like you.”

He stumbled through the door and out into
the yard, while grandmother crossed herself
and stood there trembling all over, laughing
or crying—I couldn’t make out which.

“What’s the matter?” lasked, running over
to her.

She snatched the dipper out of my hands,
wetting my feet and crying:

“How far did you go to fetch this water?
Lock the door!”

She went back into my mother’s room, and
[ into the kitchen, from where [ could hear
them groaning and sighing and muttering,
as though they were pushing a weight
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beyond their strength from one place to an-
other.

It was a fine day with long rays of winter
sun coming through the frosted panes of the
two windows. The table was laid for dinner,
and shone with pewter dishes as well as with
the decanters containing golden kvass and
grandfather’s vodka, green from the wort and
cowslip added for flavour. Through a thawed
circle of windowpane I caught a glimpse of
the dazzling snow on the roofs and the spar-
kling silver caps of fence posts and birdhouses.
My captured birds played in sun-flooded cages
hanging from the window frames: the tame
chaffinches chirped merrily, the bullfinches
chattered, while the goldfinch trilled a song.
But the music and brightness of this silvery
day brought me no joy. The day was unwant-
ed. Everything was unwanted. I would have
set the birds free, but just as I was taking
down the cages my grandmother came bus-
tling into the kitchen, slapping herself on
the thighs and crying as she ran to the stove:

“Curses on all of you, devil take you! Ah,
what an old fool you are, Akulina!”

316



She took the pirog out of the oven, struck
the burnt crust with her fingers, and spat in
vexation.

“Burnt to a cinder! There’s warming it up
for you! Phooh, demons, the whole bunch
of you—may you blow up and float away!
What you sitting there goggling at, you owl!
[’d like to smash the lot of you like cracked
jugs!”

She began to cry, turning the pirog from
side to side, tapping the dry crust, watering it
with enormous tears.

My mother and grandfather came into the
kitchen, and she flung the ruin on the table,
causing the dishes to rattle.

“Just see what’s happened, all on account
of you, devil take you!”

My mother, now in a calm and merry mood,
embraced her and coaxed her to forget it.
Grandfather looked tired and wrinkled as he
took his place at the table, tied his napkin
around his neck, squinted his swollen eyes in
the sun, and muttered:

“All right, forget it! We've tasted pirog
before. The Lord’s a bit of a miser—pays
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for years in minutes and doesn’t believe
in interest. Sit down, Varya ... forget
it!”

[t was as though his mind had been touched.
All during the dinner he talked about God
and the unpious Ahab and the trials and
tribulations of being a father. Grandmother
angrily interrupted him:

“Go ahead and eat and don’t talk so much,”
she said.

Mother laughed, her clear eyes shining.

“Well, were you frightened a while ago?”
she asked as she gave me a nudge.

[ had not been very much frightened, but
now [ felt uneasy and could not understand
what had happened.

They ate much and long, as was usual on
Sundays. It was dufficult to believe that these
were the same people who half an hour ago
had been slmutmg at each other on the verge
of a fight, sobbing and scething with anger.
Nor could I believe that all this had been se-
rious or had cost them any effort. T had be-
come used to therr crying and bhouting and
the scenes which flared up so often and died
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down so quickly. T no longer took them to
heart as I had at first.

Long afterwards I came to understand that
Russians, as a result of the poverty and dull-
ness of their lives, sought diversion in grief,
playing it up like children, and rarely feeling
ashamed of their misfortunes.

When lifc is monotonous, even grief is a
welcome cvent, even a fire is diversion.

A wart is adornment to a vacuous face.

XI

After this incident, my mother became strong
and crect and the head of the household, while
my grandfa.ther became quiet and unobtru~
sive, not at all like himsclf.

He almost never left the house, sitting alone
in the attic reading a mysterious book called
“Notes Written by My Father.” He kept this
book in his strongbox under lock and key, and
[ had often observed that before taking it out,
he always washed his hands. The book was
small and thick and bound in tan leather. On
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the bluish title page was the following in-
scription in faded ink:

“To the honourable Vasili Kashirin with
the fondest regards and gratitude.”

[t was signed by a strange name ending in
a flourish representing a bird in flight. My
grandfather would carefully open the heavy
leather cover, put on his silver-framed spec-
tacles, and gaze for long at this inscription
as he twitched his nose to adjust his glasses.
More than once [ asked him what the book
was, but he always answered impressively:

“That is not for you to know. Just wait a
bit—when I die ['ll leave it to you, and my
racoon coat too.”

He began to speak less often and more
gently to my mother, and when she spoke he
would listen attentively, muttering and mak-
ing little gestures with his hand and blinking
his eyes like Uncle Pyotr.

His trunks were full of many extraordinary
costumes: brocaded skirts, satin vests, cloth-
of-gold, sarafani, kiki and kokoshniki,* orna-

* Sarafani—Ilong, sleeveless dresses; kiki and
kokoshniki—headdresses.—T'rans.
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mented with pearls, bright kerchiefs and scarts,
heavy Mordovian necklaces and beads of vari-
coloured stones. He brought all this into my
mother’s room and spread 1t over the table
and chares. When my mother admired the fin-
ery, he said:

“In my day, people dressed ever so much
richer and finer than nowadays! The clothes
were richer, but people lived simpler and more
friendly. But I suppose there’s no going back!
Try them on—dress yourself up. . . .~

One day mother went into the next room
and returned wearing a dark blue sarafan em-
brotdered in gold, and a pearl headdress.

“Docs it please your grace?” she said, bow-
ing low to my grandfather.

Grandfather gasped, beamed all over, and
walked around her waving his arms and mut-
tering indlstinctly, as in a dream:

“Ah, Varvara, if only you were rich and
there were decent people around!™

My mother had taken up her quarters in
the two rooms at the front of the house, and
she often entertained guests. Most frequent
were the Maximov brothers: Pyotr, a huge,
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handsome officer with a large blond beard and
blue eyes—the same in whose presence grand-
father had given me a beating that time for
spitting on the old gentleman’s head; Yevgen:,
who was also tall, but pale and long-legged,
with a pointed little black beard. He had cyes
like sloes and always wore a green uniform
with gold buttons and gold insignia on his
narrow shoulders. He had the habit of tossing
back his long, wavy hair from his high fore-
head and smiling condescendingly. He was
forever telling something in a husky voice,
crawling up on whatever he had to say with
the inevitable phrases:

“You sce, the way I look at it. . ..

My mother would listen to him with half-

closed eyes, often mterrupting him with a

2

laugh:

“You're still a child, Yevgeni Vasilyevich,
if you’ll forgive my saying so....”

“That’s what—a child!” the large officer
would corroborate, with a slap on the knee for
cmphasis.

The Christmas he lidays passed in noisy mer-
riment. Almost every evening my mother and
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her friends dressed up in fancy costumes and
went visiting. Mother’s costume was always
the finest.

Every time the gay company went out the
gate, the house scemed to sink into the carth;
everything became dull and alarmingly quiet.
Grandmother moved through the rooms like
an old goose tidying up, while grandfather
stood warming his back at the tile ttove and
muttering to himself:

“Well, all rigl\t, let hee have  her
own way.... We'll see what’ll come of
it. . ..7
After the Christmas holidays mother took
me and Sasha, Uncle Mikhail’s son, to school.
Sasha’s father had married a second time,
and his stepmother had taken an immediate
dislike to him. She beat him so often that grand-
mother insisted on grandfather’s taking him
to live with us. We attended school for about
a month. Of all T was taught during that time
I can remember only one thing—that when
asked what my name was, it was not sufficient
to answer:

“Peshkov.”
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[ had to say.

“My name 1s Peshkov ”

Nor could 1 say to the teacher:

“Don’t you go shouting at me, muster. I'm
not afraid of you. 2

[ innediately disliked school My cousin,
on the other lmnd, liked 1t from the very start
and mede many friends  But one day he hap-
pened 1o fall asleep durmg the lesson and cried
out m s slvcp

“No [ wo-on't!”

When he woke up, he asked permission to
leave the classroom, for which the other boys
teased himmercilessly The next day, on reach-
mg the gully at the Sennaya Square on our
way to school, he stopped and saud:

“You go on without me. I'm not gomg to
school today. I'd rather go for a walk.”

He squatted down, buried his books in the
snow, and went away. It was a bright Januacy
day with the whole world ghttering  with
sunlight T envied my cousm, but grit my teeth
and went on for mother’s sake Nuaturally the
books Sasha had buried 1 the snow  were

stolen, so that he had real reason for not



gomg to school on the following day On the
tlnrd, my gmndf}\tlwr found out about his
“truancy.

Both of us were put on trial. behind the
kitchen tuble sat my grandfather, my grand-
mother, and my mother for the cross-exami-
nation. I remember the funny answer Sasha
gave to my grandfather’s question.

“IHow 1s 1t you never reached the school-
house?”

“I forgot where it was,” he said, lookmg
my grandﬂtlhcr slraxght i the face with his
timid eyes.

“You f.orgol?”

“Yes. 1 looked and lookced for it. .. .7

“You should have followed Alexei; he
remembered.”

“I lost sight of him.”
“Of Alexer?”

“Yes.”

“How could you do that?”

Sasha thought a moment, then answered
with a sigh:

“There was a blizzard—I couldn’t see any-

thing ”
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Fverybody laughed, because the weather
had been clear and sunny. Sasha also gave a
fant smile, but my grandfather bared his
teeth and sard sarcastically:

“Couldn’t you have held onto his hand or
his bele2”

“I did, but the wind tore me loose.”

He spoke slowly and hopelessly; T felt
uncomtortable Iistening to that clumsy, use-
less Tymg and could not understard his stub-
bornness.

They gave us a lickmg and hired an old
retired fiteman with a twisted arm to escort
us to school He was to see that Sasha did not
wander from the path to knowledge But all
was m vam When we reached the gully on the
followmg duay, my cousin took off one of his
felt boots and hurled 1t to the left, he took
off the other and hurled it to the rxgllt, and
made  off across  the square in his stocking
feet The old man g.xspvd and set out after
the boots When he had found them, he led
me home m fnght.

All day long my mother ard grandmother

SL'JI\]\\‘({ llh‘ town f.ol' lhc l‘lll‘l{l\\'{\y, ﬁndmg
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him that evening in Chirkov’s saloon near the
monastery, cntertaining the public by danc-
ing for them. They brought him home
and did not even beat him, so overwhelmed
were they by the boy’s porsistent silence. He
lay beside me on the bunk kicking his feet 1n
the air and saymg quietly:

“My stepmother doesn’t love me, my father
doesn’t love me, my grandfather doesn’t love
me. Why should T go on living with them?
['ll find out from grandmother where the rob-
bers live and run away to them. Then you’ll

" all be sorry! Let’s go together, shall we?”

I could not run away with him. At that
time | huad another aim in life—to become
an officer with a great, blond beard—and so
it was necessary to study. When I told my
cousim my plan, he (hought for a moiment,
then gave his approval.

“That’s good too. When you’re an officer
['ll be chief of the robbers and you’ll have
to catch me. One of us’ll kill the other, or
else take him prisoner. I wouldn’t kill you for
anything.”

2]

“Neither would I you.”

327



Ou that we concluded our discussion.

Grandmother came in, erawled up on the
stove and bcg;m to talk to us.

“Well, Iittle mice? Ah, my lhttle orph;ms,
my Little .spmnt.\!”

[n her dccp symputl\y for us, she bcgn.n 1o
denounce Sasha's stc[unotl\cr, {at Aunt Nua-
deshda, d.lughtur of an mnkcepor. This led
her to denounce all stvpmot['wrs and step(utl‘.(‘rs,
and thes m turn led her to tell us the story of
the wise hermrt 1on who, while sull a lad,
l)rougllt lus stcpmol[u‘r before the judgmenl scat

0{ GO([‘ f’{lS f‘ltl]\‘l', (lbllg‘ﬂ]hln on BC]OC Lnke'

—Was undone by a rivenish wife

Wit ale she enticed hime te drunkenness,
Wil a potion she drugged him to sleepiness,
Then she placed him, asleep, 1n an caken skiff,
In a narvow skiff, like a coffin bed.

She herself took the oars wrought of maple weod,
To the depths of the lake did she vow weth him.
Where the water ran brooding and lowering,
Awarting the deed of the shameless one.
There she leaned from the skiff and unbalanced 1t,
Ot'crrur:m/ 1t with nene to be wit ("f [



Like a stone sank her hushand 1n waters deep,
While hus wife quickly swam to the forest shere.
There she fell on the earth, warling brtrerly,
Fclgnmg to gricre for the loss of Ium,
Him she had murdered so cruclly
Hc’ar/\’cncd I‘/Ic’ pCD/’[C (Illt{ p[.”m{ /I(’l',
Wepe at her plight, at her widow's lot
Alas, thou art young to be widowod so,
Bitter and black thy unhappiness,
But the hand of the Lerd rules the lires of us.
And tis Fle who doth order the deatl of us.
It was only her stepson, Ionushka,
Who believed not the tears of his michekha *
Softly he whispered rebuke to ler,
Ho[d/ng his hand on the heart of fier:
Oh, thou woman of subtlety,
Bird-of-the-night, full of treachery,
Nor belicve [ thy tears, shed so larishly;
The heart in thy breast beats too joyously
Let us turn to the hearenly judgment scat,
To the Lord and the powers of holiness:
And let one of us take up a whetted knife,
And hurtle it hearvenward forcefully.

* Stepmother —Trans
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If [ be to blame—1 shall be slain;

If theu be to blame—thou shalt be slain.
Slowly his mdchekha turncd to him,

Glanced with a hate-flashing countenance.
Now on her fect standing steadily,
Made she retort to him vengefully:

Fool that thou art, born cre thy time,

Belched from the womb of the werewolf!

What 15 this talk, of thy fancy bred?

What are these lies that thy tongue hatl spread?
Hearkened the folk who had gathered there,
Heard that the matter was evil-charged,

Slent they glanced, heavy-heartedly,

Softly conferred on the circumstance.

Then out-stepped an elderly fisherman,
Bowed to all sides, to his kindred-men,
Spoke he these words, each with honour weighed:

Bring me, good people, the whetted blade,

Here you shall sce me take hold of it,

Into the sky [ shall hurtle i1,

Flim will 1t kill who has acted 1ll.

