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            FIRST LOVE

         

         The other guests had left long ago. The clock struck half past midnight. The host, and Sergei Nikolaevich, and Vladimir Petrovich, were the only people left in the room.

         The host rang for the remains of their dinner to be cleared away.

         ‘So that’s agreed,’ he said, settling himself deeper in his armchair and lighting a cigar. ‘Each of us has to tell the story of his first love. Sergei Nikolaevich, you start.’

         Sergei Nikolaevich, a plump little man with a chubby, fair-skinned face, first looked at his host and then stared up at the ceiling.

         ‘I never had a first love,’ he said finally. ‘I started with my second.’

         ‘How did that happen?’

         ‘Very simply. I was eighteen when I had my first flirtation, with a most attractive young lady. But I 8courted her as if I’d done it all before, just the way that later on I courted other girls. In point of fact, I fell in love for the first and last time when I was six, and it was with my nurse. But that was a very long time ago. I can’t remember anything about our relationship—and even if I could, who’d be interested?’

         ‘So what are we to do?’ began the host. ‘There was nothing particularly interesting about my first love either. I never fell in love with anyone till I met Anna Ivanovna, who’s now my wife; and everything went perfectly smoothly for us, our parents arranged the match, we soon found we were in love, and got married as quickly as we could. My story can be told in a couple of words. I must admit, gentlemen, that when I raised the question of our first loves, I was relying on you—I won’t say old bachelors, but bachelors who aren’t as young as you were. Have you anything entertaining to tell us, Vladimir Petrovich?’

         Vladimir Petrovich, a man of about forty with black hair just turning grey, hesitated a little and then said, ‘My first love, it’s true, was rather out of the ordinary.’

         ‘Aha!’ said the host and Sergei Nikolaevich in unison. ‘All the better … Tell us about it.’

         ‘Very well … Or no, I shan’t tell it, I’m not good at storytelling. It either comes out too short and sketchy, 9or too wordy and affected. If you don’t mind, I’ll write down all I can remember in a notebook, and then read it to you.’

         At first his friends wouldn’t have this, but Vladimir Petrovich insisted. Two weeks later they met again, and he kept his promise.

         Here is the story in his notebook:

         I

         It happened in the summer of 1833, when I was sixteen.

         I was living in Moscow with my parents. They had rented a dacha for the summer near the Kaluga gate, opposite Neskuchny Gardens. I was studying for my university entrance, but I was taking it easy and doing very little work.

         No one interfered with my freedom. I did what I liked, especially once I had parted from my tutor, a Frenchman who could never get over the fact that he had fallen into Russia ‘like a bomb’ (‘comme une bombe’), and spent days lying on his bed with a sour look on his face. My father was affectionate but off hand with me. Mother took almost no notice of me, though she had no other children. She was fully occupied with other 10worries. My father, still a young and very handsome man, had made a marriage of convenience: she was ten years older than him. She lived a melancholy life, always anxious, jealous and crotchety, except in his presence. She was very frightened of him; he was stern, cold and distant with her … I have never known a calmer, more composed, confident and controlling man than him.

         I shall never forget my first weeks in that dacha. The weather was beautiful; we moved there from town on the ninth of May, St Nicholas’s day. I went for walks either in our own garden, or in Neskuchny Gardens, or outside the city gates, taking some book or other with me, perhaps Kaidanov’s textbook; but I hardly ever opened it, and mostly just recited poetry aloud to myself—for I knew a lot of poetry by heart. My blood was in a ferment, my heart ached so sweetly and absurdly; I was endlessly waiting for something, dreading something, filled with wonder and anticipation; my imagination fluttered and soared and returned to the same fancies over and again, like martins circling a bell tower at sunrise; I was dreamy, and gloomy, and even wept; but through my very sorrows and tears, brought on perhaps by the music of a verse or a beautiful evening, there sprang up, like the fresh grass in springtime, a joyful sense of youth and burgeoning life.11

         I had a horse to ride, and I used to saddle it myself and wander far away on my own, breaking into a gallop and imagining that I was a jousting knight … How merrily the wind whistled in my ears! … Or I would just turn my face up to the sky, to fill my thirsty soul with its radiant azure light.

         At the time, I remember, the image of a woman, the idea of love, hardly ever took definite shape in my mind; yet behind everything I thought and felt, there lay hidden a half-aware, shy presentiment of something new, something unutterably sweet and feminine …

         That presentiment, that expectation, flooded my whole being. I breathed it, it flowed through my veins in every drop of my blood … And it was soon to come true.

         Our dacha consisted of the main wooden house, with a colonnade, and two small lodges. The lodge on the left housed a tiny workshop making cheap wallpapers. I had gone in there several times to watch a dozen skinny, scruffy youths with drink-sodden faces, wearing greasy smocks. They kept jumping in the air to grab the wooden levers and press down the rectangular wooden blocks of the press, using the weight of their puny bodies to print out the brightly coloured wallpaper designs. The lodge on the right stood empty 12and was rented out. One day, some three weeks after the ninth of May, the shutters of that building were opened up and I saw women’s faces at the windows. A family had moved in. At lunch that same day, I remember my mother asking our servant who our new neighbours were. When she heard the name of Princess Zasekina, she first commented respectfully, ‘Ah! A princess …’ but then added, ‘She must be quite hard up.’

         ‘Arrived in three hired cabs, madame,’ replied the servant, deferentially offering her a dish. ‘They don’t have a carriage of their own, and their furniture’s very ordinary.’

         ‘Yes,’ returned my mother. ‘But it’s better that way.’

         My father cast her a frigid glance, and she fell silent.

