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            A True Story Told by a Sacristan
   

         

         S
      o you want me to tell you another story about Grandad? I don’t mind—why not amuse you with a tale? Ah, the old days, the old days! What joy, what gladness it brings to the heart when one hears of what was done in the world so long ago that the year and the month are forgotten! And when some kinsman of one’s own is mixed up in it—a grandfather or great-grandfather—then may I be taken with a cough at the Anthem to the Holy Martyr Varvara if I don’t fancy that I’m doing it all myself, as though I had crept into my great-grandfather’s soul, or my great-grandfather’s sonl were playing tricks m me. I must say that our girls and young women are the worst for plaguing me; the moment they catch a glimpse of me it’s “Foma Grigoryevich! Foma Grigoryevich! Come now, some terrible tale! Come now, let’s have it!” And they keep on and on. I don’t grudge telling them a story, of course, but you should see what happens to them when they are in bed. Why. I know every one of them is trembling under the quilt as though she were in a fever and would be glad to creep under her sheepskin, head and all. If a rat scratches against a pot, or she herself touches the poker with her foot—it’s almost enough to scare her out of her wits. But next day she’ll pester me over again to tell her a terrible story, as though nothing had happened. Well, what am I to tell you? Nothing comes into my mind at the minute—Oh, yes, I’ll tell you how the witches played “Fools” with my grandfather. But I must beg you first, good friends, not to interrupt me or I wil make a hash of it not fit to take into one’s mouth.

         My grandad, I must tell you, was a leading Cossack in his day. He could read and write, and knew how to use the mark of abbreviation. On a saint’s day, he would boom out the Acts of the Apostles in a voice that would make any priest’s son of today feel small. Well, you know without my telling you that in those days if you collected all who could read and write from the whole of Baturin you’d not need your cap to hold them in—there wouldn’t be more than a handful altogether. So it’s no wonder that everyone who met my grandad made him a bow, and a low one, too.

         One day our noble Hetman took it into his head to send a letter to the Tsarina. The clerk of the regiment in those days—I can’t remember his name, it was Viskryak or Motuzochka or Goloputsek, or something like that; all I remember is that it was a queer name that began in an odd way—he sent for my Grandad and told him that the Hetman himself had named him as messenger to the Tsarina. My grandad never liked to waste time getting ready: he sewed the letter up in his cap, led out his horse, kissed his wife and his two sucking-pigs, as he used to call his sons, of whom one was my own father. And he made the dust fly that day as though fifteen lads had been playing a rowdy game in the middle of the street. The cock had not crowed for the fourth time next morning before Grandad had reached Konotop. There was a fair there at that time; there were such crowds in the streets that it made one giddy to watch them. But as it was early the people were all stretched out on the ground, asleep. Beside a cow lay a rakish lad with a nose as red as a bullfinch; a little further a woman-pedlar with flints, packets of blue, small shot, and rolls was snoring where she sat; a Gypsy lay under a cart, a waggoner from the Crimea on a waggon of fish; a bearded Muscovite, with belts and mittens on him, sprawled with his legs stuck out in the middle of the road. In short, there was a rabble of all sorts, as there always is at fairs. My grandad stopped to have a good look round. Meanwhile there began a stir in the booths: the Jewesses made a clatter with their flasks; smoke rolled up in rings here and there, and the smell of hot doughnuts floated all over the encampment. It came into my grandad’s mind that he had no tinder or tobacco with him; so he began sauntering about the fair. He had not gone twenty paces when he met a Cossack from Zaporozhye. A gay spark, and you could see it at once from his face! Breeches red as fire, a full-skirted blue coat and bright-flowered girdle, a sabre at his side and a pipe with a fine brass chain right down to his heels—a regular Zaporozhian Cossack if there ever was one! Ah, they were great dancers! One would stand up, stretch himself, stroke his gallant moustaches, clink with his iron heels—and off he would go! And how he would go! His legs would spin round like a distaff in a woman’s hands; his fingers would pluck at all the strings of the bandura like a whirlwind, and then, arms akimbo, he would set off dancing or burst into a song that thrilled your heart! Yes, the good old days are over; you don’t see such Zaporozhians nowadays!
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