Brought they the knife to the ancient one,
Swung he the blade o’cr his hoary head,
Bivd-like it soared in the welkin bright,
Long did they wait for return of it,
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Waited and gazed in the crystal heights,
Took off their caps, huddled together,
Stood there in silence, and silent the night.
Then o’er the lake came the flush of dawn,
Flushed too the mdchekha gloatingly,
But sudden the knife, like a swallow swift,
Swept from the sky to the heart of her.
Down on their knces dropped the pious folk,
Praying to God in humility:
—Praised be the Lord forFlis righteousness!
Then to Ién came the fisherman,
Led him away to a /lermz'tagc,
Far away on the river called Kérzhenets,

Near the fabulous city of Kitezh. . . .*

On the next day I woke up covered with
red spots. This was the beginning of a sicge
of smallpox. I was put up in the back attic,
where for a long time I lay blind, my arms
and lcgs tied down with wide strips of.banduge,
enduring horrible nightmares. As a result of

*In the town of Kolyupanovka, Tambov gu-
bernia, Borisoglebsky uyezd, I heard another ver-
ston, according to which the knife kills the step-
son who slandered his stepmother.
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one of them I nearly perished The only visi-
tor [ had was my gr;mdmotller, who fed me
from a spoon like an mfant and told me end-
less tales and lcgcnds. One cvening when |
was well on the road to recovery, so that my
arins and lvgs were unbound, tlmugh [ still
worce ntitens to l\cvp me from s\‘l.ltchmg my
face, my grandmother did not come at the
usual tine, and thes alarmed me Smldcnly
[ scemed to see her lymg face down on the
dusly Lmdmg of the attic with her arms wide-
spread  Hler neck  was  slashad  almost m
two, like Uncle Pyotr’s, while out of the
dusly shadows o Ln‘gc cat u‘cpl up on llcr,
greedily rolling 1ts huge green eyes

I jumped out of bed, smashed the double
window with my feet and .sllolll(lcr, and threw
mysclf~ mto a snowbank under the window.
My mollmr was cnlcrtammg that (‘Vening, SO
nobody heard me break the wimdow, and for
some time | l.’ly undiscovered m the snow.
No bones were broken: | had only dislocated
my shoulder and cut myself severcly on the
glass, but the shock caused me to lose the use

of my legs For some three months [ was unable
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to walk and lay in my room listening to the
growing animation in the house, the frcqucnt
slamming of doors and the constant coming
and going of peoplc.

Blizzards swept over the 1‘00(, the wind
ragc‘d bcyond the attie door, \\'.\iling [‘uncrcally
m  the chimney and raltlmg the shutters
During the day 1 listened to the cawmg of
the crows, while on quect mghrs [ could hear
the dismal howling of wolves m distant fields.
To the accompaniment of this music, my soul
matared. Then shyly and quictly, but more
insislently with cvery ddy, the spring came
glancmg tl)rough the window with radiant cyes.
Cats begim to scream and howlon the fence, and
little spring sounds pcnctrutcd the walls. the
snapping of icicles, the sliding of snow off the
roofs, the ringmng of the bells, whose chiming
assumed a solidity 1t had lacked m winter.

My grandmother came to see me Of late
her words had become more often and more
strongly scented with vodka. She even began
to l)ring a l.’lrgc white teapot with her which
she would h:d> under my bed, admonishing

me with a wink:
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“Don’t you go telling your goblin of a
grandfather, prgeon-widgeon!”

“Why do you drink?”

“Shhh! When you grow up you’ll find out.”

Then she would tahe a swallow from the
spout of the teapot, wipe her mouth on
her sleeve, and turn to me with a  blissful
Slllllc'

“Well, my fine gcntlcmnn, what was 1t [
was tv”mg you about ycsterddy?"

“About my father ”

“And where did T leave off?”

When [ had told her, her rhymic speech
would flow on for hours

She hereselt had begun to tell me about my
father one day when she was tired and sober
and unhappy.

“I dreamed abour your father last mght——
whistlng he was, as he walked through the
ficlds with a Dbeech staff i his hand and a
spotted dog running after him with its tongue
a-lolling For some reason Moxim Savvateye-
vich’s been visiting me often in my dreams
of late—Ilooks Iike his soul must be wandering

2

about restless-like. . . .
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For several evenings running she told me
about my father, stories as interesting as all
her others. My father was the son of a soldier
who had been promoted to the rank of officer
and then exiled to Siberia for cruelty to his
subordinates. Somewhere there in Siberia my
father was born. He had a hard life, and when
he was still a child began making attempts to
run away from home. One day his father took a
hound and searched the woods for him as though
he were a rabbit. Another time after finding him
he began to_beat him so mercilessly that the
neighbours rescued him and hid him away.

“Do they always beat children?” 1 asked.

“Always,” replied my grandmother calmly.

His mother died when he was very young,
and when he was nine years old, his fathes
also died. He was adopted by his godfather,
a carpenter, who made him a member of the
carpenter’s guild in the town of Perm. But my
father ran away. At first he led the blind
about the markets, but when he was sixteen
he came to Nizhni-Novgorod and began to
work for a carpenter on the stcamboats belong-
ing to Kolchin. By the age of twenty he was
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already a qualdied cabmetmaker and uphol-
sterer. The shop where he worked was next door
to mygmnd{}xlh:r's house on Kovalikha Street.

“A low fence, and numble lcgs,” laughed my
grandmother “So there we were, Varya and
me, preking raspberries i the gartfcn, and
afl of o sudden 1 looked  up  and—Mwwtt!
~there’s your father over the fence and me
seared out of my wits He came w;llkmg to-
ward us through the apple trees, a grant of
@ fellow moa white shirt and plush trouscrs,
barefoot wnd hatless, with a strap holding back
his long harr And what do you think he had
come for? To ask for your mother’s hand!
I'd seen him before a few tmes walkmy past
the wimdow  And whenever I saw him |
thought to myself “there’s a fine fellow for you!”
So when he comes up to me [ says, ‘How’s
that you don 't know the right road, my hearty?”’
Down on his knees he goes. ‘Akulma Ivanovna,’
he says Here T am, the whole soul of me at
your feet And there's V.u‘ya; 11\‘113 us hold
a wedding, for the love of Christ.” Now that
was something, I tell you! Stunned 1 was,

and speechless. | looked up and there’s that
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vixen of a mother of yours hidimmg behind an
apple tree, red as a raspberry, and making
signs to him, her eyes full of tears. ‘Ah, you
sunpleton,” says I. ‘Better to wither away
than start a thing like this! Have you gone
clean out of your senses, Varvara? And as
for you, young man, just think what you're
domg! Is it for you to bend a birch this size?”
Your grandfather was a rich man those days—
nothing parcelled out to his children yet—
owned four houses and money a-plenty, and
honoured by his fellows. Not long before that
they had presented him with a uniform and
hat all fancicd up with galloon for his being
nine years head of the workshop. Ah, but a
proud one he was those days! So I says what
I has to say, trembling with fear the while
and nmy heart like to burst a—pitymg of them,
so downhearted tll(‘y was. Then your father
up and says, ‘I know Vasilt Vasilyevich will
never be giving me V.Arya of his own free will,
so it’s up to me to steal her away, and it’s
here we’re wanting your help!” My help, think
you! [ shoo him away, but he don’t budge.
‘You can stone me if you like, but help me you
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must,” says he ‘[l not give m!” Here Varvara
comes up to him and puats her hand on his
shoulder and says, “We've been husband and
wife for long already —since month of May.
Only we're moneed of a wedding.” T collapsed
Iike they had struck me! Ah, me!”

Grandmother’s whole 1)0(])/ shook with Lulgh-
ter. Then she took a pmch of snuff, wiped
the tears from her Cyes, and contmued with
a happy sigh

“You're too youny yet to kuow the ddfer-
ence between bemg an and wife and hold-
my a weddimg But o’s o dreadful thing when
a gl gives birth to a chuld out of wedlock.
You just remember that when yorr grow up
and never Ture a4 mard mmto such trouble.
That'd be o great simoon o your soul, lcdvxng
the mard nmisery and the babe without the
law  See you don't forgct, now! You must
show prty for a woman and love her with all your
heart, and not just for the pleasure of 1t This
15 a good thing T am tellmg you

She fell mto a moment’s meditation before
she pulled herselt together and went on with

her story.



“So what was to be done about 1t? I struck
Maxim over the head and yanked Varvara
by the braids, but then he says a sensible
thing: ‘Bcating us won't undo :myl]ung.’ he
says, and she puts in, ‘Better to thmk up a
way out and then beat us ” So I says to hum,
‘Got any money?” ‘I had some,” he onswered,
‘but I spent 1t all on a ring for Varya.’ ‘Al
of three rubles?” ‘No,” says he, ‘nearly a hun-
dred 7 And m those ({.lys ll\mgs were (!w;\p
and money was worth a lot T looked at your
mother and father standmg there-—such hal-
dren thvy were! Such Little foolst I hud the
ring under a floor board so’s you wouldn’t
see it,' says your mother “We can sell 1t
Jusl. like clll!(lrcn, werent llu‘y 1110{13;11? \X/’c”.
however it was, we ([cn‘i([cd to lmld the wcd(’m)g
within the week, and 1 mysclf was to fix 11
up with the priest. But oh, how 1 wept, and’
my heart shivermg and shuddering for {car
of your grandfather, and Varvara all a-tremble.
Well, we fixed everythimg up.

“Only an enemy there was of your father—
one of the master-workmen—a spiteful man.

For long he had been keeping his eye on them
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and guessed everything. Well, [ dressed up
my only daughter in the best I had, led her
out the gate, and there around the corner
stood a trotka wartmg. She climbed in, Maxim
gave a whistle, and off they went. Back home
[ came with the tears flowing, and who should
meet me but this fellow, the scoundrell ‘I’'m
goodhearted,” says he, ‘and don’t aim to break
up their happmess. Only [ should ask you to
let me have just ffty rubles, Akulma Iva-
novia * I had no money, account [ never
Iiked 1t nor saved 1t, and fool that T be 1 up
and says, I have no money, and so [ can’t
be giving you any!” “Then give me your
promise,” says he My promuse? And where
shall T be gettmg the money once I promise?’
“Is 1t so hard to steal from a rich husband?’
says he. It's me, the ninny, should have kept
hin there t.llkmg for a tune, but | spat in his
face and went on my way He ran ahead of me
into  the y.\rd and —what a row he rarsed!”

She closed her eyes and a famt smule {litted
across her face.

“To this day 1t's a fearful thing to remember
the recklessness that followed. Your grand-
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father lets out a roar like the beastiest beast—
a sorry blow 1t was to him! Used to be he'd
look at Varvara and boast how he’d marry
her off to a nobleman, to a barin. There’s
your nobleman for you—there’s your barin!
But the Holy Virgin knows better nor us
how the mating’s to be done. Your grandfather
rushed about the yard like he was a-fire. He
calls Yakov and Mikhail, Klim the coachman,
and that freckle-faced master-workman; | sce
him take up a cudgel and a weight fastened
to a strap, while Mikhatl takes a gun. Qurs
were good, spirtted horses and our buggy a
light one. ‘He’ll catch them sure,” thinks I
to myself. But here Varvara’s guardian angel
sends me an enlightenment. [ take a knife
and cut the harness at the shaft, thinkmg 1t
will snap on the road. And so it did. The
shaft swung loose, nearly killing your grand-
father and Mikhail and Klim. But it held
them up, so when they reached the church
Varya and Maxim were standing at the altas
married already, thank the Lord!

“Well, so our men threw themselves at
Maxim, but he was a hefty fellow, Maxim—
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not many’s given the strength he had. He
hurls Mikhail off the altar, damaging his arm,
and knocks out Klim, so your grandfather
and Yahov and that master-workman fear to
come near him.

“But Maxim keeps his head, spite his fury.
‘Put down that cudgel there,” he says to your
grandfather. ‘I'm a peace-loving fellow and
what 1've t;\kon, it’s by the grace of God
and no man’s got the rxght to take it away
from me. And that’s all VIl be asking of you!”
Qur men fell back, and grandfather sits in the
buggy and shouts, ‘Farewell, Varvaral You're
no longer o daughter of mme, and T never
want to see you agam! It’s all the same to me
whether you're alive or dead! e came home—
gave me a f)c.ltmg, gave nme a4 cussing, but 1
just gruntcd and said nothmmgs 1 knew it'd
all blow over, and what had to bv, would be.
After that he says to me, ‘Look here, Akulina,
don’t you forget that your duaughter’s gone
‘Or goo(l'—'yoll lldv\x noy more ({il”gllt\-r llcrc
nor anywheres clse, understand?” And 1 keeps
thinkmg to myaclf, ‘Go on lymg, you red-

head! Your temper’s fast, but it won’t last.””
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[ listened with bated breath. I was surprised
by certam parts of her story—grandfather
had deseribcd my mother’s wedding  quite
differently. He had been opposed to the wed-
ding and had not allowed my mother into his
house a(terwurd.\, but a(cordmg o hus account,
the wcddmg had not been secret annd he him-
self had been present. hesitated 1o ask gr.md-
mother which version was correct because |
preferred hers, which was more romantic. She
roched back and forth as she spole, increas-
mg her movement when she came to sad or
drcadfal parts, and rasmmg one arm us though
warding off o blow. Often she would close
her eyes, hor heavy brows trembling and a
warm senle playig mo the wemkles of her
cheehs Somctmes 1 was touched by the bl
Waey in which she (\‘»rgdvc L:v\‘ryllung, but at
other timies T wanted to hear her cry out haish
words of protest

“Well, for the first two weehs or so I had
no idea where they were, Varya and Maxim,
but then they sent a ldtle buy to tell me.
The next Saturddy [ set out Like T was going

to vespers, but insteod T went to sce them.
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They were living far away i the wing of a
home on Suyetinsky Street. All kinds of work-
men  were living in the yard——dirty it was,
and noisy, but they paid no attention, just
went on purring and playing togethcr like a
pair of happy Kkittens. I brought them some
presents—tea and sugar and cereals and jam
and flour and dried mushrooms and some
money—don’t remember how much—whatever
[ could steal from your grandfather—no harm
in stealing long’s it’s not for yourself! But
your father would have none of 1t “Is it beg-
gars we are!” he asked, hurt-like. And Varya
takes up the tune: ‘Now why did you have to
bring all that stuff, ma?’ | gave it to them all
right! “It’s a God-given mother I am to you,
you simp,” I says to him, ‘and a blood mother
to you, you little fooll Where’s 1t written you
can insult your own mother? Once you insult
your mother here below, you cause God’s
mother to weep up above!” So then Maxim
grabs me up in his arms and carries me around
the room—even does a jig with me-—strong
as a bear he was! And Varya struts around
proud as a peacock of that husband of hers,
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and starts talking grandly about their ‘home’
like she was an honest-to-goodness housewife—
split your sides to listen! And the vatrushki
she served with tea? Break the teeth of a wolf!
And the cottage cheese? Like so much gravel!