         And indeed, Princess Zasekina could not have been a rich woman. The little house she had rented was so ancient, and small, and squat, that no one even moderately well off could have chosen to live there. But at the time, all this went in one ear and out of the other. I was not particularly impressed by her princely title—I had just read Schiller’s The Robbers.13

         II

         Every evening I used to stroll round our garden with my shotgun, on the lookout for rooks. I had long detested these wary, crafty and rapacious birds. On that particular day I went out into the garden, and after I had been down all the paths without seeing any rooks (they had recognized me, and were just cawing sporadically in the distance), I happened to approach the low fence that separated our own grounds from the narrow strip of the right-hand lodge garden. I was walking with my head bowed. Suddenly I heard voices, and when I looked over the fence, I was thunderstruck by the strange sight that met my eyes.

         A few paces away, on the grass among the leafy raspberry bushes, stood a tall, slender girl in a pink striped dress with a white scarf tied round her head. Four young men crowded round her, and she was tapping each of them in turn on the brow with a bunch of those small grey flowers—I don’t remember their name, but children know them very well. The flowers grow little pods which burst with a snap if you strike them against something hard. The young men were offering their foreheads so eagerly, and the girl’s movements (I was looking at her from the side) were so enchanting, imperious, caressing, mocking and sweet, 14that I almost cried out in astonishment and delight. I think I would have given anything in the world just to have those lovely little fingers tap me on my forehead too. My gun slipped onto the grass. I forgot everything, while my eyes devoured her graceful form, her neck, her beautiful arms, her slightly ruffled fair hair under its white scarf, and her alert, narrowed eye, and those eyelashes, and the soft cheek beneath them …

         ‘Young man! Hey, you, young man!’ said a voice beside me suddenly. ‘Do you think you ought to be staring at young ladies you don’t know?’

         I started, and froze where I stood. On the far side of the fence, a man with short black hair was standing quite close to me and giving me an ironic look. And at that very moment, the girl turned towards me. I saw a pair of large grey eyes in a lively, excited face, and suddenly she was quivering with laughter all over that face of hers, her white teeth were glistening, her eyebrows seemed to be raised … Red in the face, I grabbed my gun from the grass and fled, pursued by ringing laughter that had no malice to it. I ran off to my room, flung myself down on my bed and covered my face with my hands. My heart was pounding. I was bitterly ashamed, and yet glad; I had never felt so excited in my life.

         When I recovered, I brushed my hair, cleaned myself up and went down to tea. The image of that 15young girl hovered before me; my heart had stopped pounding, but was filled with a kind of delicious tension.

         ‘What’s wrong?’ asked my father suddenly. ‘Shot a rook?’

         I wanted to tell him all about it, but I held my tongue and just smiled to myself. I don’t know why, but when I retired to my room, I spun round three times on one leg, pomaded my hair, got into bed and slept like a dead man all night. In the early morning I woke for a moment, raised my head, looked around in delight, and went back to sleep.

         III

         ‘How can I get to know them?’ That was my first thought when I woke next morning. I went out into the garden before my morning tea, but without going too close to the fence; and I saw no one. After my tea I walked up and down the road in front of the dacha a few times and looked into the windows from a distance … I thought I saw her face behind a curtain, took fright and hurried away. ‘I really have to meet her,’ I thought, pacing distractedly up and down the sandy patch of ground outside Neskuchny Park. ‘But 16how? That is the question.’ I recalled every detail of our meeting the day before: for some reason I remembered particularly clearly how she had laughed at me. But even as I made one anxious plan after another, fate had already lent a helping hand.

         While I was out, a letter had come for my mother from our new neighbour. It was written on grey paper and sealed with brown sealing wax, the kind that is only used on notes from the post office or the corks of cheap wine bottles. In this half-illiterate, messily written letter, the princess begged my mother to use her influence to help her: in the princess’s words, my mother was closely acquainted with highly placed persons who could decide the fate of herself and her children, since she was involved in very important lawsuits. ‘Im writing you,’ she went on, ‘as one Gentlewoman to another, and its a Great plesure for me too take this opertunity too do so.’ In conclusion, she begged my mother’s permission to pay her a visit. I found my mother very much put out. My father was not at home, and she had nobody to ask for advice. Not to answer this ‘Gentlewoman’—and a princess at that—was unthinkable. But how to answer her? She had no idea. It seemed wrong to send her a note in French, but my mother’s own Russian spelling was uncertain. She was aware of it, and didn’t want to 17expose herself. She was relieved when I came in, and at once told me to step round to the princess and tell her that my mother would always be happy to serve Her Excellency in any way she could, and to invite her over after midday. I was half delighted and half scared to have my secret desires fulfilled so promptly and unexpectedly, but I hid my confusion and ran upstairs to my room to put on a new tie and tailcoat. At home I was still going round in short jackets and soft collars, which I hated.

         IV

         I couldn’t help trembling all over as I stepped into the cramped, untidy hallway of the lodge. I was met by a grey-haired old servant with a swarthy, copper-coloured face, surly little piggy eyes, and the deepest furrows on his forehead and temples that I had ever seen. On the dish he was carrying lay a herringbone, gnawed clean. Holding the door to the next room open with his foot, he snapped: ‘What do you want?’

         ‘Is Princess Zasekina home?’ I asked.

         ‘Boniface!’ cried a quavering female voice from inside the room.18

         Without a word, the servant turned his back on me, displaying the threadbare back of his livery coat with its single rusty crested button. He put the plate down on the floor and went away.

         ‘Have you been to the police?’ called the same female voice. The servant muttered something in reply. ‘Eh? Someone’s called?’ the voice repeated. ‘The young gentleman from next door? Well, ask him in, then.’

         ‘Will you step into the drawing room?’ said the servant, reappearing in front of me and picking up the plate.

         I straightened my clothes and went into what they called the ‘drawing room’.

         I found myself in a small, rather untidy room with cheap furniture that seemed to have been hastily arranged around it. By the window, in an easy chair with a broken arm, sat a woman of about fifty, bareheaded and ugly, in an old green dress; she had a woollen scarf with a garish pattern round her neck. Her small dark eyes bored into my face.

