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         I am very fond of the modest manner of life of those solitary owners of remote villages, who in Little Russia are commonly called “old-fashioned,” who are like tumbledown picturesque little houses, delightful in their simplicity and complete unlikeness to the new smooth buildings whose walls have not yet been dis-colored by the rain, whose roof is not yet covered with green lichen, and whose porch does not display its red bricks through the peeling stucco. I like sometimes to descend for a moment into that extraordinarily secluded life in which not one desire flits beyond the palisade surrounding the little courtyard, beyond the hurdle of the orchard filled with plum and apple trees, beyond the village huts surrounding it, lying all aslant under the shade of willows, elders, and pear trees. The life of their modest owners is so quiet, so quiet, that for a moment one is lost in forgetfulness and imagines that those passions, desires, and restless promptings of the evil spirit that trouble the world have no real existence, and that you have only beheld them in some lurid dazzling dream. I can see now the low-pitched little house with the gallery of little blackened wooden posts running right around it, so that in hail or storm they could close the shutters without being wetted by the rain. Behind it a fragrant bird-cherry, rows of dwarf fruit trees, drowned in a sea of red cherries and amethyst plums, covered with lead-colored bloom; a spreading maple in the shade of which a rug is laid to rest on; in front of the house a spacious courtyard of short fresh grass with a little pathway trodden from the store-house to the kitchen and from the kitchen to the master’s apart-ments; a long-necked goose drinking water with young goslings soft as down around her; a palisade hung with strings of dried pears and apples and rugs put out to air; a cartful of melons standing by the storehouse; an unharnessed ox lying lazily beside it— they all have an inexpressible charm for me, perhaps because I no longer see them and because everything from which we are parted is dear to us.

         Be that as it may, at the very moment when my chaise was driving up to the steps of that little house, my soul passed into a wonderfully sweet and serene mood; the horses galloped merrily up to the steps; the coachman very tranquilly clambered down from the box and filled his pipe as though he had reached home; even the barking set up by the phlegmatic Rovers, Pontos, and Neros was pleasant to my ears, But best of all I liked the owners of these modest little nooks—the little old men and women who came out solicitously to meet me. I can see their faces sometimes even now among fashionable dress coats in the noise and crowd, and then I sink into a half-dreaming state, and the past rises up before me. Their faces always betray such kindness, such hospitality and singleheartedness, that unconsciously one renounces, for a brief spell at least, all ambitious dreams, and imperceptibly passes with all one’s heart into this lowly bucolic existence.

         To this day, I cannot forget two old people of a past age, now, alas! no more. To this day I am full of regret, and it sends a strange pang to my heart when I imagine myself going sometime again to their old, now deserted dwelling, and seeing the heap of ruined huts, the pond choked with weeds, an overgrown ditch on the spot where the little house stood—and nothing more. It is sad! I am sad at the thought! But let me turn to my story.

         Afanasy Ivanovich Tovstogub and his wife Pulkheria Ivanovna, as the neighboring peasants called her, were the old people of whom I was beginning to tell you. If I were a painter and wanted to portray Philemon and Baucis
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       on canvas, I could choose no other models. Afanasy Ivanovich was sixty. Pulkheria Ivanovna was fifty-five. Afanasy Ivanovich was tall, always wore a camlet-covered sheepskin, used to sit bent over, and was invariably almost smiling, even though he was telling a story or simply listening. Pulkheria Ivanovna was rather grave and scarcely ever laughed; but in her face and eyes there was so much kindness, so much readiness to regale you with the best of all they had, that you would certainly have found a smile superfluously sweet for her kind face. The faint wrinkles on their faces were drawn so charmingly that an artist would surely have stolen them; it seemed as though one could read in them their whole life, clear and serene—the life led by the old, typically Little Russian, simplehearted and at the same time wealthy families, always such a contrast to the meaner sort of Little Russians who, struggling up from making tar and petty trading, swarm like locusts in the law courts and public offices, fleece their fellow villagers of their last kopek, inundate Petersburg with pettifogging attorneys, make their pile at last, and solemnly add V to surnames ending in O.
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       No, they, like all the old-fashioned, primitive Little Russian families, were utterly different from such paltry contemptible creatures.

         One could not look without sympathy at their mutual love. They never addressed each other familiarly, but always with formality. “Was it you who broke the chair, Afanasy Ivanovich?” “Never mind, don’t be cross, Pulkheria Ivanovna, it was I.” They had had no children, and so all their affection was concentrated on each other. At one time in his youth Afanasy Ivanovich was in the service and had been a lieutenant major; but that was very long ago, that was all over, Afanasy Ivanovich himself scarcely ever recalled it. Afanasy Ivanovich was married at thirty when he was a fine fellow and wore an embroidered coat; he even eloped rather neatly’ with Pulkheria Ivanovna, whose relations opposed their marriage, but he thought very little about that now—at any rate, he never spoke of it.

         All these faraway extraordinary adventures had been followed by a peaceful and secluded life, by the soothing and harmonious dreams that you enjoy when you sit on a wooden balcony over-looking the garden while a delicious rain keeps up a luxurious sound pattering on the leaves, flowing in gurgling streams, and in-ducing a drowsiness in your limbs, while a rainbow hides behind the trees and in the form of a half-broken arch gleams in the sky with seven soft colors—or when you are swayed in a carriage that drives between green bushes while the quail of the steppes calls and the fragrant grass mingled with ears of wheat and wild flowers thrusts itself in at the carriage doors, flicking you pleasantly on the hands and face.

         Afanasy Ivanovich always listened with a pleasant smile to the guests who visited him; sometimes he talked himself, but more often he asked questions. He was not one of those old people who bore one with everlasting praise of old days or denunciation of the new: on the contrary, as he questioned you, he showed great interest and curiosity about the circumstances of your own life, your failures and successes, in which all kindhearted old people show an interest, though it is a little like the curiosity of a child who examines the seal on your watch at the same time as he talks to you. Then his face, one may say, was breathing with kindliness.

         The rooms of the little house in which our old people lived were Small and low-pitched, as they usually are in the houses of old-world people. In each room there was an immense stove which covered nearly a third of the floor space. These rooms were terribly hot, for both Afanasy Ivanovich and Pulkheria Ivanovna liked warmth. The stoves were all heated from the outer room, which was always filled almost up to the ceiling with straw, commonly used in Little Russia instead of firewood.
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       The crackle and flare of this burning straw made the outer room exceedingly pleasant on a winter’s evening when ardent young men, chilled with the pursuit of some dark charmer, ran in, rubbing their hands. The walls of the room were adorned with a few pictures in old-fashioned nar-row frames. I am convinced that their owners had themselves long ago forgotten what they represented, and if some of them had been taken away, they would probably not have noticed it. There were two big portraits painted in oils. One depicted a bishop, the other Peter III; a flyblown Duchesse de La Vallière
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       looked out from a narrow frame. Around the windows and above the doors there were numbers of little pictures which one grew used to looking upon as spots on the wall and so never examined them. In almost all the rooms the floor was of clay but cleanly painted and kept with a neatness with which probably no parquet floor in a wealthy house, lazily swept by sleepy gentlemen in livery, has ever been kept.
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