“So that’s how it goes on for a long time.
You were about to put in your appearance,
and still grandfather keeps mum-—stubborn
creature he is, the old goblin! I kept on sncak-
ing off to them and he knew it, but made
believe not to. Nobody in our house was al-
lowed to mention Varvara’s name, and no one
did, nor me either, but all the time [ knew
a father’s heart couldn’t hold out for long.
And sure enough the time came—one night
when a blizzard was raging and the wind tear-
ing at the window like a pack of wolves, the
chimneys screaming, and all Hell’s devils
turned loose. Your grandfather and me were
lying there side by side unable to sleep and I
up and says to him, ‘A dreadful night for the
poor,' I says, ‘and still worse for them as
has trouble on their mind.” Suddenly grand-
father says, ‘How they getting along?” ‘Right
enough,” T says. ‘Not bad at all.” ‘And who
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do you think I'm asking about?” he ashs.
Qur  daughter Varvara and our son-mn-law
Maxin - How did you guess 1t was about
them?’ “Enough of this comady, father,” says
I “Tune to quit the game-—who’s 1t making
happy?” He guves a big sigh “Ah, you devils
you! You hittle red devils!” he Says. Then he
asks, “But what about that gau\'kmg fool —
meanmyg your father—as he sure enough such
a fool?” A fool,” ways I, “is him as does no
worlk and Tives at other people’s expense. 1f
you'd have a ook at your Yakov and Mikhail,
now——aren’t they the ones to be called fools?
Who does the work and brongs m the money
m our house? You. And a lot of help you get
from them!” Here he starts Cwsing me out,
callmg mie a fool and a bitch, and a harpy
and o beldam, and goodness knows what alll
But | say nollllng ‘How you ever could be
tahen m by a fellow as nobady kinows where he
came from or what he's like!” he says Sull
l(lxccp mum until he's worn out, then 1 says,
“You mxghl go have a look how lhey're
getting along They're living toge ther fine,’

Iosays W hy should Tdo them such honow !’
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says he. ‘Let them comehere.” Well, when he
says that, [ just break down and cry with
joy, and he starts unbraiding my hair-—loved
to pl.‘ly with my huu‘, he did. ‘Well, don’t
go bawling, old woman,” he mutters. “Think
[ haven’t got a heart at all?” He used to be
a good soul, your grandfather, afore he got the
idea he was smarter than anybody else--
after that he became mcean and stupld.

“So they cane to see us—your mother and
father—on Absolution  Sunday. So big they
both was, so clean and handsome! Maxim
stands up there next to your grumlﬂxthcr, and
your grandfather comes just up to his shoulder.
Don’t think, Vasilt Vasilyevich,” says Maxim,
‘that ['ve come to get a dowry. No indecd.
["ve only come to pay my respects to iy wife’s
father.” That pleased your grandfather, and
he laughcd and says, ‘Ahal So that’s the kind
of a rascal you are! Well, enough of this non-
sense. Time you came to live with me.” Maxim
frowned. “That’sup to Varya,” he says. “What-
ever she wants—makes no difference to me.’
Then they started arguing agam—and no stop-
ping them. 1 kcpt wmkmg at that father of
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yours and kicking his foot under the table,
but he would have his own way! Fine eyes he
had——clear and bright, and dark brows over
them. Sometimes he’d pull his brows down
over his eyes and his face’d become hard as
stone and then he wouldn’t listen to a soul but
me. | loved him ever so much more than my
own sons and he knew that, and loved me
too. Used to hug me up or take me in his arms
and carry me around the room saying, ‘You're
the only real mother I've got—Ilike Mother
Earth,” he’d say. ‘I love you more than I do
Varvara!” Your mother was a lively little vixen
those days. She’d rush at him and shout, ‘How
dare you say such a thing, you son of a turnip,
you cabbage ears!” And the three of us'd go
chasing each other round the room, having a
grand time! Happy days they were, pigeon-widg-
con! He could dance like nobody else too, and
knew so many fine songs—Ilearned them from
blind beggars, and nobody can sing like the blind.

“Well, so they moved mto the \«}ing facing
the garden; that’s where you were born—just
at noon. Your father comes home to lunch,
and there you are to greet him. He all but went

348



off his head with happiness, and as for your
mother—he squeczed her up like it was the
hardest job m the world to go having a baby!
He sets me up on his shoulder and carries me
through the yard to report to your grandfather
the arrival of another grandson. Even grand-
father took to laughing. ‘What a d:vil you
are, Maxim!’ he says.

“But your uncles didn’t like him—he
didn't drink, was sharp with his tongue and
clever at thmking up all kinds of tricks. It’s
those tricks were his undoing! Once during
Lent a high wind sprang up, and suddenly
there was such a frightful whistling and howl-
ing through the house that everybody was
scared out of their wits. Your grandfather
goes running around yellmg to light all the
icon lamps and start praymg. Then all of a
sudden everything became dead quiet, and that
was more fearful than ever. Your Uncle Yakov
guessed the truth: ‘That,” he says, ‘will be
Maxim’s doing!” And sure enough, Maxim
himself told us later how he lined up differ-
ent bottles on the attic window so’s the wind
would go howling through. ‘You better watch
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your step, Maxim!” warned your grandfather.
‘or you'” be getting sent back to Siberia with
those Jtricks of yours!'

“Came a winter 50 cold the wolves crept
in from the stcmws One d:\y there’s a dog
mlssing, the next a horse gets a f‘rlght) or a
drunken sentry is found chewed to death. A lot
of trouble tln‘y m;'dc, 111030 wolves! Your father
would take his gun, put on some skls, and
be off m the night He always came back with
a wolf or two He'd skin them and stuff them
and put m glass i their eyes so’s you couldn’t
tell them from live ones One night your Uncle
Mikhl goes out to the privy, and all of a sud-
den he comnes runniag back with his cyes pop-
pmny, his hair .\ldmllng on cnd, Tus tongue hang-
mg  out so’'s he can’t cven 5130;11\' He gets
all twisted up this pants and falls down.
gasping, ‘A wolf!” Evcrybody grabs up the
first thmg comes to hand and runs to the privy.
Sure enough, there’s the head of 0 wolf sti(kmg
out of the hole They shoot 1t and beat it,
but the wolf stays rlght where 1t 1s. So tllcy
creeps up on it—nothing but an empty hide

with a stuffed head and the front lcgs nailed
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to the toilet seat! Your grandfather was mighty
mad at Maxim that tlmc——-po\‘.‘crﬁll mad he
was! Soon Yakov starts joining your father
m hs tricks. Maxim would make a head out
of cardboard, paint in the cyes, and nose, and
mouth, and stick on some oakum for hair.
Then he and Yakov'd go down the street and
poke this scarecrow m people’s windows. Nat-
urd”y the 1161g]11)ours got scared and raised
a row. Other times they'd dress themselves
up in shects Once they scared the priest; he
ran to the sentry, the sentry also got scared
and gave the alarm. They were forever prank-
ing 1t like this and no talking them out of
it. [ told them to quit it and so dud Vurya,
but they wouldn't listen. Maxim would just
laugh and say what fun it was to sce people
lose therr heads and start running account of
some idiotic trifle. Just try to make him sce
sense. . . .

“Well, so this mischicf nearly finished him.
Your Uncle Mikhail’s like his father—mean
and always harbouring a grudge, and he sct
his aim on getting rid of your father. One day,

the bcginning of winter thoy were returning
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from a visit—four of them—Maxim, your un-
cles, and the deacon he lost his place later
tor bcating a coachman to death). Thcy came
down Yamskaya Street and got your father to
go with them to Dukov Pond—Iike as if they
wanted to go shiding there. But once they
reached the pond, they pushed him through a
hole m the ice—seems [ told you about that
already. . . .”

“What makes my uncles so wicked?”

“It’s not tllcy'rc wicked,” repllcd my grand-
mother calmly as she took a pmch of snuff.
“They're just stupid Mishka’s sly and stupid;
while Yakov's just one of your milksops. . ..
Well, so they push him m, and when he comes
up and grabs onto the edge of the ice, they
stamp on his ﬁngcrs with their boots. Lucky
he was sober and they were drunk. Somehow,
with God’s help he managed to stay m the
middle of the hole and breathe while thcy threw
ice at his lled, but hit him they couldn’t
and soon they went away, figuring he’d drown
without their help. But he crawled out and ran
stmight to the police——the hcadquarters is
right there on the square, you know. The ser-
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geant knew him and all our family, so he asked
how it happened.”

Grandmother crossed herself and murmured
gratefully:

“Muy the Lord give peace to his sou], the
soul of Maxim Savvateyevich, righteous man,
and well deserving! Never a word did he tell
the polxce as to what lmmwncd All my fault,
he says,—went to the pond drunk and fell
through the hole. But the sergeant says he’s
lying—he never drinks  They rub him down
with vodka there in the station llousc, dress
him m dry clothes, wrap him in a fur coat and
bring him home—the sergeant and two others.
Yakov and Mikhail aren’t home yet—doing
the saloons to the glory of their parents. Your
mother and me can hardly recognize Maxim-—
all blue, and his fingers smashed, and the blood
running down, and something like snow on
his temples, only 1t don’t melt and turns out
to be his hair gone white.

“Varvara screams, ‘What have they done
to you, Maxim?"' The sergeant goes nosing
around, asking questions, and I feel in my
heart things are bad. I hook Varvara up with
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the sergeant while | try to get the truth out of
Maxmn. ‘Go find Mikhail and Yakov,” he
whispers. “Tell them to say we parted company
on Yamskaya Strect—they went along Pokrovka
and I turned down Pryadilny. Don’t let them
mix things up or we'll be in a bad fix with
the police.” T go to grandfather. ‘Keep the
sergeant company,” [ says, ‘while 1 go wait
for our sons at the gate.” And [ told him the
evil tlling as lmpponcd He pu”s on his Clolllcs)
;l-trcmblmg and a-muttering: I knew 1,
I expected somethmg hike this would hap-
pen!” But that was a lic—he didn’t know
a thing. Well, 1 greet my beloved sons with
a good box on the cars. Mishka straightaway
comes sober from (ri\brht, but Yakov’s too
soaked. ‘T don’t know a thing! " he garbles “It’s
all Mishka’s domgs—he’s older than me!”
We got the sergeant calmed down somchow—
he was a good soul! “Watch out,” he says. ‘If
anything happens now L'l be sure to know
who's to blame!” And off he goes Then your
grandfather walks over to Maxim and says,
‘Thank you, son. Another one’d have acted
different in your place, I know that well
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enough. And thank you, daughter, for bringing
such a good man into our house.” When he
wanted, your grandfather could talk fine Iike
that—it was only afterwards he got stupld
and started locking up his heart. So there we
were alone, the three of us, and Maxim starts
crying and his mind sort of wandering: ‘Why
should they do such a thing to me?” he cries
What have | ever done to them? Wl\y should
they do it, mama?’ He always called me mama
stead of mother—Iike a little child, and there
was much in his nature that was childlike.

“Why, mama?” And all I can do is sit there
and cry along of him. After all, they’re my
sons and I can’t help pitymg them. Your
mother pulled all the buttons off her blouse
and sat there mussed up like as if she’d been
in a fight. ‘Let’s go away, Maxim,” she cried.
‘My brothers are our enemies and 'm afraid
of them. Let’s go awxly!’ 1 gave it to her for
that. ‘Don’t throw straw on the fire,” I says.
‘Enough smoke in the house without that!’
Here your grandfather sends those two idiots
in to ask forgiveness and she gives Mishka
a slap in the face,—There’s your forgiveness
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for you!’ she says. And your father keeps ask-
mg, ‘How could you do such a thing, broth-
ers?  You could have crippled me for Iife,
What kind of a workman would I be without
my fingers, ch?’” They made it up somehow
Your father was sick the next seven weeks
or so, and he'd keep saymg as he lay there,
Let’s go to some other town, mama—I'm
sick of it here!” Soon after that he was sent
to Astrakhan. Thcy were oxpcctmg the tsar
there on a vistt, and your father was asked to
build the terumphal arch They satled off on
the first steamboat that left in the spring
—hike parting with half my soul, it was. He
was sad too, and kept t;llkmg me into going
with them But Varvara was glad as glad and
didn’t even try to hude it, the shameless beasty!
So that’s how they left . . . and that’sall. . . .7

She took a swallow of vodka, a pinch of
snuff, and said musingly, as she looked out
the window:

“Your father and me, we had no kindred
blood, but kindred we were i spirit. .. .7

Sometimes during her tale grandfather would
enter, lift his little chipmunk face, sniff the
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air, glance suspiciously at grandmother, listen
a moment, and then mutter:
“Lies, les, nollling but lies. . ..”
Once he asked unexpectedly:
“Alexei, she been drmking here?”
IINO 2
“You're lying—I can sce by your cyes.”
He left unconvinced Grandmother winked
at his departing figure and repeated the saymg:
“Beat it, Kish, you’ll scare the fish!””
One day he stood in the middle of the room
with his eyes fixed on the floor and said,
“Mother. . . .7
o I:llzl)
“Sce what’s happening?”
“[ B33
see.
“What you think of it?”
“Fate, father. Remember what you used to
say about that fine gentleman?”
“Hm-m.”
“Well, seems you were right.”
“ »
A pauper.
“That’s her business.”
Grandfather went out. Sensing some dis-
aster sai o grandmother:
ter, I said to grandmotl
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“What were you talking about?”

“Have to know everythmg, don’t you?” she
grumbled as she rubbed my legs. “If you know
cvm‘ylhmg when you’r(‘ lxtllc, won't be any-
thing left to find out when you're old.” She
langhed and shook her head.

“Ah, grandfather, grandfather! You're a
very unsizable speck in the eye of God! Don’t
you say anylhing, Alexei, but the fact is your
grandfather’s lost  everything—to  the last
hopek. Lent a gentleman big money, up
m the thousands, and the gentleman  goes
]).m](roopt. L7

She became lost in thought, sitting silent
for a long time while the smile on her face
became replaced by a darkening sadness.

“What are you thinking about?”

“Thinkmg about what to tell you,” she
replied,  pulling herself together. “Well, how
about the story of chstigncn? [t was like this:

Once there lived Yevstignei the deacen,
Thinks to himself he's as bright as a beacon,
Brighter than even the priest or the tsar,

And as for the merchant—brighter by far!
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Strurs like a peacock, foolish fowl,

His eyes pepping out like a wise old owl.
Teaches the neighbours from morning to night,
And nothuing for him 1s crer right.

Locks at a steeple—much tco low!

Rides in a buggy—much 100 slow!

Bites an apple

tsn't sweet!

Sits in the sun—-too much heat!

Sd)’& abaut L’VL’I‘)’{/IHIS /IL’ sces!

Grandmmother rolled her eyes and pufled
out her cheeks and her kind face assumed an

amusing look of stupidity, while she drawled:

“I could have made 1t, if you please,
Infinitely better, but as you know,
My time can not le wasted so.”

She pauscd for a moment, then continued
in a low voice:

Some devils came to lum one night:
“You find things here are not all right?
Suppose you visit us in Hell—

The fires burn there surpassing welll”
Scarce had the deacon donned lus hat,

Than two of the devils on him sat,
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While others grabbed hun in their pauws,
Pinched and tickled him with thew claws,
And pushed hun in the raging flame:
“Well, Yevstignei, are you glad you came?”
As the deacon roasted, he volled Ius eyes,
But kept on looking wvery wuuse,

And lus Lip curled scornfully as he spoke:
“The fives of Hell make too much smoke!™

She fintshed the tale m a dcop (lr.ml, then
Lluglu-d and turned to me with a c]mngc of
expression.