         I went up to her and bowed.

         ‘Do I have the honour of speaking to Princess Zasekina?’

         ‘Yes, I’m Princess Zasekina. Are you Mr V.’s son?’19

         ‘Yes, madame. My mother has sent me round with a message.’

         ‘Do sit down. Boniface! Where are my keys? Have you seen them anywhere?’

         I passed on my mother’s reply to the princess’s note. She heard me out, tapping on the windowsill with her podgy red fingers, and when I finished she fixed her eyes on me once more.

         ‘Very well, I’ll certainly come over,’ she said at last. ‘How young you seem! How old are you, might I ask?’

         ‘Sixteen,’ I answered hesitantly. The princess pulled some greasy scribbled sheets of paper from her pocket, brought them right up to her nose and began to leaf through them.

         ‘That’s a good age,’ she suddenly announced, turning round and shuffling her chair. ‘Now please, don’t stand on ceremony with me. We’re free and easy here.’

         ‘Too free and easy,’ I thought, eyeing her unattractive person with involuntary distaste.

         At that moment another door was thrown open and a girl appeared, the one I had seen in the garden the day before. She raised a hand, and gave me a mocking smile.

         ‘And here’s my daughter,’ said the princess, gesturing at her with an elbow. ‘Zinochka, this is our neighbour Mr V.’s son. What’s your name, may I ask?’20

         ‘Vladimir,’ I whispered, rising to my feet in confusion.

         ‘And after your father? …’

         ‘Petrovich.’

         ‘Ah! I used to know a police inspector called Vladimir Petrovich, like you. Boniface! No need to hunt for the keys, they’re in my pocket.’

         The girl was still looking at me with that mocking smile, narrowing her eyes and cocking her head a little to one side.

         ‘I’ve already met Monsieur Voldemar,’ she said. The sound of her silvery voice gave me a delicious shiver. ‘Will you allow me to call you that?’

         ‘By all means,’ I stammered.

         ‘Where was that?’ asked the princess; but her daughter did not reply.

         ‘Are you busy just now?’ she asked me, not taking her eyes off me.

         ‘Not at all.’

         ‘Would you like to help me wind some wool? Come along to my room.’

         She nodded to me and left the room; I followed her.

         The furniture in her room was of rather better quality, and arranged with more taste. Though at that moment I noticed almost nothing—I was moving as if 21in a dream, my whole being filled with a stupid sort of intense bliss.

         The young princess sat down, took up a skein of red wool and motioned me to sit on the chair opposite her. Then she carefully loosened the skein and draped it over my hands. All this she did in silence, with a sort of comical deliberation, and still with that same bright, sly smile on her half-open lips. She started winding the wool onto a folded piece of card, and suddenly directed such a quick and dazzling glance at me that I could not help lowering my eyes. When she fully opened her own eyes, which she generally kept half-closed, her face was quite transformed, as though flooded with light.

         ‘What did you think of me yesterday, Monsieur Voldemar?’ she asked after a pause. ‘You probably judged me harshly?’

         ‘I … Princess … I didn’t think anything … how could I …’ I answered in confusion.

         ‘Listen,’ she took me up. ‘You don’t know me yet. I’m a very strange person. I want people always to tell me the truth. I’m told you’re sixteen. I’m twenty-one; so you see I’m much older than you, and that means you always have to tell me the truth … and do what I tell you,’ she added. ‘Look at me. Why don’t you look at me?’22

         I became even more embarrassed—but I looked up at her. She smiled, not with the same smile as before, but a different one, a smile of approval.

         ‘Look at me,’ she said again, lowering her voice affectionately. ‘I don’t mind … I like your face; I have a feeling we’re going to be friends. Do you like me?’ she added slyly.

         ‘Princess …’ I began.

         ‘First of all, you must call me Zinaida Alexandrovna. And secondly, what’s the sense in children—’ (she corrected herself) ‘—young people, I mean, not saying straight out what they feel? That’s all very well for grown-ups. You do like me, don’t you?’

         Although I was greatly enjoying the way she talked so frankly to me, I was rather hurt. I wanted to prove that I wasn’t a little boy, so I did my best to put on a nonchalant, serious air and announced:

         ‘Of course, Zinaida Alexandrovna, I like you a lot. I wouldn’t want to hide that.’

         She very deliberately shook her head.

         ‘Have you got a tutor?’ she asked suddenly.

         ‘No, I haven’t had one for ages.’

         I was lying. Not a month had passed since my Frenchman had left us.

         ‘Oh! Yes, I see, you’re quite grown up.’

         She tapped me lightly on the fingers.23

         ‘Hold your arms out straight!’—And she carried on carefully winding her ball of wool.

         She kept her eyes lowered, and I took advantage to begin watching her, first stealthily and then more and more boldly. Her face looked even more beautiful than the day before—everything about it was so delicate, intelligent and charming. She was sitting with her back to a window with a white blind over it. A sunbeam shining through the blind shed a soft light on her fluffy golden hair, her innocent neck, her sloping shoulders and tender, untroubled bosom. I gazed at her—how close and dear she was to me! I felt that I had known her for a very long time, and that before her, I had never known anything, nor ever lived … She was wearing a shabby, dark dress and an apron; I think I would have been happy to caress every fold of both dress and apron. The tips of her boots peeped out from under the hem of her dress: I could have knelt down in adoration before them. ‘And here I am, sitting in front of her,’ I thought, ‘I’ve come to know her … my God, what happiness!’ In my delight, I almost jumped up from my chair, but instead I just swung my legs a bit, like a child munching on a treat.

         I felt as happy as a fish in water; I should have liked never to leave that room, nor move from my place.24

         Slowly she raised her eyelids, and once again her clear eyes shone gently at me—and once again she smiled.

         ‘How you’re looking at me!’ she said slowly, wagging a forefinger at me.