“He didn't give o, that chsllgnm—.l
great one for having his own way, like your
grandlather! Well, now, tume to go to sleep ”

My mother r.n‘c]y came up to the attic
to sce me, and when she (de, 1t was only to
say a few hasty words and hurry away. She
had become handsomer and dressed better, but
[ sensed the same secretiveness about her 1 had
noticed in grandmother. [ felt that she, as
well as grandmother, was hiding  something
from me, and [ tried to guess what it was.

I became less interested in the tales grand-
mo ther told me—ceven the stories about my
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father could not dispel the vague alarms which
grew with cvery day.

“What makes my father’s spirtt o rost-
less?™ [ asked grandmother one day.

“How should T know?” she answered, plac-
mg a hand over her eyes “That’s the con-
cern of heaven—God's busmess, not for us
to understand ”

During slecpless nights as [ lay watching
the slow procession of the stars across the dark
blue lleaven, [ thought up sad stories of which
my father was the hero He was always alone,
with a stafl in his hand and a shaggy dog at
his heels. . ..

X1

One evenmg 1 woke up after a brief nap
and felt that my legs had also awakened. |
let them down over the edge of the bed, and
once more they became numb and Iifcless.
Nevertheless, the confidence was born that
my legs were whole and I would be able to
walk. I experienced such poignant joy that
[ cried out and placed my feet on the floor.
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[ fell, but crawled to the door and down the
stairs, imagining what a shock everyone would
receive on seemg me.

I cannot remember how 1 found myself
on  grandmother’s lap in mother’s room,
but  there | was, surrounded by strange
people amonyg  whom was a  thin, greenish
()[k[ wolnan.,

“Give him some raspberry jam in hot tea
said  the

E2)

and wrap hum in o blanket . ..
green woman m a solemn vorce, which drowned
out all other sounds.

Everything about her was green—her dress
and her hat and her face and the wart under
her left cye Lven the hawr bproulmg from
the wart was like grass. She dropped her low-
or lip and rased her upper one, staring at
me with green teeth and shading her eyes with
a hand encased in a black muit.

“Who 1s that!” T asked falteringly.

“That’ll be another grandmother for you,”
answered my grandfather m an unpleasant
voice.

Mother  laughed  and  pushed Yevgeni

Maximov toward me, sayng:
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“And here’s your future father.”

She added some quick, unintelligible words,
while Maximov narrowed his eycs, bent over
me and said.

“I’ll buy you some paints.”

It was very bright in the room. On a table
in the corner stood silver candelabras with
five candles in each. Between them was grand-
father’s favourite icon, “Weep not, oh mother!™
The pearls ornamenting the [rame gleamed
and melted in the candle light, which brought
flashes of firc from the rubies sct m golden
wreaths. Round pancake faces pecred through
the dark windows, flattened noses were prcssed
against  the panes; everything about me
began to swim, and the green woman leancd
over to feel behind my ears with her cold fin-
gers, muttcring:

“By all means, by all means....”
“He’s fainted,” said my grandinother, and

carried me to the door.
But [ had not fainted. I had merely closed

my eyes, and as she carried me up the stairs
[ said:
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
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“All ngl)l, all rrght, no t;\lkmg now, hear!”

“Foolmg me like that, all of you

When she had placed me on the bed, she
buried her head m the pillow and bioke into
tears Her body heaved and rocked with her
sobs, and she kcpt saying to me-

“Go ahead and cry, cry 1t out!”

But I had no desire to cry. It was dark and
cold m the attie The bed shook and squecked
with my [rcml)lmg, and  the green woman
would not vanish from before my eyes | pre-
tended to fall asleep and my grandmother left
me alone.

The next few days passed in dull monotony.
After announcing her engagement, mother went
away, and an oppresstve silence fell upon the
house.

One mornmg my grandfather appeared with
a chusel m his hand and bcg.\n to dig the putty
from around the storm wmdow Then grand-
mother came with a basin of water and some
rags

“Well, old lady?" asked my grandfather
quictly

what?”



“Arc you glad?”

She answered hum as she had answered me
on the stairs:

“All rlgllt,, all righl, no talkmg nows

hear?”

These words had a special significance
they concealed something brg and unpleasant
which cvcrybody rccognizcd but nobudy wished
to mention

Grandtather carcfully removed the storm
window and carried it away. Grandmother
threw open the wmdow—a starling and some
sparrows chirped out m the garden; the intox-
wating odour of thawmyg carth filled the
room; the blue tiles of the stove paled with
frustration—i1t made me shiver to look at
them [ crawled out of bed

“Don’t walk around [)arefoot,” warned my
grandmother.

“I'm going into the gdrdcn.”

“Wait "til the dampness is gone.”

[ did not wish to obey her. It was unpleas-
ant for me to see the grownups now.

Pale green needles of young grass had al-
ready pushed therr way through the earth,
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the buds were swelling on the apple trees,
lovely green moss carpeted the roof of Petrovna’s
house, and birds were everywhere. My head
swam from the fragrant, murmurous air. Brown
weeds, felled by the snow, fringed the pit
where Uncle Pyotr had cut his throat. It was
unpleasant to look at them—neither they nor
the charred beams sticking up so desolately
had anything in common with the spring, and
in goncml the pit was 1rrit;1tingly out of place.
[ had an angry impulse to pull up the weeds.
remove the beams and bricks, clear away ev-
erything that cluttered this part of the yard,
and make myself a tidy corner where I could
spend the summer alone, without any grown-
ups. I immediately undertook this task, and
1t hclpcd me forgct recent events in our house.
To be sure, the hurt remained, but with every
day it became less acute.

“What are you pouting about?” my grand-
mother and mother would ask me. Such a
question was upscttmg»—[ was not angry with
them; it was just that everything connected
with the house had become unpleasant. Often
the green woman would join us for dinner or
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tea or supper, sitting there like a rotten post
in an old fence. Her eyes were sewn to her face
with invisible threads. They rolled ecasily
about in their bony sockets, secing everything,
scrutinizing evcrything, rising to the ceiling
when she spoke of God, dropping to the floor
when she spoke of mundane things. Her eye-
brows scemed to be made of bran pasted on
in some mystertous way. Her wide, bare tecth
noiselessly ground up everything that she stuck
into her mouth She held her fork in a funny,
crooked way with her hittle finger sticking out.
Little balls of gristle rolled around in front
of her cars Her cars moved, and the green
hairs of her wart stirred as 1t shifted on her
wrinkled, yellow, disgustingly clean skin. She
and her son were so immaculate that I dared
not approach them. During the first fow dzlys of
our acquamtance she made several attempts to
make me kiss her wizened hand, which smelled
of laundry soap and mcense. [ always ran
away.

“That boy needs very carcful training,
understand, Yevgeni?” she kept repeating to
her son.
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He would only bow his head obediently,
frown, and say nothmg LEverybody frowned
m that green presence.

I hated the old woman--and her son as
well —with o concentrated hatred  that  cost
me many a lickimg. One day when we were
]\.lVng (11}111(‘1', Sll‘f !‘O“(‘kl lllj l]Cr Cyt‘s anK{
sard

“My dear Alexer, \\11y do you eat m such
a hurry, and with such lng mouthfuls? You
will choke on your food 7

I removed the prece from my mouth, stuck
my fork mto 1t and held it out to her

“Here, take 1t af you want 1t so bad,” 1
hnll(l

Mother y.mkcd me away from the table
and 1 was lgnomxmously banwshed to the at-
tic

Later gmndmotlu‘r joincd me and roared with
laughter, holding her hand over her mouth.

“Oh Lord, Oh Lord! What a little rascal
you are, devil take you’”

I disliked the way she held her hand over
her mouth, so I ran away from her and
climbed out on the roof, sitting there behind the
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chimney for a long time. I had an irresistible
impulse to make mischicf and to say impudent
dnngs to them all. It was very ddlicult for
me to combat this impulse, but | was forced
to One duy I sprcad cllcrry palstc on the chairs
of my future stepfather and grandmother.
They both stuck fast in a most comical way,
but after my grandfather had given me a beat-
mg, my mother came up to me in the attic,
drew me toward her, held me tightly between
her knees, and said:

“Why should you be so naughty? If you
only knew how hard you make 1t for mel!”

Her eyes filled with bright tears and she
held my head against her cheek. How much
casier it would have been 1t she had struck me!
[ swore never to injure the Maximovs agamn
if only she would stop crying.

“That’s rigllt,” she sand softly. “You mustn’t
be naughty. Soon we shall get married and
take a trip to Moscow, and when we return
you will live with me. chgcni Vasnlyevich
is a very kind and clever man; I know you
will like him. You will go to the gymnasium
and then become a student like he is now,

24-478 369



and after that you will be a doctor or any-
thing else you like. A lcarncd person can do
whatever he wants. Well, run along and play

»

now. . . .

These “thens” and “after thats” scemed
to form a descending staircase leading me far
away from lwr, mto the darkness and lone-
liness The future she pictured promised me
no happmess I wanted to say to my mother:

“Don’t get married. T shall work and pro-
vide for you ”

But [ did not say tt. My mother zllw;\ys
inslnrod tender and solicitous fbclmgs, but [
never had the courage to express them.

My work m the garden progressed from day
to day I pulled up and hacked off the weeds
and propped the sliding edges of the pit with
bricks. With other bricks I built a seat wide
enough to lie on, and I gathered bits of col-
ourcd glass and broken dishes which [ set m
cl‘ly between the bricks When the sun shone
on them they glinted and sparkled like the
wons m church.

“Smart of you to think of that,” said my

grandfather one day as he surveyed my work.
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“Only the weeds’ll come up again—you left
the roots. Here, bring me the spadc and 'l
dig them up for you.”

When [ had brought it, he spit on liis hands,
and pushed the spade deep into the earth
with a grunt.

“Throw away the roots and [l plant
sunflowers and hollyhocks for you. [l be
fine—fine. . . .”

Suddenly he leaned motionless on the spade
and said nothing. I glanced at hin and saw
tears streaming from his eyes, that were small
and intcllxgcnt, like those of a dog.

“What’s the matter?”

He shook hunself, wiped his face with his
hand, and glanced at me.

“Hm, I'm sweating already. Just lock all
the worms there are!”

Once more he began to dig. Suddenly he
said:

“No sense in doing all this. No sense at
all. T'll be selling the house soon. Probably
in the fall. Need moncy for your mother’s
dowry. Hm. At lecast she should live de-

»

cent. ...
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He threw down the spade with a wave of
his hand and went behind the bathhouse to
a corner of the gardcn where he had some
hotbeds. 1 began to dig, and tmmediately cut
my toc with the spade.

This mjury prevented me from attending
ny mother's wcddmg. [ could only go out-
stde the gate and watch her walk down the
street with Maximov holdmg her arm, her
head bcnt, her feet plcking a careful way
among the young grass springing between the
cracks of the brick p;lvcmcnt as lllougl\ she were
walking on nails.

It was a quiet wcdding And there was noth-
my cheerful about the tea which followed the
ceremony. My mother nnmcdmtcly went into
her bedroom and began packing her trunks
My steplather sat down next to me and saud:

“I promised to make you a present of some
lmmts, but there are no good pamts here and
[ can’t give you mune [ shall send you some
from Moscow.”

“What shall T do with them?”

“Don’t you like to draw?”

“lI don’t know how "
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“Then I'll send you something else.”

My mother came .

“We'll be returning soon,” she said. “As
soon as your father passes his examination
and finishes his studies we shall come back

[t was plezlsant to have them spc(\.kmg to
me as thougll I were a grownup, but it wWag
strange that a man with a beard shonld st
be studying.

“What are you studying?” I asked

“Surveying.”

I was too lazy to ask what that was. The
house was filled with an oppressive stlence, a
woolly rustle; T was anxious for night to come
Grandfather stood with his back to the stove
staring out of the window with half-closad
eyes. The green woman helped mother puack,
sighing and  grumbling the while. Grand-
mother, who had been drunk since noon, was
locked in the attic to keep her from disgracing
the family.

Mother left early the followmg morning.
She embraced me 1n parting, eastly Lifting
me off the ground and gazimg into my eyes
with a look T had never seen before.
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“Well, good-bye,” she said as she Kkissed
me.

“Tell him to obey me,” said my grand-
father sullenly, gazing into the sky, which
was sttll rosy.

“You must obey your grandfather,” she
admontshed, crossing me. [ had expected her
to say something clse, and was angry with my
grandfather for mterrupting.

'”wy got mto the drm]lky. Mother’s skirt
caught on somethmg and she fussed irritably
for a long time sctting 1t free.

“Help her, can’t you see? " my grandfather
said to me, but T was too deep in the throes
of desparr to llclp

Maximov carcfully drew in his long legs
encased m tight navy blue trousers, while
grandmother handed him some packages which
he pnlcd on his knees, llo]dmg them with his
Chlll‘

“Enough!” he drawled as he nervously
wrinkled his palc brow

The green woman and her elder son, an
officer, got into another droshky. She
sat stif as a wax ﬁgure, while he rubbed his
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beard with the hilt of his sword and kept
yawning.

“So you're off to the war?” asked grandfa-
ther.

“T am indecd!”

“That’s fine. Have to lick those Turks.”

They were off. Mother turned around sev-
eral times and waved her handkerchief.
Grandmother leaned weeping zlg:tinst the wall
of the house and also waved, while grandfather
stood squeezing tears from his eves.

“Nothing goodex” come—of this—~,” he
mumbled.

[ sat on a stool watching the droshky bounce
over the ruts—there tl\cy went  around the
corner—something mside of me slammed shut

L tlght

It was still early m the mornmg. The streets
were empty and the shutters of the wmdows
still closed. Never before had I seen such
utter emptiness. From somewhere in the dis-
tance came the long-drawn wail of a shepherd’s
ptpe.

“Come have breakfast,” sard my gmndf:\lhcr,
takmg me by the shoulder “Looks like you're
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fated to go on living with me—scratching up
against me Iike a match on a brick.”

From morning to night he and I silently
worked in the garden. He dug the soil, tied
up the raspberry bushes, scraped the lichen
off the applc trees, and squaslled caterpillars,
while I kept improving my corner. Grand-
father chopped off the ends of the charred
bcams, and stuck polcs into the ground on
which 1 hung my bird cages. [ wove awning.
of dried weeds to protcct my house from
sun and dew. The corner became delight-
ful.

“IU’s fine for you to be lcarnmng how to
fix t[ungs up for yoursvlf,” sard my grand—
father.

[ highly prized his obscrvations on Life.
Sometimes he would lie down on the seat |
had covered with turf and speak to me unhur-
ricdly, scemig to puli cach word out of his
mouth with great deliberation.