         I blushed. ‘She understands everything—she sees everything!’—the thought flashed through my mind. ‘And how could she fail to see and understand everything?’

         Suddenly there were noises in the next room, and the clink of a sabre.

         ‘Zina!’ the old princess called from the drawing room. ‘Belovzorov has brought you a kitten.’

         ‘A kitten!’ squealed Zinaida, leaping up from her chair. She tossed the ball of wool onto my knees and rushed out of the room.

         I got up too, laid the skein and the ball of wool on the windowsill, and went back to the drawing room. There I halted in amazement. In the middle of the room lay a tabby kitten, its paws spreadeagled on the floor. Zinaida was on her knees beside it, gently raising its head. Standing by the old princess, and occupying almost the whole stretch of wall between the two windows, was a curly-headed blond young hussar with a ruddy complexion and bulging eyes.25

         ‘Isn’t it funny!’ Zinaida kept repeating. ‘And its eyes aren’t grey but green. And what big ears! Thank you, Viktor Yegorich. That was very sweet of you.’

         The hussar, whom I recognized as one of the young men I had seen the day before, smiled and bowed, clicking his spurs and jingling his sabre chain.

         ‘Yesterday you were good enough to say that you wished to have a tabby kitten with big ears … so I got one for you. Your word is law.’ And he bowed once more.

         The kitten gave a feeble mew and began sniffing the floor.

         ‘It’s hungry!’ cried Zinaida. ‘Boniface! Sonia! Bring some milk!’

         A maid in an old yellow dress with a faded kerchief round her neck brought in a saucer of milk and placed it in front of the kitten. The kitten gave a start, blinked and began lapping it up.

         ‘How pink its little tongue is,’ remarked Zinaida, bending her head almost down to the floor and peering right under the kitten’s nose.

         After drinking its fill, the kitten purred and daintily licked its paws. Zinaida stood up, turned to the maid and said carelessly, ‘Take it away.’

         ‘In return for the kitten, I claim your hand,’ simpered the hussar, drawing up his mighty frame tightly squeezed into a brand-new uniform.26

         ‘Both of them,’ rejoined Zinaida, holding out her hands to him. As he kissed them, she looked over his shoulder at me.

         I stood stock still, not knowing whether to laugh, say something or keep quiet. Suddenly, through the open doorway to the passage, I caught sight of our footman Fyodor making signs to me. I went out to him in a daze.

         ‘What is it?’ I asked.

         ‘Your mama has sent for you,’ he whispered. ‘She is annoyed with you for not coming back with an answer.’

         ‘Why, have I been here long?’

         ‘Over an hour.’

         ‘Over an hour!’ I blurted out, returning to the drawing room and beginning to scrape my heels and make my bows.

         ‘Where are you off to?’ asked the young princess, looking at me over the hussar’s shoulder.

         ‘I have to go home. So I’ll tell my mother,’ I added to the old princess, ‘that you’ll pay us a visit after one o’clock.’

         ‘Yes, young man, please do.’

         Hurriedly she pulled out her snuffbox, and gave such a loud sniff that I started.

         ‘Please do tell her,’ she repeated with a grunt, blinking her rheumy eyes.27

         I bowed once more, turned and left the room, with that awkward tingle in my spine which any very young man has when he knows that everyone is watching him leave.

         ‘Now mind, Monsieur Voldemar, mind you come back and see us,’ cried Zinaida, bursting out laughing again.

         ‘Why does she keep laughing?’ I wondered as I walked home, while Fyodor followed silently behind me exuding disapproval. Mama scolded me and demanded to know what on earth had kept me so long at the princess’s. I went straight up to my room without answering. I was suddenly feeling very sad, and trying hard not to cry … I was jealous of the hussar.

         V

         The princess called on my mother as she had promised. My mother did not take to her. I wasn’t present at their meeting, but at dinner Mama told my father that she found this Princess Zasekina une femme très vulgaire. The princess had annoyed my mother by repeatedly begging her to intercede with Prince Sergey on her behalf; she seemed to be engaged in endless lawsuits—des vilaines affaires d’argent—and must be a terrible troublemaker. But then my mother added that she had 28invited the princess and her daughter to dinner next day (on hearing the word ‘daughter’, I buried my nose in my plate), because when all was said and done, she was our neighbour and a titled lady. To this my father observed that he now remembered who this lady was. As a young man he had known the late Prince Zasekin, a very well-bred but absurdly empty-headed person, who had spent so long in Paris that he was nicknamed ‘Le Parisien’. He used to be very rich, but lost his whole fortune at cards; and then for some reason, nobody knew why, though it might have been for money (and he could have made a better choice, added my father with a frosty smile), he had married the daughter of some business agent. After which he started speculating and hopelessly ruined himself.

         ‘I hope she doesn’t come asking for a loan,’ remarked my mother.

         ‘She may well do,’ said my father calmly. ‘Does she speak French?’

         ‘Very badly.’

         ‘Hmm. Anyway, that doesn’t matter. I believe you said you’d invited her daughter too. Someone was telling me that she’s a very pretty and cultured girl.’

         ‘Ah! Then she doesn’t take after her mother.’

         ‘Nor her father either,’ he replied. ‘That man was quite well educated, but stupid.’29

         My mother sighed and looked thoughtful. My father said no more. I had been feeling very uncomfortable all through this conversation.

         After dinner I went out into the garden, but without my gun. I had promised myself not to go near the Zasekins’ garden, but an irresistible force drew me towards it, and with good reason. Even before I reached the fence, I caught sight of Zinaida. This time she was alone. She was holding a little book and walking slowly along the path. She did not notice me.

         I very nearly let her pass by, but all at once I thought better of it and coughed.

         She turned, but did not stop. Drawing back the broad blue ribbon of her round straw hat with her hand, she looked at me, smiled a gentle smile and fixed her eyes on her book again.