“Now you're a piece hacked away from
your mother. She’ll be having other children,
dearer to her than you. Your grandmothcr, as

ou see, has taken to drink.”
Y ;
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He would fall into a long silence, as though
listening to something, then continue drop-
ping his heavy words:

“This is the sccond time she’s taken to
drink—the first was when Mikhail was to be
called up for army service. She talked me into
buying him a recrut cortiicate, ool that she
was Maybe he’d have been different of he'd
served in the army. Ah me! And I'll be dying
soon. That means you'll be left all alone, un-
derstand?—all alone to shift for yourself. Hm.
Learn to wait on yoursell, ard never let others
make you wait on them. Behave yourself calm
and quict-like, but stick to your chosen path.
Listen to everybody, but do what you yourself
think best. . . .”

Exccpt for r:liny days, 1 spent the entire
summer in the garden, even sleeping out there
on warm nigllls-grandmot]xcr had gtven mc
a piece of felt for a bed. She herself would of-
ten spend the night with me, bringing out an
armful of straw which she would spread next
to my couch, and lie down beside me, telling
me stories which were interrupted by sudden

eXC launutlons lnke'
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“Look

soul as felt a longing for mother earth. A good

a falling star! That’s somebody’s

man’s been born somewhere.”

Or

“A new star’s come up—Ilook! What a jew-
el The sky, the sky, how far 1t is—garment
of God, all gem bedecked!”

“Catch your deaths, you idiots,” grumbled
grandfather  “Get the lumbago, or else rob-
bers’ll come and cut your throats. . .7

The sun would go down, floodimg the shy
with rivers of fire, which, in cxpirmg, scat-
teecd red-gold ashes over the green velvet of
the gardens Then the world would noticeably
darken, swellmg and expanding as 1t absorbed
the warm twilight The sun-sated Ieaves would
droop on the branches and the grass would
bend ts head to the carth. Lverything became
richer and softer, emanatmyg a perfume as soft
as music  And music would come ﬂoating
from the army camps in distant fields. The
g and refresh-
mg as mother 10V\—*; and hike a mother’s

night bruug]lt a ﬂ‘clmg as stron

caress was the stlence, stroking the heart with

A warm, 11\1‘1’y paw, soothmg away all that
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should be forgotten—all the fine, caustic dust
accumulated during the day. Tt was delightful
to lie gazing up at the sky, watching the stars
come out, each one opening up new depths to
the heavens. These receding depths secemed to
Lift you lightly off the carth, and you could
not tell whether the carth had shrunken to
your size, or whether you had murvellously
expanded until you were one with all that
surrounded  you. The silence increased, the
darkness thickened, but invisible strings vi-
brated with httle sounds) ecach of which--the
simngmg of a bird m sleep, the rustle of a pass-
ing porcupine, the sound of a human voice
—had a special quality distmguishing it from
daytime sounds and lovingly stressed by the
sensitive silence.

The playing of an accordion, a woman's
laughter, a spur striking against the bricks
of the pavcmcnt) the yelpmg of a dog all
these were last leaves falling from the dying

day
Sometimes there would be a sudden brawling
of drunken vorces out in the street or on an

open lol, and the patter of running feet Such
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sounds were too ordmary to deserve attention.

Grandmother would lie awake for hours
on end, her arm under her head, recounting
wmclhmg with quict emotion, ;xpparcntly
mdifferent to whether I'was listenmg or not.
She never failed to select a legend which added
slgmﬁcancc and bcuuty to the mght.

[ would fall asleep to the sound of her rhyth-
mic speech, wakmg up with the sun in my
face and the singmyg of birds in my cars. The
morning atr sticred gcnt]y as 1t warmed in
the sun, the leaves of the apple trees shook
off the dew, the grass was vividly green and
assumed a crystal transparency in the verls
of must which hovered above 1t. Rays of sun
fanned across the sky, transforming it from
Lavender to blue. The song of a lark came from
some wvistble herght, and all the sounds and
colours of the newborn day sceped like dew
mto my soul, fillng me with quict happmess
and the desire to be up and about, and to live
in harmony with all creatures.

That was the most calm and contemplative
period of my whole hfe. It was that summer

W lll\'[l nUI‘tUI\‘k‘ m me a sensce 0[ my own Stl't‘l’]gtll.
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[ came to avoid people. When I heard the
voices and cries of the Ovsyannikov children |
was no longer filled with a longing to join
them, and instead of bemng glad when they
came to sce me, I only feared they might spoil
something in my garden—the first thing 1
had made with my own hands.

My grandfather’s harangues also ccased to
interest me. Th(‘y became ever more crisp
and complaining He began to have frequent
quarrels with my grandmother and to put her
out of the house, at which times she would go
cither to Uncle Yakov'’s or to Uncle Mikhail’s
Sometimes she would remam away for several
days, and then my grandfather would cook for
us humself, howling and cursing, burnmg his
fingers, breaking the dishes, and becoming more
cantankerous with every day.

When he came to visit me in my corner of
the gxu‘dcn. he would seat himsclf comfortably
on the turf and watch me for a long time
without speaking. Then suddenly he would
ask:

“Why don’t you say something?”

“I don’t know.”

3]
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“We're not the quallty, you know,” he
would begin m an instructive tone. “Nobody’s
gomng to teach us anythmg—got to learn it
all oursclves. Books have been written for oth-
crs, schools have been butlt for them-—but not
for us. We got to get cvcrytlnng ourselves. . . .7

He would go off mto a brown study—mute
and motionless —dreadful to look at.

That autumn he sold the house. At the
breahfast  table one mornmg preceding the
s;\[v, he announced to gmmlmolhcr m S\ld,
resolute vorce

“Well, mother, 've been fcedmg you for
a gnonl 1011:; tume alrcady, but now 1t’s over—
have to shuft for yourself from now on.”

Grandmother remamed uttetly unmoved, as
though she had long expected him to say just
this  She unhurrxcdly took out her snuffbox,
stuffed her spongy nose, and replied

"\X/c“, nu(lnng to do about 1t Huave to
muake the best of 1t.”

Grandfather rented two dark rooms - the
cellar of an old house 1« blind alley. During
1]10 moving, gr.lndmolhcr look an old bzlst

shoe with long laces and thrust 1t under the
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stove. Squattmg down, she b.gwm to call the
hearth goblin:

“Come goblm. come goblm, <hmb mside
and take a ride to bring us luck m the other
house. . . .”

Grandfather, who was out in the yard,
glanced through the window

"Taking it along, are you? ['Il show you,
you heretic! Disgracing me Like this!”

“Ol\, watch out, father! It’ll mean bad
luck for sure!” she warned, but grandfather
flew into a rage and forbade her takimg the
goblin along.

For three days he sold our furniture and
other things to Tatar secondhand men, curs-
ing and bargainmg furiously. Grandmother
watched them from the window, sometimes
laughing, sometimes crymg, and caliing softly:

“Go ahead and take 1t

take everything—
break everything. .. .”

[ was also ready to cry at the thought of
leaving my playhouse m the garden.

Two carts came to move us, and the one I
rode in shook as though trying to toss me off

the pile of goods and chattels.
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And 1t was with this sensation of bcing con-
stantly shaken off that 1 lived for the next
two years—unttl the death of my mother.

Mother came to sec us soon after grandfuthcr
moved into the basement She was pale and
thin, with ¢normous cycs l)urning with a kind
of hurt astontshment  She studied cvcrylhing
mtcntly, as ﬂmugh she were seeing her mother
and father and me for the first time. She looked
at us and sasd 110llnng, while my s\cpf‘:\-
ther kopt \\'.l”\‘mg up and down the room, whis-
tlmg under his 1)1‘0;1111, clcuring hts tllrout, and
l\nd\lling his thumbs behimd his back

“Good heavens, how big you've grown!”
sard my mother, lal\mg my cheeks m her hot
lmllns She was wearing a wide, ngly brown
diess, bulging over her stomach.

“Flello” saud my stcpf.llhcr, ]mldmg out
his nand to me “How you gc(ting ulong?”

He soadfed the arr.

“Damp herel”

Both of them looked wora and dl\l\cvcllcd,
as thovgh they had been running and wanted
notlnng so much as to hie down and have a

good rest.
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We had a dreary tea, during which grard
father watched the rain running down the win-
dowpane and asked:

“So you lost everything in the fire?”

“Everything,” said my stepfather in a res-
olute tone. “We hardly managed to escape
ourselves.”

“Hm. A fire’s no joke,”

Mother pressed up against grandmother and
whispered something in her ear that made
grandmother narrow her eyes as though struck
by a bright light. The atmosphere became even
more dreary.

Suddenly grandfather said spitefully, in
a loud, calm voice:

“I’ve heard rumours, Yevgeni Vasilyevich,
as how there wasn’t no fire at all, but you
just lost everything at cards.”

A deathly silence ensued, broken only by
the tapping of the rain on the window and the
steaming of the samovar.

“Father . ..” said my mother at last.

“ ‘Father!” ” roared my grandfather. “Well,
what next? Didn’t I tell you it was crazy for
thirty to marry twenty? Well, here you are—fine
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$pecimen, isn't he? Made you a g«:ntlcwoman,
ch? Well, how do you like it, daughter?”

Then all four of them began shouting, my
stepfather loudest of all. T went out into the
entranceway, and sat down on a pile of wood,
stunned. This could not be my mother—she
was entirely different | had sensed this vaguely
there in the room, but now that [ was seated
out here in the darkness I could vividly recall
what she had been lhike

Then, in some forgotten way 1 found my-
selt in Sormovo, m a new house with unpa-
pered log walls. The chinks between the logs
were stulfed with hemp and inhabited by in-
numerable roaches Mother and my stepfather
lived in two rooms facing the street, while
my grnndmolhcr and 1 lived in the kitchen,
which had one window overlooking the roof.
Beyond the roof, black factory chimneys were
stlhouctted agamst the sky, pouring out thick,
curly smoke which the winter wind scattered
over the district. Qur unheated roonis were al-
ways filled with the greasy odour of this smoke,
and carly in the morning the tactory whistle
howled like a wolf:
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“Oo-00-aw! Qo-00-aw!"”

l}y Stdndlllg l‘l‘ on  a l)\‘\1\‘]] \ll\({ lo()k]ng
through the top \\'1:1(10\\'}7:1110, I could get a
ghmpse of the lighted factory gates, open
like the toothless mouth of an old I)cgg;\r de-
vourmg a horde of little people. At noon there
came another whustle The black lips of the
gates opened up, revealing a deep hole through
which the factory vomited forth these same
little people, now well masticated They flowed
in black strcams down the strects, driven
into the houses by a rough white wind. The
sky could rarely be seen. Above the roofs and
sooty snowbanks of the district, hung another
roof—flat and grey, stunting the unagmation
and  blinding the eyes with its cheerless
monotony.

In the evenings, a dull red glow hovered
above the fuictory. It lighted the tips of the
chimneys and created the 1mpression that in-
stead of rising from the carth, they were pro-
jected fro'm out that lurid cloud, thrusting
down to feed on fire, belc]ling and howling with
satiety. It was insufferable to gaze on that
scene day after day, and my heart became
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filled with aching malevolence. Grandmother
did all the housework. From morning to night
she was busy preparing food, scrubbing the
floor, chopping wood, and hauling water. When
evening came she grunted and sighed with
exhaustion. Sometimes after she had prepared
the dmncr, she would put on a short quiltcd
jacket, tuck up her skirt, and set out for
town.

“Go have a look how the old man’s getting
along,” she would say.

“Take me with you!”

“You’ll freeze to death. Just look what a
wind!”

She would walk seven versts to town over
roads lost in snow fields. My mother, yellow
and swollen with pregnancy, would sit huddled
in a ragged grey shawl bordered with long
fringe. [ hated that shawl, which distorted her
large, handsome body; I hated the tattered
fringe, and would tear it off. I hated the
house, and the factory, and the whole district.
Mother went about 1n worn felt boots, cough-
ing so that her enormous belly shook, her
grey-bluc eyes flashed with hard, dry anger or
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stared dully at the bare walls, as though glued
fast to them. Sometimes she would gaze out
into the street for a whole hour. The street
was like a jaw in which some of the teeth
had become blackened and distorted with
age, while others had fallen out altogether and
been replaced by clumsy new ones, too bigfor
the jaw.

“Why do we live here?” I asked.

“Ah, don’t ask,” she replied.

She spoke little with me these days, limit-
ing her communications to orders and requests:

“Bring me this, take that, run to the
store. . . .”

She rarely let me go out to play, for [ al-
ways came home badly beaten by my fellows.
Fights were my only pleasure, and I gave my-
self up to them with all the zest of my impas-
sioned nature. Mother gave me strappings for
this, but the punishment only irritated me,
so that the next time [ fought even more fu-
riously—and my mother punished me even
more severely. Once | warned her that if she
continued beating me [ would bite her hand
and run away to freeze out in the felds.
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She pushed me away in consternation and be-
gan to pace the floor.

“You little beast!” she said, gasping with
cxhaustion.

The living, vibrant rainbow of feclmgs
called love gradually faded in my heart, giv-
mg way to bluc flashes of resentment against
everyone and everything and to a smoulder-
mg  discontent and sense of loneliness in this
dull, nonsensical world

My stepfather was stern with me and la-
conte with my mother He was forever whis-
ting and covghmg and standmng in front of a
micror picking his crooked teeth  Ever more
frequently he quarrelled with my mother, ad-
dressing her i cold, distant terms which
desperately resented During their quarrels he
would close the door into the kitchen, evidently
unwilling that T should hear what he said,
but I made a pomt of listening to his grufl
bass voice.

Once he stamped his foot and shouted:

“I can’t mvite anybody to the house
on account of your damn belly, you old
cow!”
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Overwhelmed with surprise and fury, [
jumped up on the bunk and struck my head
against the ceiling with such force that I bt
through my t.ongue.

On Saturdays dozens of workers came to
my stepfather to sell the food coupons ena-
bling them to buy products in the company
store. These were issued by the factory in-
stead of wages. My stcpf&lthcr bought them for
half their value. He would receive the work-
ers in the kitchen, sitting at the table look-
ing very important and frowning over every
coupon.

“Ruble and a half.”

“Yevgeni Vasilyevich, for the love of
Christ. . . .”

“Ruble and a half.”

This muddled, dark Iife did not last
very long. Just before mother was to give
birth I was taken to live with my grandfather.
He now had quarters in a two-storied house on
Peschanaya Street in Kunavino, above the
cemetery of Napolnaya Church. The tiny
room he occupied contained a large Russian
stove and two windows facing the yard.
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“Well!” he laughed with a little squeak
as he met me. “According to the saying, your
best friend’s your mother, but in this case it
turns out to be your old devil of a grand-
father! Phooh, what people!”

Scarcely had I become acquainted with my
new home than mother and grandmother came
with the baby. My stepfather had lost his job
at the factory for cheating the workers, but
he had appealed to friends and immediately
reccived a job as cashier at the railway
station.

Much empty time flowed by until T was
again sent to live with my mother in the cel-
lar of a stone house. Mother immcdiately sent
me to school; from the very first day I dis-
liked school.