         I took off my cap, hesitated a moment or two, and then walked away with a heavy heart. ‘Que suis-je pour elle?’ I asked myself—in French, heaven knows why.

         I heard familiar footsteps behind me. Looking round, I saw my father coming after me with his light, rapid step.

         ‘Is that the young princess?’ he asked.

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Do you know her, then?’

         ‘I met her this morning at her mother’s.’30

         My father stopped, turned abruptly on his heels and went back. When he came up alongside Zinaida he bowed politely. She returned his bow, looking rather surprised, and lowered her book. I saw her following him with her eyes. My father was always very elegantly dressed, with a simple style of his own; but I had never seen him look so graceful, nor ever seen his grey hat sit so finely on his barely thinning hair.

         I made to move towards Zinaida, but she did not even spare me a look. Raising her book again, she walked off.

         VI

         I spent all that evening and next morning in a state of numb misery. I tried to work, I remember, and picked up my Kaidanov; I stared and stared at the large print in that famous textbook, but it was no use. Ten times over I read the words ‘Julius Caesar was renowned for his military prowess’ but nothing got through to me, and I gave up. Before dinner I pomaded my hair and put on my tailcoat and tie again.

         ‘What’s all this for?’ asked my mother. ‘You aren’t a student yet—heaven knows whether you’ll pass your 31exams. And you haven’t had your jacket long. You can’t just throw it away!’

         ‘We’ve got guests coming,’ I whispered hopelessly.

         ‘Rubbish! Guests indeed!’

         I had to give in. I took off the tailcoat and put on my jacket instead, but I kept the tie on. The old princess and her daughter turned up half an hour before dinnertime. The mother was wearing a yellow shawl over the green dress I had already seen, and an old-fashioned cap with flame-coloured ribbons. She started straight off talking about her bills of exchange, sighing and complaining about how poor she was, whimpering about how she needed help, noisily sniffing her snuff, wriggling and twisting about on her chair, and utterly forgetting her dignity as a princess. Zinaida, for her part, held herself quite primly, almost haughtily, like a real princess. Her expression was so unbendingly cold and dignified that I barely recognized her; I had never seen her look like that or smile like that—but I found her just as beautiful like this. Her gauzy summer dress had a pale-blue motif on it. She wore her long hair down, framing her face in the English style, which matched the cold expression on her face. My father sat next to her during our meal, entertaining his neighbour with his characteristic calm, elegant courtesy. From time to time he would 32cast a glance at her—and she would glance at him, with a very strange, almost hostile look. They talked French, and I remember being astonished at the purity of her accent. During the meal, the old princess went on behaving with great freedom, eating a great deal and praising the food she was served. My mother was visibly bored with her, answering her questions with a kind of wan indifference. Occasionally my father gave a faint frown. My mother did not like Zinaida either.

         ‘A stuck-up little miss,’ she said next day. ‘And what’s she got to be so conceited about, avec sa mine de grisette!’

         ‘You’ve obviously never seen any grisettes,’ my father remarked.

         ‘And thank goodness for that!’

         ‘Well, thank goodness indeed—but how can you be judging them, then?’

         Zinaida had not paid me the slightest attention during dinner, and as soon as it was over her mother began taking her leave.

         ‘I shall hope for your kind offices, Marya Nikolaevna and Piotr Vasilyich,’ she intoned to my mother and father. ‘What can I do? We had some good times, but they’re over now. And here I am—an excellency,’ she went on with an unpleasant laugh, ‘what a useless honour when we’ve nothing to eat!’33

         My father gave her a respectful bow and saw her to the hall door. I was standing right there, in my short little jacket, staring at the floor like a man condemned to death. I was utterly crushed by Zinaida’s treatment of me. Imagine my amazement when, as she passed me, she quickly whispered, with the old affectionate look in her eyes, ‘Come over at eight o’clock, do you hear? Without fail …’

         I flung out my arms in surprise—but she was gone, throwing a white scarf over her hair as she went out.

         VII

         On the stroke of eight I walked into the hallway of the little lodge where the princess lived, wearing my tailcoat and with my hair brushed up in a quiff over my brow. The old servant gave me a morose look and got up unwillingly from his bench. I could hear merry voices coming from the drawing room. I opened the door, and stepped back in astonishment. The young princess was standing on a chair in the middle of the room, holding a man’s hat in front of her, with five men gathered around the chair. Each was trying to dip a hand into the hat, which she was holding high in the air and shaking vigorously. When she caught sight of me, she cried out:34

         ‘Stop, wait! Here’s another guest, he has to have a ticket too!’ Then she jumped down from the chair and took me by my sleeve. ‘Come on, then!’ she said. ‘What are you waiting for? Messieurs, allow me to introduce you: this is Monsieur Voldemar, our neighbours’ son. And these,’ she added, turning to me and pointing out her guests in turn, ‘are Count Malevsky, Doctor Lushin, Maidanov the poet, retired Captain Nirmatsky, and Belovzorov, the hussar you’ve already met. I hope you’ll be friends.’

         I was so embarrassed, I did not even bow to anyone. I recognized Doctor Lushin as the same dark-skinned gentleman who had so mercilessly humiliated me in the garden. The others I had never seen before.

         ‘Count!’ Zinaida went on, ‘write out a ticket for Monsieur Voldemar.’

         ‘That’s not fair,’ objected the count, talking with a slight Polish accent. He was a very handsome man, stylishly dressed, with brown hair and expressive dark-brown eyes, a narrow little white nose and a thin moustache over his tiny mouth. ‘This gentleman hasn’t been playing forfeits with us.’

         ‘Yes, unfair,’ echoed Belovzorov and the gentleman described as a retired captain—a man of about forty, repulsively pockmarked, frizzy-haired as a blackamoor, 35round-shouldered, bow-legged, and dressed in an unbuttoned military tunic with no epaulettes.

         ‘Go on, write him a ticket, I say,’ repeated the princess. ‘What’s this, a mutiny? Monsieur Voldemar is here for the first time, and he’s excused all the rules. There’s no use grumbling, write it out, that’s what I want.’

         The count shrugged, bowed his head obediently, picked up a pen in his white hand with its many rings, tore off a scrap of paper and began writing.

         ‘At least let us tell Monsieur Voldemar what’s going on,’ began Lushin sarcastically, ‘otherwise he’ll be completely in the dark. You see, young man, we’re playing at forfeits; the princess has lost, and now whoever draws the lucky ticket will have the right to kiss her hand. Do you understand what I’m saying?’

         I merely looked at him and remained standing there in bewilderment, while the princess jumped back onto the chair and began shaking the hat again. Everyone stretched their arms up, and I did the same.

         ‘Maidanov,’ said the princess to a tall young man with a thin face, half-blind little eyes and extremely long black hair, ‘as a poet, you ought to be magnanimous and let Monsieur Voldemar have your ticket, so that he has two chances instead of just one.’36

         But Maidanov shook his head and tossed his hair aside. I took my turn last, dipped my hand into the hat, picked out a paper and unfolded it. Oh Lord! Imagine my feelings when I read the word ‘Kiss!’

         ‘A kiss!’ I could not help crying out.

         ‘Bravo! He’s won,’ said the princess. ‘I’m so glad!’ She stepped down off the chair and looked me in the eyes with such a bright, sweet gaze that my heart leapt up. ‘Are you glad too?’ she asked.

         ‘Me? …’ I stammered

         ‘Sell me your ticket,’ Belovzorov suddenly barked beside my ear. ‘I’ll give you a hundred roubles for it.’

         I replied with a look of such indignation that Zinaida clapped her hands, while Lushin cried ‘Well done!’

         ‘But,’ he went on, ‘as master of ceremonies, I have to see that all the rules are observed. Monsieur Voldemar, get down on one knee. That’s how we do things here.’

         Zinaida stood in front of me, leaned her head a little to one side, as if to take a better look at me, and ceremoniously extended her hand. My head swam; I tried to get down on one knee, but sank onto both, and pressed my lips against Zinaida’s fingers so clumsily that her fingernail gave my nose a slight scratch.

         ‘Very good!’ cried Lushin, and helped me to my feet.37

         The game of forfeits continued. Zinaida placed me next to her. What amazing penalties she thought up! She herself, for instance, had to pretend to ‘be a statue’—and for her pedestal she chose ugly Nirmatsky, ordering him to lie face down on the floor and even bend his head down on his chest. The laughter never ceased for a second. I myself had had a dull, lonely upbringing in a traditional genteel home, and all this noise and uproar, this unconstrained and almost riotous merriment, these outrageous goings-on with complete strangers, utterly turned my head. I was as drunk as though from too much wine. I began laughing and chattering louder than anyone else, so that even the old princess, sitting in the next room with some clerk from the Iberian Gate whom she had summoned for a consultation, came out to take a look at me. But I was feeling so happy, I couldn’t have cared less about people laughing at me or giving me odd looks.

         Zinaida carried on making me her favourite, and kept me by her side. For one of my forfeits I found myself sitting next to her with both our heads under one silk scarf, and I was supposed to tell her my secret. I remember how both our heads suddenly found themselves in that steamy, half-transparent, fragrant darkness, with her eyes gently shining close to my face, her 38open lips breathing warm air onto me, and I saw her teeth, and the ends of her hair tickled my skin and set it on fire. I said nothing. She smiled a sly, mysterious smile, and eventually whispered ‘Well then?’, but I merely blushed and giggled, and turned my head away, barely able to breathe. Then we got tired of forfeits, and began playing the string game. My God! imagine my delight, when for a moment’s absent-mindedness on my part, she gave me a hard, sharp smack on my fingers. After that, I did my best to pretend to have my head in the clouds, but she just teased me and never touched my outstretched hands again!

         What didn’t we get up to that evening! We played the piano, and sang, and danced, and pretended to set up a gypsy camp. We dressed Nirmatsky up as a bear, and made him drink salt water. Count Malevsky performed some card tricks, finally shuffling the pack for whist and dealing himself all the trumps, for which Lushin ‘had the honour to congratulate him’. Maidanov declaimed some passages from his epic poem ‘The Assassin’ (this was the heyday of Romanticism); he planned to publish it in a black binding with the title in blood-coloured letters. The clerk from the Iberian Gate had his cap stolen off his knees, and in order to get it back he was made to perform a Cossack dance. 39Old Boniface was decked out in a lady’s cap, while the young princess put on a man’s hat … I couldn’t go through all the things we did. Belovzorov alone retired further and further into a corner, scowling furiously. Sometimes his eyes would grow bloodshot, he would turn red in the face and seem to be about to hurl himself at us and scatter us in all directions like wood shavings. But when the princess looked at him and wagged a warning finger, he would retreat back into his corner.

         At last we were exhausted. Even the old princess, though she was up for anything, as she put it, and didn’t mind any amount of screaming, eventually felt tired and wanted to rest. Dinner was served shortly before midnight—a lump of stale dry cheese and some cold chopped ham pies, which I found more delicious than the most delicate pastries; there was only one bottle of wine, and that a rather peculiar one of dark-coloured glass with a wide neck, containing pink wine—anyway, no one drank any. Completely happy and quite exhausted, I left the lodge; as we parted, Zinaida squeezed my hand tightly and gave me another mysterious smile.

         The night air was heavy and damp on my overheated face. There seemed to be a thunderstorm on the way, with black rain clouds advancing across the 40sky, growing larger and constantly changing their smoky shapes. The wind was gusting fitfully in the dark trees, and somewhere far away over the horizon, the muffled thunder was grumbling crossly to itself.