[ put in my appearance dressed in a pair of
mother’s shoes, a coat made out of grandmoth-
er’s blouse, a yellow shirt, and long trousers.
This immediately aroused ridicule, and the
yellow shirt won me the nickname of “the ace
of diamonds.” [ easily put things straight
with the boys, but the priest and the teacher
took a disliking to me.
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The teacher was a bald, yellow-faced man
who was subject to noscbleeds. He would
enter the classroom with bits of cotton stuffed
up his nostrils, take his place at the desk,
ask us questions in a nasal voice, and stop in
the middle of a word to pull out the cotton
and examine it with a shake of his head. He
had a flat, brassy, sour face with a kind of
green mould filling the wrinkles. The most
hideous feature of his face was the tiny eyes
which seemed to have no place in the general
ensemble, and kept plastering themselves to
my face, making me want to wipe my cheek
with my hand.

For the first few days I sat on the front
bench, directly under the teacher’s nose. This
was unbearable. He seemed to see no one but
me, and kept saying through his nose:

“Pesko-o-v, change your shirt! Pesko-o-v,
stop shuflling! Pesko-o-v, again your shoes
have left a puddle on the floor!”

I repaid him by thinking up the most
extravagant tricks. One day [ got hold of
half a frozen watermelon. I scooped it out
and hung it on a pulley to the door in the
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dark entranceway  When the door was opened,
the waterimelon rose in the air, but when
the teacher closed the door, it descended
like a cap on his bald head. The night
watchman escorted me home with a note from
the teacher, and 1 took a hiding for my
mischief

Another time [ sprinkled snufl m the draw-
er of lus desh He had such a fit of sneezing
that he was forced to leave the classroom,
sending his son-in-law, an oflicer, to substitute
for hun. The officer made us sing “God save
the tsar” and “Ah my freedom, blessed free-
dom™ over and over again; if anyone got out
of tune he would tap hinn over the head with
a ruler in a manner that made a lot of noise
and was funny, but did not hurt.

The teacher of religion was a young and
handsome priest with a lot of fluffy hair. He
disliked me because I had no copy of “Sacred
Stories from the Qld and New Testaments,”
and because I imitated his manner of speak-
mng.

As soon as he would come into the classroom
he would say:
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“Peshkov, have you brought the book or
not! Yes, the book.”

“No, I haven’t. Yes.”

“What do you mean, ‘yes’?”

“No.”

“Get along home with you! Yes, home. 1
have no intention of teaching you Yes, not
the slightest intention.”

[ had no objection to being sent home. I
would wander about the dirty streets of the
district until school was over, observing the
noisy life about me.

The priest had a fine, Christ-like face with
affectionate, feminine eyes. He had small
hands which seemed to caress everything they
touched, whether it were a book, a ruler, or a
pen. It was as though he loved every object
and looked upon it as a live thing that might
be injured by careless handling. He was less
affectionate with the children, but they were
fond of him nevertheless.

In spite of the fact that I received satis-
factory marks in my studies, I was soon in-
formed that I would be expelled for my con-
duct. That upset me. Unquestionably the
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consequences would be severe: my mother was
becoming more irritable every day, and had
taken to beating me very often.

But | was saved from this disaster. Quite
unexpectedly Bishop Chrisanth,* a hunchback
as | remember, visited our school.

An unfamiliar atmosphere of warmth and
good cheer filled the classroom when this
little man in flowing black robes entered and
took his place at the desk.

“Well, let’s have a little chat, my chil-
dren,” he said, taking his hands out of his
voluminous sleeves.

My turn to be called up to the desk came
towards the end of the list.

“How old are you?” he asked me. “Real-
ly? My, what a tall fellow for your age! Must
have done a lot of standing out in the rain!”

* Bishop Chrisanth was the author of the three-
volume work “Religions of the Ancient World”
and the articles “Egyptian Metempsychosis” and
“Woman and Marriage.” The latter article, read
in my youth, made a great impression on me. It
seems that I have distorted the title—it was pub.
lished in some religious magazine in the ’seventies,

396



He placed one thin hand with its long,
pointed nails on the desk, and took hold of
his scanty beard with the other, while he gazed
at me kindly.

“Well, tell me any story from sacred his-
tory that you like.”

When I replied that 1 had no book and
therefore could not study sacred history, he
adjusted his cowl and said:

“How’s that! You have to learn these
things, you know. But maybe you know some-
thing without the book—heard the stories some-
where? Do you know the Psalter? Good! And
the prayers! Now, then you see? And maybe
the lives of some of the saints? Even in verse?
Well, it turns out you’re quite a learned one!”

Our priest came in, all red and puffing.
When the bishop had blessed him, he began to
tell him about me.

“Just a minute!” said the bishop, stopping
him with a gesture. Then he turned to me
again. “All right, supposing you tell us about
Alexei, Man-of-God. . . .”

“Wonderful verse, isn’t it, son{” he said
when I stopped because [ had forgotten a line.
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“Maybe you know something else—about
King David? Fme. Only too glad to listen!”

I could sce that he really enjoyed listening,
that he was fond of the verse. He let me go
on for a long time before he mterrupted me.

“Did you learn your letters from the Psal-
ter? Who taught you? Your good grandfather?
Your bad grandfather! Well now, you can't
mean that. But they tell me you’re always
up to some kind of mischicf.”

[ blushed, but confessed my guilt. At some
length the teacher and the priest confirmed
the fact. The bishop listened with downcast
cyes.

“Hear what they say about you?” he said
at last with a sigh. “Come here!”

He placed a hand smelling of cyprus on my
head and said:

“What makes you so mischievous?”

“School’s a bore.”

“A bore? There’s something wrong here,
son. If you found school a bore, you would
be a bad sludcnt, but your marks show that
that isu’t so. There must be something else
the trouble.”
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He took a little book ont of his robe and
wrote:

“Peshkov, Alexer Hm. It'd be better of
you stopped your mischief, son. A little bit's
all right, but people can’t stand too much, you
know. Am I right, boys?”

“You're right!” came a gay chorus of voices.

“And what about you yourselves—I sup-
pose you do very little mischief, ch?”

“Oh no, a lot!” laughed the boys.

The bishop drew me to him and leaned
back n his chair, saying with an air of surprise
that made even the teacher and the priest laugh:

“ Just think—I was a mischief-maker myself
at your age! What do you suppose makes us
like that?”

The boys laughed and he asked them ques-
tions, cleverly entangling them in their own
words so that the atmosphere became more
and more merry. Finally he got up and said:

“A pity to leave you rascals, but it's
time for me to be on my way!”

He raised his arm, tossing back his wide
sleeve, and made the sign of the cross above
the class:
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“May you live and do good in the name
of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy
Ghost. Farewell.”

“Farewell, your holiness! Come back soon!”
shouted the boys.

“I'll come, I'll come all right,” he re-
plied, shaking his cowl. “I’ll bring you some
books.” Then he turned to the teacher. “Let
them go home now.”

Out in the entranceway he stopped me and
said in a low voice:

“Promise me you won’t make so much
trouble in the future, all right? Oh, I under-
stand why you do it, of course. Well, good-bye.”

[ was very much moved by this. A pecul-
iar emotion sccthed in my breast, so that
even when the teacher kept me after class and
began to tell me that from now on 1 must
behave like a lamb, I listened attentively and
willingly.

As the priest was putting on his coat he
said affectionately:

“From now on you must attend my lessons.
Yes, that you must do. But sit quiet! Yes,

[
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Things became better at school, but a nas-
ty thing happcned at home. I stole a ruble
from my mother. This crime was not premedi-
tated. One cvcning mother went out somewhere,
leaving me alone with the baby. For want of
anything better to do, I took out one of my
stepfather’s books—“Notes of a Physician,”
by Dumas the Elder. Among the pages I found
a one-ruble bill and a ten-ruble bill. The
book was too difficult for me, but on closing
it 1 was struck with the idea that for a ruble
[ could buy not only the “Sacred History,”
but “Robinson Crusoe” as well. I had learned
about the existence of such a book a short time
before. During recess one cold day I had been
telling the boys a fairy tale. Suddenly one of
them said scornfully:

“Fairy tales are no good! Robinson Crusoc
now, that’s a real story!”

A few of the other boys had also read Rob-
inson Crusoc, and they all praised the book.
I was hurt that they should have scorned grand—
mother’s tale, and resolved to get hold of
Robinson Crusoe so that, having read it, I
could say that ¢t was no good!
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The next day I came to school with the
“Sacred History,” two dog-ecared volumes of
Andersen’s fairy tales, threc pounds of white
bread and a pound of sausage. In the dark lit-
tle bookshop at the corner next to Vladimir
Church I had found a copy of “Robinson Cru-
soc”—a skinny little book in a yellow binding.
On the title page was the picture of a bearded
man with a fur cap on his head and a tiger
skin over his shoulder. This did not attract me,
while I found even the worn bindings of the
fairy tales fascinating.

During the long recess I shared my bread
and sausage with the boys and we began read-
ing “The Nightingale,” a wonderful tale
which gripped the heart from the very first
page.

“In China, all the people are Chinese, and
even the Emperor is a Chinaman.” I can still
remember how this sentence delighted me
with its simple humour, its smiling music,
and something else that was wonderfully
good.

I had no time to finish reading “The Night-

ingale” at school, and when I came home my
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mother asked me in a strained voice, as she
stood frying some eggs:

“Did you take a ruble?”

“Yes. Here arce the books. .. .”

She gave me a vigorous tanning with the
frying pan and took away the fairy tales,
hiding them for all time. This punishment
was infinitely more painful than the licking.

[ did not return to school for several days.
Apparently my stepfather told the people at
work what [ had done and they m their turn
related it to their children. The boys carried
the tale to school, and when I returned I was
greeted with a new nickname—the thief. Brief
and clear—but unfair. [ had not attempted to
hide the fact that I had taken the ruble, but
when [ tried to explain this, nobody believed
me. So [ came home and announced to my
mother that I would never go back to school
again.

Pregnant once more, she was sitting at
the window feeding my brother Sasha. She
turned her grey face and stared at me with
crazed, tortured eyes, opening her mouth like

a fish.
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“You're lying,” she said softly. "Nobody
could have heard about your taking the ruble.”

“Go ask them.”

“You must have told them yourself. Tell
me the truth—dudn’t you tell them? But don’t
lie—tomorrow ['m going to school to find
out for myself who told!”

I named the student. Her face became drawn
and melted m tears

[ went mto the Kkitchen and lay down
on the bed behind the stove which had been
made for me out of some old wooden boxes.
I could hear my mother sobbing in the next
room:

“Oh Lord, Oh Lord. .. .”

The smell of warm, greasy rags became
intolerable, and T went out mto the yard.

“Where are you going?” called my mother.
“Come here to me!”

We sat together on the floor with Sasha
on my mother’s knees pulling at the buttons
of her dress, bowing to them and saying:

“Bubbons,” which meant buttons.

[ snuggled up to my mother, and she put
her arm around me.

404



“We’re very poor,” she said. “Every ko-
pek—every single kopek. . ..”
She squeczed me with her hot hands and

seemed unable to finish what she wanted to
say.
“Oh, what a beast, what a beast!” she
suddenly burst out, repeating a word [ had
heard her use once before.

“Beat,” mimicked Sasha.

He was a strange baby—clumsy and large-
headed, with wonderful blue eyes which looked
smilingly about as tllongh expecting some-
thing. He began to speak at an unusually early
age and never cried, living in a constant state
of quiet joy. He was so weak that he could hard-
ly crawl, but he always rejoiced on secing me,
stretching out his little arms and playing with
my cars with his soft little fingers which for
some reason smelled of violets. He died quite
unexpectedly, without having been ill at all.
In the morning he was quietly happy as usual;
in the evening, when the churchbell was toll-
ing for vespers, he was already laid out on
the table. This occurred soon after the birth

of the second baby, Nikolai.
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Mother had carried out her promise to
clear up things at school, and once more 1
was studying normally. But again I had to
go live with my grandfather, for the following
reason:

One day at tea time, as [ was entering
the kitchen from the yard, I heard my mother
crying desperately:

“Yevgeni, Yevgeni, don’t go, [ beg of you!”

“Nonsense,” replied my stepfather.

“But I know you go to her!”

“Well, what of it?”

Both of them were silent for a few minutes,
then my mother said between fits of coughing:

“What a mean and worthless beast you
are!”

I heard him strike her. I ran into the room
and saw her on her knees, bracing herself
against a chair with her back and elbows,
her head thrown back, hereyes shining unnat-
urally, while he stcod in front of her, spick
and span in a new suit, kicking her in the
breast with a long leg. I picked up a sil-
ver-handled bread knife—the only one of
my father’s things left to my mother—and
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aimed it at my stepfather’s side with all my
force.

Fortunately my mother had time to push
him away, so that the knife only ripped his
coat and grazed his flesh. He let out a groan
and ran out of the room, holding his side.
With a shriek my mother grabbed me up and
hurled me onto the floor. My stepfather tore
me away from her when he returned from the
yard.

Late that evening, when he had gone out
in spite of everything, mother came to me where
I lay behind the stove, gently embraced me
and kissed me.

“Forgive me, dear. I have wronged you.
But how could you have done such a thing?
A knifel” ’

With a perfect understanding of the full
import of my words, I swore that I would
kill my stepfather and myself as well. And
I think I would have done it—at least attempt-
ed it. Even now I can see that loathsome foot
with the bright braid down the trouser leg
swinging in the air and landing on a woman’s
breast.
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Sometimes when I recall the abominations
of that barbarous Russian life[ question whether
they are worth dwelling on. But on further
consideration [ am convinced that they demand
being exposed, for they are the vicious, te-
nacious truth, which has not been exterminated
to this very day. They represent a truth which
must be exposed to its roots and torn out of
our grim and shameful life—torn out of the
very soul and memory of man.

But there is another, more positive reason
impelling me to describe such horrors. In spite
of their repulsiveness and the way in which
they mutilate what would otherwise be fine
natures, the Russian is sufﬁciently young and
wholesome in spirit to abolish such things and
he will surely do so.

Our life is amazing not only for the vig-
orous scum of bestiality with which it is
overgrown, but also for the bright and whole-
some creative forces gleaming beneath. And
the influence of good is growing, giving prom-
ise that our pecople will at last awaken to

a life full of beauty and bright humanity.
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XIII

Once more I was living with my grand-
father.

“Well, you rascal,” was his greeting as
he rapped nervously on the table. “I'll not
be feeding you any more. It’s up to your grand-
mother now.”

“I’ll manage,” she said. “As though that
was such a job!”

“Well, go ahead,” he shouted, but then
he explained to me more calmly: “Everything’s
separate with us now—ecach for himself.”

Grandmother sat at the window making
lace. Her bobbins clicked cheerfully above the
pillow bristling with brass pins that glis-
tened in the spring sun like a golden porcupine.
Grandmother herself seemed cast of bronze,
and had not changed in the least. But grand-
father had become leaner and more wrinkled.
His hair was thinner and the calm pompous-
ness of his movements had been substituted
by an impetuous fussiness. Fis green eyes
looked at everything suspiciously. With a
laugh, grandmother told about the division
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of property which had taken place between
her and grandfather. He had given her all
the pots and crocks and dishes and had
said:

“That’s all yours, and don’t be asking
me for anything else!”

Then he took all her old dresses and be-
longings, including a fox cape, and sold them
for seven hundred rubles, which he lent at
interest to his godson, a converted ch who
traded in fruit. He had become sick with greed
—shamelessly greedy. He began to visit old
acquaintances—rich merchants and artisans
with whom he had formerly worked—and ask
them to give him money, saying that his sons
had ruined him. QOut of respect for his former
position they made him generous gifts. He would
come home and wave a sizable banknote un-
der my grandmother’s nose, gloating like a
schoolboy:

“Sece this, you old fool? Nobody’ll give
you a tenth as much!”

My grandfather lent this money at in-
terest to a new acquaintance—a tall, bald-
headed furrier who was nicknamed “The
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Whip,” and his sister, a fat, red-cheeked,
dark-eyed storekeeper, as sweet and gooey as
molasses.

Everything in the house was divided: to-
day grandmother prepared dinner from prod-
ucts bought with her money, tomorrow grand-
father bought the bread and food. The dinncr
was always worse on his days. Grandmother
bought good meat, while he bougl\t lungs and
tripe. Each kept his own store of tea and su-
gar, but tea was brewed in the same teapot,
and grandfather would ask in alarm:

“Wait—Ilet me see—how much did you put
in?”

He would sprinkle the tea leaves into
his hand and carefully count them.

“Your tea’s finer than mine—mine’s thicker,
makes a better brew, so you got to put in
more.”

He watched to sce that grandmother poured
him tea that was just the same strength
as hers, and that they both drank the same
number of cups.

“Have a last!” grandmother would ask
just before pouring out the final brew.
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“Suppose we may as well have a last,”
agreed grandfather after a glance into the tea-
pot.

Even the oil for the icon lamp was bought
by each in turn—and this after fifty ycars of
labouring side by side!

[ found these tricks of my grandfather amus-
ing and disgusting—grandmother found them
only amusing.

“Forget it!” she would say to me. “What
of it? He’s old, is the old man, and he’s gone
queer. Four score already—just think the num-
ber of years! Let him be queer—don’t hurt
anybody. As for me and you—be sure Il
always carn a crust of bread for us!”

[ also began to earn money. Early Sunday
mornings [ would take a sack and go through
the streets and yards collecting old bones,
rags, nails, and paper. The junkman would
pay us twenty kopeks a pood for rags or pa-
per or metal, and eight or ten kopeks a pood
for bones. I collected junk after school during
the week as well, and every Saturday [ earned
from thirty to fifty kopeks (or even more if
it had been a particularly successful week.
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Grandmother took my money and hurriedly
deposited it in the pocket of her skirt, lower-
ing her eyes as she rewarded me with words of
pratsc:

“Thanks, pigeon-widgeon! You and me
won’t go hungry, will we, now? Just to think!”

One day I caught her gazing at one of my
five-kopek picces and weeping sottly, one
bright tear hanging from the end of her spongy
nose.

But I found that the profits from junk
dealing were less than those from stealing
boards from the lumberyards on the bank of
the Oka River or on The Sands, an island
where they traded in metal during the annual
fair, putting up makeshift booths for this pur-
pose. When the fair was over, the booths were
taken apart and the lumber stacked on The
Sands, where they remained until the rising
of the river in the spring. Houseowners would
pay us ten kopeks for a good board, and we
could steal two or three in the course of the
da.y‘ However, it was necessary to carry on
operations on foggy or rainy days, when the
watchmen were indoors.
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It was a friendly band of youngsters with
whom I worked: there was Sanka Vyakhir,
the Dove, ten-year-old son of a Mordovian

beggarwoman—an affectionate child who was

always quict and good-natured; there was the
waif Kostroma, skinny and impetuous, with
enormous black eyes—Ilater, when he was thir-
teen, he hung himself in a home for juvenile
delinquents to which he had been sent for
stealing a pair of pigeons; there was the Ta-
tar Khabi, a twelve-year-old Samson, who
combined extraordinary strength with a simple,
gencrous nature; there was the pug—nosed
Yaz, eight-year-old son of a gravedigger and
cemetery watchman, silent as a fish and
afflicted with the “black sickness”; and finally
there was the oldest of our band, Grishka
Churka, son of a widowed seamstress, a very
just and rcasonable person, and an expert at
fist fighting. All of us lived on the same
street.

Stcaling was not considered a crime in
our district. [t was the usual, and almost
exclusive means of getting a living for most
of the half-starved petty tradesmen. The month
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and a half of the annual fair could not keep
them alive throughout the year, and many
respected householders “made extra money on
the river,” that is, they fished out boards
and logs washed away by the tide, and hauled
light baggage on makeshift rafts; but for the
most part they went in for stealing—“mon-
keying” along the banks of the Volga and the
Oka, robbing the wharfs and barges and riv-
erbanks of anything they could lay their hands
on. On Sundays the grownups would boast
of their luck, and the children would listen
and learn.

In the spring, during the busy weeks of
preparation for the fair, drunken artisans and
other workmen would fill the streets after theis
day’s labour. Then the children of the dis-
teict would ply their trade of pickpocketing,
an occupation which was acceptcd as quite
legitimate and was fearlessly carried on with
the grownups as witnesses.

They stole hammers from carpenters, mon-
key wrenches from fitters, axle bolts from
carters. Our band did not go in for such
things.
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“I won’t go stealing—mom won’t let me,”

Churka announced one day.

“And I'm scared to,” put in Khabi.

Kostroma always shied from thieves and
pronounced the word “thief” with a pecul-
1ar emphasis, and if he found boys robbing
a drunkard, he would chase them and give
them a merciless beating. This sullen, large-
eyed boy was always posing as a grownup.
He walked with a rollmng swing like the ste-
vedores and tried to make his voice deep and
gruff. Altogcther there was something tight
and old and unnatural about him. The Dove
was convinced that stealing was a sin.

But the snitching of boards and poles from
The Sands fell into quite a different category.
None of us was afraid to do it, and we worked
out a teclmiquc that greatly simpliﬁed the
task. In the evening when it was already
dark, or on foggy days, the Dove and Yaz
would set out over the bulging, slushy ice to
The Sands. They would go openly, trying
to attract the attentron of the watchmen, while
the four of us would creep up unnoticeably
from different sides. While the watchmen were
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busy keeping an eye on Yaz and the Dove,
we would gather at the ‘lpl‘omlcd pl:lcc and
sclect our bo;u'ds; then while our Heet com-
rades teased the watchmen and fled from them,
we set out on the return trip. Fach of us had
a rope with a bent nail at the end which we
fastened to the board i order to haul 1t over
the snow and we The watchmen r.lrcly saw
us, and of they did thcy were unable to catch
us On selling the boards we divided the spoils
into six equal parts. Usually 1t came out to
five or seven kopeks apiece

This was cnough to ecat as much as we
liked for one day, but the Dove’s mother would
beat him il he did not bring her vodka; Kostro-
ma saved his money to go in for the pigeon
hunting he dreamed of; Churka’s mother was
ill, so he necded all he could get for her; Kha-
bi was also saving moncy m order to return
to the town from which he had been brought
by an uncle who was drowned shortly after
arriving at anhni—Novgorod. Khabi had for-
gotten the name of the town, remembering
only that it was on the Kama River near the

Volga.
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For some recason we found the idea of this
town very funny, and kept teasing the slant-
eyed Tatar about it:

There’s a town very fair,
But he doesn’t know where—
Here or there
Or 1n the air!

At first Khabi became angry with us, but
once the Dove sard to him in a cooing voice
which well justified his nickname:

“Come off now, who ever heard of pals
getting angry?”

The Tatar was ashamed He accepted the
rebuff and thercafter he Lumsclf used to sing
the song about the town on the Kama.

But still we preferred collecting junk to
stealing boards. It became particularly inter-
esting in the spring, when the snow had melt-
ed and the rains came to wash the cobbles
at the cmpty farr groumls. It was ;xlways pos-
sible to find natls and bits of metal in the gutters
of the fair grounds. Often we found copper
and silver coms, but m order to keep the watch-

men from chasing us and taking our sacks
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away, we had to give them two-kopek pieces
or lick their boots. In general, it was not casy
to make money, bt we became the best of
friends in the cffort. Occasionally there would
be quurrcls anmong us, but I cannot remember
our ever having had a fight.

The Dove was our pacifier. He was always
able to find just the right words to cilm our
passions —simple words, but ones which had the
effect of surprising us and makiyg us ashamed
of ourselves. He  himself seemed surprised
when he spoke them. He never took offence
at the mcan tricks Yaz would play, calmly
dismissing cverything bad as stupid and use-
less.

“Now why would you do such a thing?”
he would ask, and it became clear to cvery
one that there was actually no sense n
it.

He referred to his mother as “this Mor-

dovian of mine,” and none of us found 1t

funny.

“Last night this Mordovian of mine came
home soaked to the gills,” he laughed, his
little round cyes glinting with gold. “Flopped
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down on the doorstep and there she lays sing-
ing her head off, the old hen!”
“What'd she sing?” asked Churka seriously.
The Dove slapped his knees m time to the
music as he sang his mother’s song m a high

little voice:

Tap-a-tap-tap!

The young shepherd's rap

At my windowpane—

I am off with my swain!

The sunset glows,

The shepherd blows

Upon his pipe, so sweet and clear,
And all the village stops to hear.

He knew many such gay songs, and sang
them with zest.

“Yes,” he went on, “and she falls asleep
there in the doorway, letimg all the cold
air in, and me shivering my pants off and
unable to haul the bulk of her away. This
morning [ says to her, “What you want to get
so drunk for?” <It’s all right,” she answers.
“Try to bear it a little Jonger, I'll be dying
soon!’”
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“Sure, you can see it won’t be long, all
bloated up the way she is,” confirmed Churka
imprcssnvcly‘

“Will you be sorry?™ I asked.

“Of course,” answered the Dove with some
surprise. “She’s been a good one to me.”

And in sptte of the fact that we all knew
that the Mordovian beat the Dove, we were
convinced that she was a good soul; on days
when our gains were shght, Churka would
say:

“Let’s each throw in a lxopck 1o I)uy the
Dove’s mother some vodka, else she’ll lick
him.”

Churka and I were the only ones who knew
how to recad and write. The Dove envied us
this.

“When this Mordovian of mine dies,” he
would Co0, pullmg at his pointed, mouse-like
g to school too. I'll kiss the

g
teacher’s feet to make him take me. Then

ear, “I'm goin

when | finish I'll be gardener to the archbishop,
or maybe to the tsar.”

That spring the Mordovian, accomp;\nicd
by a bottle of vodka and an old man who col-
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lected donations for the building of a new
church, was killed when a stack of logs col-
lupscd on her. The woman was taken to the
llospitall and Churka said to the Dove:

“Come Iive with me. Mom’ll teach you
your letters.”

One day soon after, the Dove stopped in
front of a store:

“Gm\cry Slorc,” he I‘Cdd) his head Lfted
proudly.

“Grocery Store, you scarecrow!” corrected
Churka.

“l know, but the sybalels get mixed up"’

“SYLLables!™

“The letters jump around—they’re  so
happy to get read!”

The extent of his love for trees and grass
amazed and amused us.

Qur district was sandy, so there was little
foliage; only here and there in the yards
could be found sickly willows, twisted elder-
beery  bushes, or some dry grass hiding
under the fences, If one of us sat down on
this grass, the Dove would reprimand us an-
geily:
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“What you have to spoil the grass for?
Can’t you sit on the sand? It’s all the same to
you.”

In his presence we hesitated to break off a
bit of flowering elderberry or cut a willow
wand on the bank of the Oka.

“What you always spoiling things for, you
devils?” he would say, shrugging his shoulders
in amazement.

And this amazement made us ashamed.

All weck long we collected old bast sandals
in preparation for the sport we had on Satur-
days. On Saturday evening when the Tatar
stevedores were leaving the Siberian wharf,
we would hide behind some street corner and
throw sandals at them At first they became
angry, and cursed and chased us, but soon they
themselves were drawn into the game. In expect-
ation of the coming battle, they would also arm
themselves with bast sandals—more than once
thcy even stole our ammunition, having noted
where we hid our supply. But we objected.

“That’s no game,” we said.

So they would divide up the stolen goods,
and launch the fight. Usually they took up

423



their position in an open place while we yelled
and danced about them as we hurled our mis-
siles. They also yelled, and they would roar
with laughtcr cvery time one of us buried his
nose in the sand, tripped up by a well-aimed
sandal.

Sometimes the game went on until dark.
Petty tradesmen would watch us from the shel-
ter of some corner, remonstrating for decency’s
sake. But the sandals kept flymg through the
arr hike dusty, grey birds  Sometimes one of
us took a staggering blow, but the plcusure of
the contest outwerghed all pam and injury.

The Tatars became as excited as we  did.
When the battls was over, we would occasion-
ally go home with them, there to be treated
to horse meat accompanted by a peculrar dish
of vegetables, after which we were served a
strong brew of pressed tea and nut cake. We
were extremely fond of these huge men, cach
one of whom scemed slmngcr than the other.
There was something simple and childlike in
their natures. T was parllcularly nnprcsscd by
the fact that they never took offence, and were

always kind and considerate to each other.
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All the Tatars laughed irresistibly—laughed
until the tears rolled down their checks. One
of them (a muzhik from Kasimov with a broken
nose and fabulous strength—one day he carried
a church bell weighing twenty-seven poods off a
barge and well up onto the riverbank) would
howl when he laughed and keep crying:

“Qooo! Qooo! A word’s a bird; heard the
word—caught the bird; a golden bird!”

One day he sat the Dove on the palm of
his hand and lifted him up into the air.

“Go on live up the shy,” he sard.

On rainy days we would gather at the little
house in the cemetery where Yaz lived with
his father. His father was a crooked, bedrag-
gled creature with long arms and sprouts of
grimy hair on his head and face. His head was
like a withered turmp on the skinny stalk of
his neck. He would blissfully narrow his yel-
low eyes and mutter quickly:

“Lord preserve us from sleepless nights! Ool”

We bought a bit of tea, some sugar and
bread, and a little vodka for Yaz’s father.

“Put up the samovar, you rotten muzhik!”

Churka would order.
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And the muzhik would laugh and obey
orders. While waiting for the water to boil,
we would talk about our affairs, and he would
give us advice.

“Look sharp—the day after tomorrow there’s
to be a funeral feast at the Trusovs—ought
to be a lot of bones left!”

“The Trusov’s cook collects bones herself,”
said the ommniscient Churka.

“Soon the weather’ll be nice enough to go
to the wuods, ” mused the Dove as he glanced
out of the window into the cemetery.

Yaz rarely spoke, and would silently watch
us with his melancholy eyes as he demonstrated
the toys he had found m garbage cans: a wooden
soldier, a legless horse, buttons, and bits of
brass.