         I came in through the back door and slipped upstairs to my room. The old servant who looked after me was asleep on the floor, so I had to step over him. He woke and saw me, and said that my mama was annoyed with me again and had wanted to send for me, but my father had stopped her. (I used never to go to bed without saying goodnight to her and asking for her blessing.) But there was nothing to be done.

         I told the servant that I’d get undressed and put myself to bed on my own; and I blew out my candle. But I didn’t get undressed, and I didn’t go to bed.

         I sat down on my chair and stayed sitting there like a man bewitched. What I was feeling was so new, and so delicious … I sat quite still, barely glancing this way and that, and breathing slowly. Now and then I laughed silently to myself, going over what had happened; or froze inwardly at the thought that I was in love, that this was it, this was love. Zinaida’s countenance floated gently before my eyes in the darkness—floated in the air, without drifting away; her lips still smiled that enigmatic smile, her eyes gazed at me from one side, questioningly, thoughtfully and tenderly … 41just as they had at the moment when we parted. At last I stood up and tiptoed to my bed; without undressing, I carefully lowered my head onto my pillow, as if afraid that any abrupt movement might disturb the sensations that flooded my being.

         I lay down on the bed but never shut my eyes. Soon I noticed a succession of faint flashes of light shining into my room. I raised my head and looked out of the window. The window frame stood out sharply against the pale, mysterious light on the panes. ‘A thunderstorm,’ I thought to myself. And so it was, but very far away, too far to hear the thunder, though there was a constant flickering of faint, long, forked lightnings, not exactly flashing, but rather quivering and twitching like the wings of a dying bird. I got up, walked over to the window and stayed standing there till morning. The lightning flashes never ceased for an instant; it was what the peasants call a ‘sparrows’ night’. I looked out at the silent sandy expanse, at the dark shape of Neskuchny Gardens, the yellow façades of distant buildings, which also seemed to be twitching at each faint lightning flash … I gazed out, and couldn’t tear myself away from the sight. Those silent lightnings, that shy flickering, seemed to echo the secret, wordless yearnings burning in my soul. The morning dawned; patches of crimson light announced daybreak. As the 42sun began to appear, the lightnings became fainter and more fleeting, quivering more and more rarely, and eventually vanishing altogether, drowned in the uncompromising, sober light of a new day.

         And the lightnings within me vanished too. I felt a profound weariness and peace … but the image of Zinaida still hovered triumphantly over my soul. And yet this very image, too, seemed more tranquil: like a swan taking flight out of the reeds of a swamp, it separated itself from the unsightly images that surrounded it. As I fell asleep, I flung myself down before it for the last time, to bid it a trusting, adoring farewell.

         Oh, you meek emotions, you gentle sounds, the goodness and peace of a softened heart, the melting joy of the first raptures of love—where are you now, where are you?

         VIII

         When I came down to tea next morning, my mother scolded me—but less than I had expected. She made me tell her what I had been doing the evening before. I answered her shortly, leaving out many of the details and trying to make the whole evening sound quite innocent. 43

         ‘Even so, they’re not comme il faut,’ remarked my mother. ‘And you’ve no business to be hanging about there instead of studying for your exams.’

         I knew that my mother’s concerns about my studies weren’t going to go beyond those few words, so I didn’t bother to argue with her. But after tea my father took my arm, walked me out into the garden and made me tell him everything that I had seen at the Zasekins’.

         He had a strange influence over me—and our relations were strange ones too. He took almost no interest in my education, but he was never rude to me; he respected my freedom, and even treated me courteously, if one could call it that. But he never allowed me to get close to him. I loved him and admired him, he was my ideal of a man—and my God, how passionately I would have adored him, if I hadn’t always felt him holding me at a distance! And yet he could awaken my boundless trust with a single word, a single gesture, in an instant, whenever he pleased. My soul would open up to him, and I would chat with him as though he were a wise friend or an indulgent teacher … And then, just as abruptly, he would drop me, and his hand would push me away—softly and gently, but it would push me away.

         Sometimes he would indulge in a fit of high spirits, and then he would be happy to romp and play with me 44like a boy (he loved any kind of physical activity). Once—and only once!—he caressed me so tenderly that I almost burst into tears … But his high spirits, and his tenderness, would vanish without a trace; and whatever passed between us gave me no hopes for the future—I might as well have dreamt it all. I sometimes found myself gazing at his bright, handsome, intelligent face … my heart would tremble, my whole being would long to be close to him … and he would seem to sense what I was feeling, give me a casual pat on the cheek, and either go away, or take up some activity, or suddenly grow cold, the way he alone knew how to do—and I would instantly shrink into myself and turn cold too. His rare moments of friendliness were never in response to my eloquent though unspoken entreaties—they always came unexpectedly. When I later reflected on my father’s character, I concluded that he wasn’t really interested in me, nor in family life; he loved something different, and enjoyed that to the full. ‘Take everything you can for yourself, and don’t let others rule you; to belong to yourself—that’s the whole point of life,’ he once said to me. On another occasion, I was playing the role of a young democrat in front of him, and began arguing about freedom (that was one of his ‘kind’ days, as I called them, and on days like that I could talk to him about anything I liked).45

         ‘Freedom,’ he repeated. ‘But do you know what can give a man freedom?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Will. One’s own will. And it gives you power, which is better than freedom. Learn to exercise your will, and you’ll be free, and in command.’

         More than anything else, and beyond anything else, my father wanted to live. And live he did … Perhaps he had a premonition that he had not long to enjoy ‘this thing called life’: he died at forty-two. I told him about my visit to the Zasekins in great detail. He listened to me, half attentively and half absently, sitting on a bench and tracing patterns in the sand with the tip of his cane. From time to time he laughed, giving me a bright, quizzical look, or challenged me with a brief question or objection. At first I didn’t even dare to pronounce Zinaida’s name, but then I couldn’t restrain myself and began singing her praises. My father laughed once more. Then he became thoughtful, stretched and stood up.

         I recalled that as he came out of the house, he had ordered his horse saddled up. He was a first-class rider, and had known how to tame the wildest of horses long before Mister Rarey.

         ‘Can I come with you, Papa?’ I asked.46

         ‘No,’ he replied, and his face took on his usual look of affectionate indifference once again. ‘You go, if you like. Tell the coachman I’m not riding.’

         He turned his back on me and walked quickly off. I watched him disappear out of the gate, and saw his hat moving along the fence. He went into the Zasekins’ house.

         He spent no more than an hour there, but then went straight off to town, only returning in the evening.

         After dinner I went round to the Zasekins’ myself. I found no one in the drawing room but the old princess. When she saw me, she scratched her head under her cap with the tip of a knitting needle and asked me whether I could copy out a petition for her.

         ‘With pleasure,’ I replied, and sat down on the edge of a chair.

         ‘Only be sure to write the letters big,’ she said, handing me a dirty sheet of paper. ‘Couldn’t you do it today, my young man?’

         ‘Certainly, I’ll copy it out today.’

         The door to the next room opened a crack, and Zinaida’s face appeared—pale, pensive, with her hair carelessly swept back. She looked at me with her large, cold eyes and quietly closed the door again.47

         ‘Zina! Hey, Zina!’ called the old lady. But Zinaida didn’t answer. I took away the old lady’s petition and spent the whole evening on it.

         IX

         My ‘passion’ began that day. I remember feeling rather like a young man about to enter government service. I had ceased to be just a young boy: now I was someone in love. I have said that my passion began that day, but I might have added that my sufferings, too, began that same day. In Zina’s absence, I pined for her; my head was empty, nothing that I did came right, and for days on end I thought obsessively about her … I pined for her; but when she was there I felt no better. I was jealous, and conscious of my own insignificance, and stupidly sulky, or stupidly servile—and still some invincible force drew me to her, and every time I walked into her room, I could not help trembling with happiness.

         Zinaida immediately realized that I had fallen in love with her—it never crossed my mind to hide it—and she made fun of my feelings, led me on, petted me and tormented me. It must be delicious to be the sole source, despotic and arbitrary, of someone else’s 48profoundest joys and deepest miseries: I was like soft wax in Zinaida’s hands. As a matter of fact, I was not the only one to be in love with her. All the men who came to her house were madly in love with her, and she kept every one of them on a leash at her feet. She enjoyed filling them with hope and fear in turn, playing with them just as she pleased, like puppets on a string (she called that ‘knocking people against each other’); and they all happily submitted and never thought to resist. Her whole lively, attractive personality was an enchanting mixture of cunning and thoughtlessness, artifice and simplicity, tranquillity and mischief. Everything she did or said, every gesture, carried a subtle aura of light-hearted charm, it all conveyed her unique power and playfulness. And her face, too, was always changing, always playful; it reflected a mocking, thoughtful and passionate nature, all in an instant. The most varied emotions, light and fleeting as cloud shadows on a day of sun and wind, constantly chased one another across her lips and eyes.

         She needed every one of her admirers. Belovzorov, whom she sometimes called ‘my wild beast’, and sometimes just ‘mine’, would happily have thrown himself into the flames for her. With no hopes of winning her by his intellect or other qualities, he yet went on proposing marriage to her and hinting that all 49the others were mere time-wasters. Maidanov echoed the poetic notes in her spirit: like almost all writers, he had quite a cold personality, but he fervently assured her (and perhaps himself too) that he worshipped her; he extolled her in his interminable verses, declaiming them to her with an ecstasy that was forced and yet sincere. She was fond of him, but made fun of him a bit; she didn’t entirely trust him, and after listening to one of his outpourings she would make him read Pushkin to her, to ‘clear the air’ as she put it.

         Lushin, the ironic, cynical-sounding doctor, knew her better than anyone—and loved her more than anyone, though he abused her to her face and behind her back. She respected him, but didn’t let him get away with anything, and sometimes took a particular sadistic pleasure in reminding him that he was her slave as well. ‘I’m a flirt, I’m heartless, I have the soul of an actress,’ she once said to him in my presence. ‘So, that’s fine! Give me your hand, and I’ll stick a pin in it, and you’ll be embarrassed in front of this young man—it’ll hurt, but you, Sir Truth-teller, will have to laugh it off!’ Lushin blushed and turned away, biting his lip, but finally offered his hand. She pricked it, and he really did burst out laughing … and she laughed too, pressing the pin quite deep into his flesh and looking into his eyes, while he looked helplessly this way and that …50

         The relationship between Zinaida and Count Malevsky was the one I found hardest of all to understand. He was handsome, sharp and intelligent, but even I, a boy of sixteen, could sense something ambivalent and false in him, and I was amazed that Zinaida didn’t see it. Or perhaps she did see that falseness in him, and wasn’t put off by it. Her irregular upbringing, her strange acquaintances and habits, the constant presence of her mother, the poverty and disorder of her home—everything, even the very freedom of this young girl’s life and her awareness that she was superior to everyone around her, must have combined to instil in her a sort of half-contemptuous, careless indifference. There were times when she would react to anything that happened—Boniface coming in to announce that there was no sugar, or some nasty piece of gossip emerging, or the guests quarrelling—by merely tossing her curls and saying ‘what a lot of nonsense!’—she simply couldn’t care less.

         But I myself would seethe with indignation to see Malevsky sauntering up to her in his sly, foxy way, leaning elegantly against the back of her chair and whispering in her ear with his smug, ingratiating little smile—only for her to fold her arms, give him a searching look, and smile back at him, shaking her head.51

         ‘What’s the great attraction of receiving Mister Malevsky?’ I asked her once.

         ‘Oh, he has such a pretty moustache,’ she replied. ‘But of course it wouldn’t appeal to you.’
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