His father set the table with odd cups and
brought in the samovar. Kostroma poured
the tea, while the old man drank his vodka
and climbed up on the stove. gazing down on
us with owl-like eyes and muttering:

“Curses on the bunch of you—is it humans
you are or what? Phooh! A bunch of thieves—

Lord preserve us from sleepless nights!”
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“But we aren’t thicves,” said the Dove.

“Little thieves then.”

When Yuaz’s father got on our nerves,
Churka would bawl at him:

“Shut up, you rotten muzhik!”

The Dove, Churka and [ could not stand
hearing him enumerate all the sicl pooplc in
the district and conjecture as to which of them
would die first. He seemed to smack his lips
with anticipation and showed not the shghtest
pity. When he saw that we were loath to listen,
he would purposely tease us.

“Aha! Afraid, are you, you little warts!
There’s one big fat fellow scheduled to kick
off soon. Won’t it take him a long time torot
though!”

We stoppcd him, but he was not to be
squelched.

“And your turn’ll be coming soon! Can’t
expect to last long living off garbage heaps!™

“All right, we’ll die—and they’ll promote
us to angels,” said the Dove.

“You? Angels?” marvelled Yaz's father and
broke out laughing. Then he continued tor-
turing us with loathsome tales about corpses.
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But sometimes he bcgan saying strange
things in a low, buzzing voice.

“Listen, fellows, the day before yesterday
they buried a lady with a queer history. [
found out all about it, and what do you

think? . . .”

He often spoke about women, and always in
a filthy manner, but there was somecthing
plaintive and inquirmg about his stories, as
though he were appealmg to us to help him
think it lhrough. We listened attentivcly‘ He
spo[\'c haltingly, often intcrluptmg his spccch
to ask questions, but what he said always
left irritating splmlcrs and fragmcnts in our
memory.

““Who started the fire?’ ll\(‘y ask her. ‘1
did,” she says. ‘How's that, you fool? You
was 1 the hospital that night'” I did!” she
repeats Now what would she say a tlnng like
that for! Lord prescive us from sleepless
nights!”

He knew the Iife history of almost every one
he had dug into the carth of that bare, dismal
cemetery And when he spoke, it was as though
he opencd the doors of the surrounding houses
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to us and we entered and observed the lives
of the inhabitants, sensing something solemn
and important in the act. He seemed capable
of talking the might through, but as soon as
darkness drew about the windows, Churka
would get up from the table and say:

“I'm going home—-mom’ll be worrying.
Who's coming along?”

We all went with him. Yaz walked as far
as the fence with us, loched the gate, and
pressed his dark, bony face to the bars as he
said good-bye.

We called to him, fecling uncomfortable
about leaving him there in the cemetery. One
evening Kostroma looked back and said:

“One fine morning we’ll wake up and find
him dead.”

Churka often claimed that Yaz lived even
worse than the rest of us, but the Dove objected.

“We don’t live bad at all,” he claimed.

And T agreed with him. I enjoyed the in-
dependent Iife of the strects, and I was fond
of my corarades. Our companionship filled me
with a great new ﬁ‘eling, inspiring me with
the desire ever to help and benefit them.
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Again [ was encountering difficulties at
school. The boys began to call me a tramp and
a junkman, and after one of our quarrels they
announced to the tcacher that [ smelled so
strongly of garbage that it was impossible to
sit next to me. I remember how deeply this
hurt me and how difficult it was to return to
school after that. The complaint was a mean
invention: [ always washed myself carefully
each morning and never attended school in
the samc clothes [ wore while collecting
junk.

At last T passed the examinations for the
third class. As a reward for good work 1 was
presented  with a Certificate of  Honour, a
Bible, a  volume of Krylov’s fables, and
another book, unbound, bearing the enigmatic
title of “Fata Morgana.” When 1 brought
these presents home my grandfather was deeply
touched and ovcrjoycd‘ He announced that
we must carcfully preserve the books, and
for that rcason he would put them away m
his strongbox. For several days grandmother
had been ill and had no money. Grandfather
groaned and  wailed:
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“You’ll be the ruin of me—you're cating
me out of house and home. . . .”

So I took the books to a bookstall and sold
them for fOfty-five kopeks. which T gave to
grandmother. T spodded the Certificate  of
Honour by scribbling on it and then handed it
over to my grandfather. Ile carcfully put it
away without noticing the scribbles.

When school was over 1 returned to the life
of the strects, which with the arrival of spring
became even more fascmatmg. We made more
money now, and on Sundays the whole group
of us would go out to the ficlds and  forests,
returning home late m the evening pleasantly
worn out and bound cven closee to cach other.

But this Life dud not last long. My step-
father lost his job and agauin went away some-
where, and my mother and hittle brother Niko-
lai came to stay with grandfather. Sice my
grandmother had gone to live in the home of a
wealthy merchant fo~ whom she was embroi-
dering a coverlct for the Body of Christ, I had
to act as nursemaid.

My silent, wasted mother scarcely had the
strength to lift her fect. My brother had scrofu-
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lous ulcers on his ankles and was so weak that
he could not even cry. If he was hungry, he
would moan horribly, and 1f he was not
hungry he would drowse and give great sighs,
purring the while like a kitten.

“What he nceds is good food, but where can
[ get enough to feed you all?” said my grand-
father one day, after a careful examination
of the baby.

“He doesn’t need much,” replied my mother
with a raucous sigh.

“This one a little—that one a little—and
altogether a lot. . . .7

He gave a disgusted wave of his hand and
turned to me:

“Nikolai needs to be out in the sun, in the
sand. . . .”

I brought a sack of clean, dry sand and
dumped it in a sunny spot bencath the window.
Then I buried my brother in it up to his neck,
as grandfather had ordered. The baby seemed
to like it. He would sit there squinting  bliss-
fully and gazing at me with amazing eyes, con-
sisting, it seemed, of only blue irises encircled

by a ring of lighter blue.
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I Lecame very fond of my brother. It scemed
to me that he understood all my thoughts,
and T would lie beside him for hours, under
the window through which came my grand-
father’s squeaky voice:

“It don’t take much brams to die If you
were only smart enough to know low to live,
now. ..

This was usually followed by o prolonged
fit of coughing from my mother.

Nikolai would free his little arms and lift
them toward me with a nod of his pale head
His haic was thin and silvery; his face was ofd
and wisc.

If a cat or a chichken would come close,
Nikolar would watch 1t intently, then turn
to me with a faint smile. This smile disturbed
me-—could it be that my brother realized how
bored | was sitting there beside him; was he
aware of the fact that I wanted to leave him
and join my [riends in the street?

The yard was small and filled with all sorts
of rubbish. A straggling of sheds and other
structures extended from the gate to the bath-
house at the back of the yard. The roofs were
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piled high with boards, logs, bits of damp
wood and the wreckage of boats—trophies
fished out of the Oka when the ice broke and
the river was swollen with spring. The entire
yard was cluttered with river-soaked wood
which, when heated by the sun, exuded an
odour of decay

Next door to us was « small slaughterhouse.
Almost every mornig we could hear the moan-
ing of calves and the b]eating of shecp, and
the smell of blood was so strong that it seemed
tome 1t hung m the dusty aie ike o fine red net

When the cries of the anmmals were silenced
by an axe blow between the horns, Nikolan
would frown and purse his lips. as though
trying to imitate the animal sounds, but he
succeeded only m producing a puffing little
“phooh, phooh.”

At noon grandfather would poke his head
through the window and call:

“Dinner!”

He himselt would hold the baby on his
knee and feed it by chewing up bread and
potatoes, which he would then poke between
the baby’s tiny lips, smearing its mouth and
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sharp little chin. When he had administered a
little of such food, he would Lift the child’s
shirt, poke its bloated stomach, and say:

“Wonder if that’s enough—maybe a little
more?”

“Can’t you see he’s reaching for the bread?”
my mother would say from the dark corner
where she was lying.

“A baby can’t tell when it’s had enough ”

But he would push another bali of mush into
its mouth. [ suffered from the shame of this
feeding. Something rose in my throat, choking
me and making me want to throw up.

“All right,” said my grandfather at last
“Take him to his mother.”

When I took Nikolai in my arms, he would
moan and reach towards the table. My mother,
so cmaciated that she resembled a stripped
pine, would lift herself to meet me, stretching
out her long, fleshless arms.

She rarely spoke any more, and the few
words she uttered were wrung raspingly from
her seething chest. All day long she lay silently
dying in the corner. I sensed that she was
dying, and my grandfather made it clear by
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speaking too often and too insistently of
death, especially in the evenings when the
air was filled with the heavy odour of decay.

Grandfather’s bed stood in the corner al-
most under the iwcons. He slept with his head
toward the window, and before Falling asleep
he would keep muttering to himself:

“Well, the time’s come to die. A fine sight
we’ll present to our Maker! Whut we going
to say? As if | hadn’t been working all my
life—always doing something. And look what
it comes to!”

[ slept on the floor between the stove and
the window. The space was too short for me
and | had to stick my feet under the stove,
where the roaches kept tickling my toes. But
my observations from this vantage point often
gave me a malicious satisfaction. In doing the
cooking, grandfather was forever breaking the
glass in the window with the other end of
the poker or the pole with which he pulled
the pots out of the oven. It was strange and
ridiculous that anyonc as clever as he was
should not have thought of cutting off the end
of the pole.
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One day when something was boiling over
in the oven, he gave the pole such a yank that
he upset and broke the clay pot and smashed
the cross piece of the window and both pancs
of glass. This was so great a misfortune that
the old man sat down on the floor and wept.

“Oh Lord, oh Lord.” he wailed.

When he left the house later, [ took the
bread knife and hacked off the end of the pole.

“Curses and damnation!” cried grandfather
when he returned and saw what 1 had done.
“Should have sawed it off -do you hear!{—
SAWED it off! Could have made some rolling
pins out of the picce and sold them! Devil of a
family ['ve got!”

“Better keep your hands off everything,”
said my mother when he had run out into the
entranceway.

She died at noon on a Sunday in August. My
stepfather had recently returned from his trip
and again had a job. Grandmother and Nikolai
had already moved with him into a clean little
apartment next to the station where they were
to have taken my mother within the next

few days.
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On the morning of the day she died she said
to me in a voice which was faint, but clearer
than usual:

“Go tell Yevgeni Vasilyevich I want to
see him.” )

She sat up, leaning against the wall for
support

“Run quick!” she added, sinking back on
the pillow.

[t sccmed to me that she was smiling, and
a new light gleamed in her cyes. My stepfather
was at mass and grandmother sent me to the
Jewess for some snuff. She had none ready, and
so I had to wait while she pulverized the
tobacco.

When I finally returned to my grandfa-
ther’s house, I found mother sitting at the table
dreessed in a clean lavender dress, her hair
carctully combed, as proud and haughty as she
had formerly been.

“Feeling better?” I asked, with unaccount-
able shyness.

“Come here,” she said, giving me a fear-
ful look. “Where have you been gallivant-

ing?”
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Before [ had time to answer she scized me
by the hair, grabbed a long flexible knife off
the table and struck me with the flat blade
until it fell out of her hands.

“Pick it up! Give it here!”

I picked up the knife and placed it on the
table. Mother gave me a push and [ sat down
on the edge of the stove, from where | watched
her with frightencd eyes.

Rising from the chair, she slowly made her
way to the corner, lay down on the bed and
began to wipe her perspiring face. Her hand
moved uncertainly, twice falling weakly on
the pillow, with the handkerchicf twitching
in her fingers.

“Some water. . .7

I dipped a cupful of water from the pail.
Raising her head with difficulty, she took a
swallow, pushed me away with a cold hand,
and gave a deep sigh. She looked at the
icons in the corner, then at me, moved her
lips asif in a smile, and slowly lowered her
long lashes over her eyecs. Her elbows were
pressed close to her sides, while her hands
rose to her breast, to her throat. A shadow
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stole over her face, then receded, lcaving
her yellow skin tight, her nnse sharp. Her
mouth Opened in  surprise, but no breath
came.

[ stood there for countless ages with the
cup in my hand, watching my mother’s face
stiffen and turn grey.

My grandfather entered.

“Mother is dead,” T said.

“What you lying for?” he replied with a
glance at the bed.

Then he went to the oven and with a hor-
rible clangour of pan and pole began to remove
the pirog. 1 watched him with the knowledge
that my mother was dead, waiting for him to
realize it.

My stepfather came in, all dressed up in a
white linen coat and cap. He quietly picked up
a chair and carried it to my mother’s bedside.
Suddenly he dropped the chair and bellowed
like a brass horn:

“She’s dead! Look!”

With the pole in his hand and his eyes
starting out of his head, my grandfather stag-
gered over to the bed.
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When they began shovelling the dry sand
down onto my mother’s coffin, grandmother
wandered off among the other graves. She stum-
bled blindly over one of the crosses and in-
jured her face. Yaz's father took her to his house,
and while she washed the wound he quictly
whispered words of consolation in my ear:

“Lord preserve us from slecpless nights!
What’s the matter with you? Mustn’t mind a
thing like this, am I right, grandmother¢ The
poor and the rich, all go 1n the ditch—am 1
right, grandmother?”

He glanced through the window and sud-
denly ran out of the house, returning with
bcaming face and the Dove in tow.

“Look at this,” said the old man, holding
out a broken spur. “Just look what a find!
The Dove and me are making you a present
of it. See that little wheel, eh? You can be sure
it dropped off some Cossack’s boot! I was
going to buy it from the Dove—offered him two
kopeks. 7

“What you lying for?” muttered the Dove
angrily, while Yaz’s father kept hopping in

front of me and winking.
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“How’s that for a Dove, eh? Can’t get
away with nothing with him! Well, it’s not
me but him is making you a present of it,
he....”

When grandmother had finished washing,
she wrapped a kerchief around her blue, swollen
face and called me to go home with her, but
[ refused. 1 knew there would be drinking
and probably quarrclling at the feast follow-
ing the funcral. While we were still in the
church [ had heard Uncle Mikha.l say to
Uncle Yakov:

“Well, we’ll have a good drink today,
eh?”

The Dove tried to cheer me up by hanging
the spur on his chin and trying to reach it with
his tongue. Yaz’s father laughed with obvious
exaggeration, crying:

“Just look what he’s doing! Just look!”
But when he saw that this faded to amuse
me, he became serious.

“Lnough, enough! Pall yorese!l together.
Everybedy has to die, even the birds. Listen—
if you want, I'll put some turf around your
mother’s grave, how’d you like that? We’ll
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go to the fields now and gathcr it—~you and the
Dove and me—uand my Yaz too. We'll cut the
turf and put 1t around pretty- -won 't be another
grave to match it!”

[ liked this dea, and we all went out into

lll(‘ [lcm.\.

A few days after my mothet’s tuneral my
yrandtather said to me
“Well, Alexer, can’t exactly call you a
medal hanging around my neck! No room tor
you herc any more. Time you were getting out
"

in the world. . ..

So | got out mto the world.
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